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ABSTRACT
Tibetan Communities in Transition: An Ethnographic Study of
State-run Formal Education and Social Change
Lamaozhuoma
State-run formal schools were established as novel educational institutions throughout the
Tibetan regions in China in the 1950s. Based on a fifteen-month anthropological fieldwork in a
Tibetan region in A mdo, this dissertation examines the impact of formal education on social
change in Tibetan communities. Through a comprehensive analysis of: Chinese government
policies; economic development; Tibetan educational models and practices; personal narratives
from Tibetans of different generations; and traditional rituals, this dissertation investigates the
role of formal education in Tibetan society. I argue that formal education is a main factor
spurring social change in Tibetan communities. Education, through established formal
institutions, integrates Tibetan communities into the national society of China, bringing close
contact with non-Tibetan outsiders and binding students together with shared values and goals.
This study shows that formal education is a legitimating venue through which Tibetans seek
socioeconomic benefits and, as a result, education creates diversification in livelihoods and
influences the dynamics of family structure, marriage patterns, identity, gender relations, and
labor divisions.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Following the founding of the new Chinese government in 1949, the Chinese Communist
Party established state-run formal schools as novel educational institutions throughout Tibetan
regions in China. Formal education became increasingly important for Tibetans over time,
particularly since the 1990s. Over time formal, state-sponsored education was viewed as an
investment that brought profit. Such investment was not made merely based on an individual’s
interest. Rather, it was a decision and commitment made by the entire family. Providing
education to a child meant additional responsibilities and obligations for other family members.
Furthermore, the child would be freed from such household labor as planting, harvesting, and
herding, so that they could concentrate on school work. Based on different conditions, the family
members who supported a child's education were their grandparents, parents, siblings, and other
close relatives.
Tibetans developed private educational institutions and family educational centers
hundreds of years ago (Zhu 1990, Zhou 2003, Yang and Wang 1993). However, these private
and family educational centers were small in number and scale. Often only the children from
elite families studied there. Tibetan Buddhist monasteries1 formed the largest and most important
educational institution of Tibet and were generally considered as the first education in Tibet that
took place in a formal school setting, with well-established disciplines and rules regarding
educational content, exam, and degree systems (Zhou 2003). The monasteries, especially the
major ones, consisted of various sections (a concept equivalent to college) where monks majored
in different subjects, such as Buddhist philosophy, astronomy, astrology, Tibetan medicine,
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  Started in AD 779 (Zhou 2003).	
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painting, history, literature, linguistics, and Sanskrit (Zhu 1993). The monasteries were the main
sources of knowledge, and the monks were the major body of Tibetan scholars. Lay people,
usually men, also studied at the monasteries to obtain basic literacy and to learn how to read
scriptures.
Current state-run formal educational institution was first introduced in Tongren County,
Huangnan Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Qinghai Province, China, in the early 1950s. A small
number of primacy schools were built in agricultural villages, and some local school-age
children began attending school. Some basic teaching materials were developed for the limited
number of subjects, such as Tibetan and math that were taught at the time. Formal education
made limited development in the 1950s and the early 1960s because of the ten-year Cultural
Revolution2 in China, which was carried out in the entire country, including Tibetan regions.
During this period, all educational institutions were closed and students returned home. In the
late 1970s, the central Chinese government, led by Deng Xiaoping (1904-1997), put an end to
the Cultural Revolution and schools reopened. The 1980s was a watershed decade for China
because significant political and economic reforms were launched that led the county to open up
to the outside world and to rapid economic development. The reforms were particularly aimed at
economic development, and the role of education was emphasized as an important factor
contributing to achieving economic objectives. Thus, education was encouraged nationwide after
the revolution, and was later reinforced by the Compulsory Education Law that mandated all
school-age children to receive nine-year basic education and continued educational reforms.
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  It was a socio-political movement that took place in China from 1966 to 1976, which aimed to enhance
communism by destroying traditional cultural elements of old Chinese society. The main goal of the movement was
to remove capitalism (Young 1986).	
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In the 1980s, Tibetans were not responsive to the encouragement and pressure from the
government to send school-age children to school. Many parents felt insecure about sending
children to school because it often involved moving them to an unfamiliar environment in a town
or city. However, parents' attitude towards formal education started changing in the 1990s.
Parents began to see formal education as one fundamental trajectory for achieving economic
benefits and having a successful life outside the village. Such change in attitude was connected
to the fact that educated Tibetans with vocational school and college degrees received stable
government jobs, and they began to live a more comfortable life, compared to agricultural and
pastoral communities. Education provided Tibetans new opportunities, and a new avenue for
boosting their social mobility and social status. In one of the two agricultural villages of my
study (with a population of about two hundred and fifty people), referred to Village A, there
were only five college graduates in the 1990s. The number grew to thirty between 2001 to 2012.
This indicates a fast growth in the villagers' participation in education, given the fact that there
was a dramatic decrease in the number of school-age children because of China's Population
Control Policy3. While college graduates in the 1990s had five to six siblings on average, those
who graduated in the new century generally had only one sibling.
Educational and employment policies were changing as well. At the turn of the century,
vocational school degree was no longer adequate for government employment purposes in rural
Tibetan areas. The Chinese government abolished the job assignment policy, and all college
graduates entered what was called the "employment market" (Ch. Jiuye shichang). Previously,
China had practiced a policy that provided all college graduates (at least in Tongren County)
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  Carried out to control population grow, adopted a one child policy for Han Chinese couples in cities, but this rule is
less strict in rural Chinese areas and ethnic minority regions. Ethnic minority couples are usually allowed to have
two children (Attane 2002). China announced at the end of 2013 it will relax its one-child policy, and Han Chinese
couples will be allowed to have two children if one of the parents was an only child.
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government jobs in their home area. In the late 1990s, China implemented major educational
reforms, one of which was a massive expansion in higher education. The expansion allowed a
huge enrollment in higher education, which made government job assignment policy no longer
possible. A gross college enrollment ratio below 7% prior to 1995, jumped to a 15% ratio of the
eighteen to twenty-two year old group in 2005, reaching a total of 16 million enrolled (Tsang
2000, Levin and Xu 2005, Bai 2006, Zha 2009). As a result, in the late 1990s, China abolished
this policy and encouraged people to seek jobs through the employment market. In Tongren
County, this new policy was actually implemented in 2004, and employment became more
competitive. More Tibetans returned to their home areas with college degrees, where
employment options were limited.
In the new employment system, college graduates4 who were qualified for employment
faced challenging situations, such as failing job exams and long-term unemployment. Given the
fact that Tongren County is in an economically impoverished rural Tibetan region, its
employment system lacks diversity. The main source of employment is the government system,
which only provides relatively few jobs each year. There are few employment opportunities in
the private sector, such as family businesses. The government posts its own regulations and
procedures for how job opportunities are to be provided. Taking a publicized job exam is the
main method for applying for a government job. Chinese is the main language in which the
exams are conducted. In most cases, both Han5 Chinese and Tibetan college graduates competed
for the same positions, where Tibetans automatically faced a disadvantage in terms of language.
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"Tibetan students" or “Tibetan college graduates” mentioned in this paper were educated in bilingual education in
Tibetan schools.
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  Han refers to the majority group in China, known as Han zu. All the other ethnics are categorized as minority (Ch.
shao shu min zu).	
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There were times when certain jobs required the applicants to be bilingual (Tibetan and Chinese).
Such jobs were only open to Tibetans, and the few other ethnic minorities such as the Mongour
(Ch. Tu)6, who were educated in the local Tibetan educational system. Although Tongren County
is Tibetan autonomous region7, Chinese is the dominant language in government, as well as in
many other public settings. Thus, in recent years, few Tibetan college graduates have been able
to secure permanent employment. Most graduates worked odd jobs and earned little.
Although formal education, especially higher education, did not guarantee a stable job
and upward social mobility, Tibetan parents and students did not seem to alter their belief in
formal education. The likelihood of unemployment after receiving higher education did not stop
parents and students from pursuing education. Parents were willing to shoulder a huge financial
burden to support their children through costly higher education, which had been free during the
1980s. Despite the significance of formal education in ordinary Tibetans' lives, there has been a
lack of research on the role of Tibetan formal education in Tibetan society. Certain studies have
examined specific aspects of Tibetan education, such as educational models, language usage in
teaching and learning, issues with textbooks, and enrollment (Lamontagne 1999, Postiglione
2007). However, few studies have examined what role state-run formal education plays in the
social changes taking place in contemporary Tibetan society. Upton (1999) pointed out similar
observations and emphasized that Tibetan education in general, and modern secular education in
particular, was a neglected research area. The author wrote that:
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Tu communities in Tongren County have been greatly influenced by Tibetan culture. Many Tu children attend
Tibetan schools, and the younger generation dress in Tibetan robes instead of their own traditional clothing during
special occasions, such as the Lunar New Year. In English, this ethnic group is often named as Mongour.
7

Autonomous regions in China indicate places where ethnic minorities live. Governments of such regions are part
of the Chinese governmental system. However, as an autonomous region, the government is legally sanctioned to
have certain rights and freedom to make its own decisions independently and to practice them. For instance, Chinese
Law sanctions that in an autonomous region the local ethnic language can be used as the official and dominant
language. 	
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Although the educational sector represents a prominent point of intersection
between the Chinese state and Tibetan society, to date we know very little about
how educational policies have been implemented at the local level, and even less
about the effects of those policies and modern teaching methods on the
development of Tibetan culture and society within the PRC (1999:281).
Over the past sixty years, formal education has become deeply embedded in Tibetan
society. It has functioned as an institution that connects Tibetans to the non-Tibetan outside
world. As Upton stated, although formal education is a fundamental point of intersection
between the government and Tibetan communities, little research has been conducted in this
sphere. In addition, educational policies for minority groups are often ambiguous, baffling local
educators and administrators. Due to rapid growth and change in Tibetan formal education in
terms of policies and practices, and the lack of thorough research on the role of formal education
in society, Tibetan educators lack a solid understanding of Tibetan formal education. I find it
important to achieve a holistic understanding of the subject in terms of educational policies and
practices, and Tibetans' personal experiences. Such an understanding will help to better address
certain educational issues regarding educational models, language issues, and educational
objectives at various educational stages. Meanwhile, understanding the history of Tibetan formal
education is necessary in order to investigate its role in Tibetan society.
With this broad understanding and study interest, in the summer of 2011 I went to
Tongren County to conduct a year of fieldwork. I chose two agricultural Tibetan villages that I
referred to Village A and Village B, and one pastoral community as the main research sites. It
did not take long for me to notice the importance of development8 taking place in the region. The
two villages appeared quite empty most of the time, with only the elderly and young children at
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Development in this paper indicates development that is specific to China. It is associated with the development
campaigns that the Chinese government has implemented in the west of China since 1999.
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home. The young and capable people, both men and women, left their villages for migrant labor9.
In addition, during April and May, many went to high altitude Tibetan areas in the province to
collect caterpillar fungus10. Unlike the villages, the pastoral community was comparatively
secluded. Very few people in the pastoral community were engaged in the caterpillar fungus
business, and even fewer participated in cash-earning work outside their community. However,
both types of Tibetan communities have been affected by the government-sponsored
development projects.
Many projects, such as building highway infrastructure, agricultural development,
housing, and grassland fencing, brought ordinary Tibetans numerous opportunities to earn cash
both inside and outside their home areas. These development projects and activities made it
possible for Tibetans, especially Tibetan farmers, to have close contact with the outside world; a
phenomenon not seen a decade ago. This brought changes to Tibetan communities in terms of
how they lived. For herding Tibetans, housing and grassland fencing projects brought a dramatic
change to the traditional tent home that was easily moved between pastures. Herders now live a
settled life in brick houses, and raise livestock on fenced grassland. Some of my informants were
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It is often physical work in construction.

10

Caterpillar fungus , yartsa gunbu in Tibetan, literally means summer grass winter warm. An online source defined
it as "A fruiting body produced by the fungus, Cordyceps sinesis, on dead caterpillars of the moth Hepilus fabricius.
Spores of Cordyceps sinensis grow inside the caterpillars filling the caterpillar with filaments (hyphae). When the
caterpillar dies the fungus produces a stalked fruiting body that produces spores. The spores are spread in the wind
to the next generation of caterpillars. Uninfected caterpillars pupate into relatively large primitive moths. The moth
is found in the south central Provinces of Guizhou, Hubei, Gansu, Qinghai, Shanxi, Sichuan, Sizang, Yunnan, and
Zhejiang. Infected caterpillars are often found in soft soil under trees in mountains over 4000 m high, or in cold,
well-drained grassy marshlands "(Luk 1998).
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recipients of government housing in the township11 seat as well, and were seen by the
government as living a "modern life" in town.
Changes engendered by development projects were so profound that it becomes crucial to
provide a broad socioeconomic context of local area. Without addressing these projects and their
impacts at the grassroots-level of Tibetan society, it is impossible to draw a complete picture of
Tibetan people's current lives (presented at the end of this chapter). Together with development,
formal education is instrumental in changing Tibetan society rapidly. Thus, it is important to
examine the role of formal education in Tibetan society within this broad socioeconomic context.
However, it should be noted that despite the importance of addressing the impact of development
projects promoted by the Chinese government, my primary focus and discussion is on the role of
formal education in social changes in Tibetan communities.
Statement of the Problem
This dissertation addresses how formal education impacts social changes in Tibetan
communities, as a fundamental factor involved. Formal education interconnects Tibetan
communities to the larger Chinese society, bringing close social contact between Tibetans, Han,
and other ethnic groups. Formal education, through established institutions, binds children
together with shared values and goals. Safa (1971) writes that national society and local
community are brought together through national institutions, such as a market economy,
political parties, labor unions, education, and a banking system, that bring all sectors of a society
into an "interlocking widening framework" (1971:210). She also states that cultural
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  It is the most basic government unit in the Chinese administrative system that moves up from the township to the
county, the prefecture, the provincial, and the central government.	
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differentiation makes the process of integration more complex because it involves establishing
common norms, values, and institutions.
It is essential to situate the role of formal education in the broad socioeconomic
environment of the Tibetan region, without which the discussion would become segmented and
isolated from the broad picture. Development projects that began over a decade ago and the
utilization of natural resources, such as caterpillar fungus, have created a variety of economic
activities and options for Tibetans. There is no doubt that such diversification of economic
activities and livelihoods has caused changes at the grassroots level. In many cases it jeopardized
the traditional ways of life that relied exclusively on agriculture and animal husbandry. Now,
Tibetan communities are more open to the outside world, and Tibetans' lives have become more
dependent on the national society of China. Together with development and new business, at a
macro level, formal education contributes to the integration of the Tibetan society into the
national society. On the other hand, at a micro level, formal education plays a role in changing
the lifestyle of Tibetans in terms of family structure, marriage pattern, self-identity, and norms
for defining social status. In order to address the main research topic-how formal education
impacts social changes within Tibetan communities-this paper aims to answer the following
questions:
1. What is the contemporary life of Tibetans like? How do China's economic
development and policies, such as the Western Development Campaign, influence
Tibetan society?
2. What educational policies have been introduced and practiced in Tibetan areas?
What does 'minority education' mean? What are students' learning experiences?
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3. What does formal education, and higher education in particular, mean for
Tibetans? How does formal education impact Tibetan traditional life in terms of
family structure, marriage pattern, and livelihood?
In terms of scope, this paper is based on a study conducted in three communities. During
my dissertation fieldwork I focused on Village B and the pastoral community. I conducted
summer fieldwork in Village A as my preliminary dissertation research in 2009, two years prior
to my actual dissertation fieldwork. Both research periods focused on Tibetan formal education.
The data collected during the preliminary research supplements this paper. In order to include
Tibetans that were representative of the Tibetan population, I covered both farming and pastoral
communities in this study. There are two segments in Tibetan society based on modes of
production. One is an agricultural community that is settled in villages and lives on farming, and
the other is a pastoral community that depends on animal husbandry and moves between pastures
seasonally. Also, in terms of education, these two communities have had different experiences.
The first state-run formal education institution was built in the early 1950s in agricultural areas
and has been in operation since. Such institutions came to pastoral communities in the same area
only a decade later. Formal education was implemented in different forms in these communities
at an early stage. In agricultural villages there were settled schools with various numbers of
classrooms, whereas in pastoral areas, tent schools were introduced to deal with the need for
mobility. The resettlement and grassland-fencing projects that the Chinese government has been
promoting and implementing in pastoral Tibetan areas in recent years have a great impact on the
lives of local people, including their educational experiences. Thus, the inclusion of agricultural
and pastoral communities is necessary in order to provide a more complete picture of local
Tibetans' lives.
10	
  
	
  

	
  

Research Setting
My research was conducted in Tongren County, Huangnan Tibetan Autonomous
Prefecture, Qinghai Province, China. In Tibetan this place is known as Reb gong, a Tibetan area
in traditional A mdo Province. This location was chosen for two reasons. Firstly, I am from this
area, which made getting access to local people relatively easier. Secondly, the area was ideal to
reach both pastoral and agricultural communities within the same county. The study
communities were selected in the same county because of their common political and
socioeconomic circumstances.
In A mdo, other ethnic groups live with Tibetans. Han-Chinese are scattered throughout
the region. Certain Han-Chinese communities were formed in A mdo Tibetan areas during the
Ming and Qing dynasties, and the republican era of China (Huber 2002:xv). More Chinese
arrived to the area recently, especially after the implementation of China's western development
campaign. The majority of the Han-Chinese population are located in cities and towns. Mongols
are long-time settlers in the area and are highly Tibetanised. The Mongour or Tu, known as Hor
in Tibetan, are also Tibetanised. In addition, there are Muslims or Hui who speak Chinese, "the
Turkic-Altaic speaking Salar, and the Bao'an and Dongxiang peoples who both have MongolianAltaic languages" (Huber 2002:xvi).
The following paragraphs situate my research setting in Tongren County into three
historical timeframes: the first section touches upon on traditional Tibet prior to 1949. It situates
the research setting into traditional Tibetan social entities of Reb gong, A mdo, and Tibet. The
second section situates Reb gong into the Chinese administrative system that were mainly
developed after the 1950s. The last section provides the contemporary socioeconomic context of
the research area.
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Traditional Institutions
Tibet is a contested term used by different parties and people to indicate various entities.
In western academia, Tibet is often associated with a larger territory and population of people
embracing all Tibetan regions and ethnic Tibetans in China. However, on the map of China,
Tibet indicates only the central part of the Tibetan plateau. Traditionally, Tibet was comprised of
three traditional provinces (Tib. chol kha gsum), known in Tibetan as A mdo (pronounced
Amdo), Kham, and U-tsang. Tibet or the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR) on a Chinese map,
covers only U-tsang. Nevertheless, ethnic Tibetans living anywhere in China are recognized as
Tibetan in China's ethnic classification scheme that features a total of fifty-six groups. Tibetan
autonomous prefectures and counties were established in Tibetan regions by Republican China
(1912-1949) and the People's Republic of China. In China, TAR is often used interchangeably
with Tibet. Scholars such as Goldstein (1989, 1994), Huber (1999, 2002), Nietupski (2011), and
Tuttle (2004) employ terms such as ethnic Tibet, historical Tibet, or cultural Tibet to indicate an
area covering A mdo, Kham, and U-tsang. These scholars use specific localities such as central
or eastern Tibet when discussing regional issues. Regional and identity differences are
commonly observed, not only among Tibetans from different traditional regions, but also among
herders and farmers. While it is essential to address regional differences, some scholars state that
these differences should not be viewed as obstacles in achieving or maintaining a national
identity. Rather, they argue, it is the foundation of a national identity (Goldstein and Kapstein
1998).

12	
  
	
  

	
  

Figure 1: Map of China
The history of Tibet, including modern history, is a complicated topic. Given the
complexity of the topic and the limits of this study, I do not enter into the debate on this subject.
Nevertheless, it is necessary to mention the political structure prior to the founding of the new
Chinese government in 1949, as I study social changes in Tibetan communities. I will sketch the
overall political structure of the time when the Chinese communist leadership came to power. It
is an important timeframe because I investigate Tibetan formal education established during this
period and its impact on social change.
The situation of contemporary Tibet was affected and determined by its relations with its
historical neighbors, the Mongols, the Manchus, and the Chinese. Each of these powers inserted
their political interest in Tibet during different time periods and in various forms. For instance, in
the 18th century, the Manchus sent "imperial representatives (Manchu. amban)" to Tibet to work
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with the Dalai Lama (Tuttle 2004:19). Goldstein's (1995) work notes that foreign powers, such
as the Mongols, were brought into Tibet by the religious and political interests of different
Tibetan religious sects, particularly Gelukpa and Karmapa. Each group relied on foreign power
to secure its religious and political authority. In the 17th century, Gelukpa, which was led by the
fifth Dalai Lama, invited "Gushiri Khan (1582-1655), leader of the Khoshud subgroup of the
Oirat Mongols…" to secure its position (Nietupski 2011:6). With support from Gushiri, the fifth
Dalai Lama secured control of central Tibet, while Gushiri maintained his position as the "king
of Tibet" (Tuttle 2005:19). However, throughout history, local Tibetans were the dominant
authority, and the central Tibetan government practiced genuine independence until the 1950s
(Goldstein 1989, Nietupski 2011).
The political structure of Tibet was known as chosi nyitrel, which Goldstein translates as
'religion and political affairs joined together' (1989:2). The government was administered by
both monk and lay officials. The history of monk officials in the government can be dated back
to the Gelukpa government led by the fifth Dalai Lama. According to Goldstein, there were
initially sixteen monk positions, a number that increased to several hundred in the 20th century.
They were in charge of religious and monastic affairs, as well as secular affairs (1989:8). The lay
officials were recruited from elite estate-holding families and their main responsibility was the
administration of secular affairs. This political structure was maintained until the mid-20th
century, when the thirteenth Dalai Lama fled to India and formed a Tibetan government-in-exile.
Goldstein (1995) states that China's policy in Tibet today is largely influenced by the ongoing
interactions between the Chinese government and the Tibetan government-in-exile, as well as the
discussion of Tibetan issues on international platforms.
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Figure 2: Tibetan Regions in China
A mdo
A mdo was an important part of Tibet, being one of its three traditional provinces. All
too often, knowledge of Tibet is focused on the central and western Tibet. A mdo is relatively a
neglected area in Tibetan studies. Only recently have some western scholars started examining
the lives of A mdo Tibetans. The literature available primarily focuses on the transformative
changes taking place after the implementation of the landmark Chinese political and economic
reforms in the 1980s. Nevertheless, A mdo, a complex political, ethnic, and socio-cultural region,
still remains a large Tibetan area that has been under-studied. A mdo is located at the borderland
and is inhabited by peoples of multi-ethnic and multi-cultural backgrounds. Huber (2002) says
that defining A mdo is no easy task. He writes that:
There is not, and there has never been, a single or discrete A mdo in time and
space, and there is no benefit for us to invent and impose a precise one here.
The only certainty we can entertain is that the area referred to as A mdo by
Tibetans today must include those parts of the north-eastern Tibetan plateau
where people regard themselves as being ethnically Tibetan in the sense of
sharing some form of common language, history, origin narratives, lifestyle,
cultural systems and identity (2002:xiii).
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The modern history of A mdo is different from the history of central and west Tibet,
which is now officially known as the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR). While central,
western and north-western Tibet was under Lhasa-based political control for the last several
hundred years until the 20th century, led by the Dalai Lama, A mdo was primarily ruled by local
elites. Yangdon Dhondup writes that, "Tibetans in A mdo were not ruled by a single leader after
the 9th century. Principalities such as that of Co ne (Ch. Zhuoni), chieftains, tribal heads and
Lamas with considerable political power shared among them the territory of A mdo" (2011:40).
Different Chinese regimes in the history relied on the local Tibetan chiefs (Ch. Tusi) and elites,
granting them titles and seals. The acceptance of the titles and seals signaled the incorporation of
local Tibetan communities into Chinese sovereignty. However, in the most agrarian and pastoral
Tibetan areas, the Chinese influence was nominal, and local chiefs, village and tribe heads ruled
their territories independently of both the central Tibetan and Chinese states (Huber 2002,
Yangdon Dhondup 2011). The chieftainship or tusi system was terminated in 1931 by
Republican China and counties were established in A mdo that brought the Tibetan communities
into the Chinese government structure. The PRC adopted the county system created by the
previous Chinese government. Based on the county system, Tibetan autonomous prefectures (Ch.
zang zu zi zhi zhou) were established in the 1950s.
The ascendence of regional Muslims became part of the A mdo political landscape during
the Republic of China. During this time many parts of the country fell under the control of local
warlords, including Muslim Chinese warlord Ma Bufang (1903-1975) and his family. Ma
Bufang's family, including his father Ma Qi (1869-1931), uncle Ma Lin (1873-1945), and brother
Ma Buqing (1901-1977), controlled Qinghai Province from the 1910s to 1949. Ma Bufang ruled
Qinghai known as "state-within-a-state" from the 1930s to 1949 (Goodman 2004). His power
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reached Reb gong in the 1930s where local Tibetan leaders were under his control until 1949.
Ekvall, an anthropologist who was born to a missionary family based in China, spent many years
living with Tibetans at the borderland in Qinghai. His study (1968) records his experiences living
with Tibetans during the 1930s and 1940s. He wrote that some Tibetan villages that were
geographically close to the Chinese area had village leaders assigned by the government of
Republic of China, which were basically represented and controlled by Ma. However, he also
stated that the Tibetan villages were mostly free from government control.
Reb gong
Reb gong, also written as Reb kong and Re skong, was my main research area. In
Chinese the place is called Tongren, the capital seat of Huangnan Tibetan Autonomous
Prefecture (Tib. Rma lho). It is 180 kilometers south of Xining city, the capital of Qinghai
Province (Tib. Mtsho sngon). The term Reb gong historically indicated a larger territory,
comprising:
"eighteen outer groups (phyi shog bco brgyad) -- a vast area that not only covers
present-day Reb kong, but also includes places in the north such as Khri ka (Ch.
Guide) in Mtsho lho (Ch. Hainan) prefecture, Rdo sbis (Ch. Duowei) in Mtsho
shar (Ch. Haidong) prefecture and Sog po in the south-- and the twelve inner
groups (nang shog bcu gnyis), which include numerous villages in the
surrounding of Reb kong" (Yangdon Dhondup 2011:36).
Today, Reb gong refers to the twelve inner groups, which are under the jurisdiction of Tongren
and Zeku (Tib. Rtse khog) counties in Huangnan Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture. Similar to the
composition of A mdo, Reb gong is also a multi-ethnic and multi-religious region. The majority
of local inhabitants are Tibetans, but residents also include Han-Chinese, Mongol, Monguor, Hui,
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Salar, and Bao'an. As for religion, Buddhism (different sects), Bon12, Daoism, and Islam are
represented in the region.
Reb gong is an important region in A mdo. Sonam Tsering (2011) notes that according to
local oral history, the Reb gong people are the descendents of generals and their soldiers sent by
the central Tibetan government during the imperial period, somewhere between the seventh to
the ninth centuries. And a community in the area known as Mgar rtse traced their origin to Blon
po mgar, a minister of King Srong btsan sgam po (604-650 CE). The author says that Reb gong
was not under a centralized ruling institution after the ninth century, until the nang so institution
was established in the early 14th century. It is believed that Mdo sde bum, the son of the well
known Buddhist master and medical practitioner Lha rje brag sna ba, became the ruler of Reb
gong in the early 14th century (Yangdon Dhondup 2011, Sonam Tsering 2011). Mdo sde bum's
authority in the region was recognized by the Yuan or Mongol emperor who provided him the
title of nang so and an official ivory seal. Thus, he became the first nang so of Reb gong. The
first nang so was known as Rong wo nang so. There were two other nang so, Marnang nang so
in lower Reb gong and Dobi nang so located in today's Xunhua Salar Autonomous County that
were established later. The nang so was assisted by a council of twelve ministers, formed by
local chieftains, leaders, and lamas. Under the nang so institution, there were many smaller
social units, such as villages, with their own chieftains and tribal heads. These leaders accepted
the rule of the nang so, and in return they were allowed some autonomy within their own
community or territory (Yangdon Dhondup 2011:41).
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  An early religion of Tibet existing before the first diffusion of Buddhism in the seventh century.	
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Nang so was a hereditary title passed down in the family. Yangdon Dhondup shows that
"the legitimacy of the nang so was based on a mixture of hereditary claims and official
recognition given by the Chinese emperor and the central Tibetan government" (2011:41).
Different generations in the nang so family accepted titles and seals from both governments to
secure and consolidate their authority in the region. For instance, from the Chinese emperor they
received titles such as Daguoshi and Beile. Yangdon Dhondup argues that the acceptance of
these titles and seals from the Chinese emperor formed a superiority-subordination relationship
between the imperial Chinese and Tibetan communities. At the same time, he also states that the
peripheral location of Reb gong from the imperial China and central Tibet made it possible for
the nang so to practice considerable autonomy while maintaining relationships with both powers.
The local monastery, Rong bo dgon chen, is the third largest Dge lugs monastery in A
mdo and played an important role in the sociocultural and political landscape of Reb gong. It was
founded by the first nang so in 1342 and started as a Sa skya monastery. The power of the nang
so family weakened in the late 16th and early 17th centuries, at the time the power of the Ming
dynasty (1368-1644) was diminishing. "A new incarnation line, the Shar skal ldan lineage"
emerged at this time (Dhondup 2011:43). The first Shar (1607-1677) became the abbot of the
monastery, who slowly transformed the monastery from the Sa skya tradition to Dge lugs, which
was supported by the Mongols and the Qing emperor. The Shar skal ldan lineage was recognized
by the central Tibet and the second Shar skal ldan "received the title of Numunhan from the 6th
Dalai Lama in 1703" (Dhondup 2011:44). From the emergence of the Shar lineage, Reb gong
was ruled by the Shar lineage and nang so institution. In the late 1930s, the power of Muslim
warlords Ma Bufang and Ma Qi reached Reb gong, and the central political power of the seventh
Shar (1916-1978) was challenged (Tsering 2011:4). Today, Rong bo dgon chen is under the rule
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of the eighth Shar, Tenzin Jikme kelden (b. 1979), who holds the most important religious
power in Reb gong, but no longer has the political power that his predecessors once exercised.
Chinese Administration and Institutions
Today, Tibet is officially divided into one region and four provinces. About 4,593,54113
Tibetans live in the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR), and the provinces of Yunnan, Sichuan,
Gansu, and Qinghai (Zhou 2003). U-tsang Tibetans live in the TAR while Kham Tibetans live in
the provinces of Sichuan, Yunnan, and part of Qinghai Province. Most Tibetans in Qinghai,
southwest Gansu, and some in northwest Sichuan provinces are known as A mdo wa. Nowadays,
Tibetans use both traditional and official terms interchangeably to describe the geographical
locations, while dialects are always indicated in the traditional terms. In this paper, I use the
Chinese term of the location, Qinghai, because it indicates a smaller and more specific region
than the traditional term A mdo. Also, instead of using the traditional name of Reb gong for my
primary research area, I use the Chinese official name Tongren later in the paper. As I have
mentioned, the traditional Reb gong now falls under the jurisdiction of Tongren and Zeku
counties.
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From 1990 census data that excluded Tibetans living outside mainland China.
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Figure 3: Map of Qinghai Province
Qinghai Province consists of three cities and six prefectures. The cities include Xining,
the capital of the province, Haidong, and Geermu. Five out of the six prefectures are Tibetan
autonomous prefectures and the other is a Tibetan and Mongolian autonomous prefecture. The
reported Tibetan population in Qinghai is 912,160 with a total population of 4,593,072
(Lamontagne 1999). The majority of the Tibetan population lives in the prefectures. Huangnan
Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture is located in the southeast of Qinghai Province. It consists of
Tongren, Jianzha, Zeku, and Henan counties. While the former two counties mainly practice
agriculture the other two are pastoral. Village A, Village B and the pastoral community are
located in Tongren. The total population of Huangnan as reported in the 2002 census was
212,504 of which 65.94% (140,126) was Tibetan. As for Tongren County, the total population
amounts to 77,165, of which 55,602 (72.06%) were Tibetans. The distance between the Tongren
County seat and the villages is approximately twenty kilometers, about half an hour drive by car.
Village A and Village B are about five kilometers apart, and practice the same lifestyle. The
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pastoral community is about fifty kilometers away from the county town, and about thirty
kilometers from the villages A and B.
Huangnan Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture and Tongren County share the same seat,
where they have their own offices. In the beginning, they were located in the different parts of
the town and easy to distinguish. Now finding the boundaries between the two is difficult, as
many new buildings have been built to fill the space between them. Local people used “the
prefecture town” to indicate the whole town, encompassing the county town. However, people
sometimes used “the county town” when they specifically referred to a long narrow street located
in the lower part of the area where the original seat of the county town was located. School
educated Tibetans, especially college graduates, returned to this town upon finishing their
education to look for jobs. Their household registration (Ch. Hukouben14) in these areas gave
them priority in terms of gaining certain job positions. However, while some job openings were
available only to the people who held local residence, others were open to people from other
counties, prefectures, and provinces. Tibetans from Village A and Village B and the pastoral
community, as holders of Tongren County residence, had the right to employment in county
level offices and often in prefecture level offices as well. Therefore, the majority of the
employed people from these places worked and lived in either county or prefecture towns. These
towns were often associated with the image of "a better life" enjoyed by educated, employed
people. However, not everyone in the town had a comfortable life. There were several Tibetan
villages on the outskirts of the town where villages engaged in farming, although they were
physically located in the town. There were also other Tibetans who ran small-scale private
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A handbook given to each household in China by the government, which indicates one’s residence in a particular
area and basic information, such as birth date, birth place, and marriage status. The household registration system
divides the population into "rural" and "urban," and controls the movement of the two groups.
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businesses, such as selling vegetables, and lived on a small amount of money. In addition, there
were migrants who came from different parts of China. They included Han-Chinese, and ethnic
minority people, such as the Chinese-speaking Hui and Salar. These people operated restaurants,
worked in construction, gathered caterpillar fungus, and ran hotels.
Tongren County is further divided into two districts15(Ch. Zhen) and nine townships (Ch.
Xiang). They are the smallest government in the Chinese government system, and also the most
important mediator between the general populace and the government. Out of the eleven districts
and townships, three are listed as pastoral, and the rest are listed as agricultural. Village A and
Village B belong to the same agricultural township, and the pastoral area belongs to one of the
three pastoral townships of the county.
Village A and Village B are located in a long narrow valley surrounded by mountains.
Each village is made up of seven sub-villages. Both have a general name to distinguish the
villagers, by themselves and by others. The sub-villages are the smaller units that constitute a
polity16. They are closely connected to each other geographically. The sub-villages vary in size
ranging from about forty households to nearly eighty. Each individual sub-village has its own
temple, which is the center for local religious practice and rituals. It also has a common open
threshing ground that is divided among the households according to the number of family
members. All the homes are built near each other. A typical village home is a one floor, often in
the shape of a square, and made of wood and packed earth. It usually contains a shrine at the
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District (Ch. zhen) and township are the same level administrative units. A district is usually bigger than a
township in terms of its population and nonagricultural population. A district is economically better off than a
township and forms the most basic economic center. It is common to see two or more townships combined into one
district.
16

Polity here means the entire village, including the seven sub-villages, which form a social unit.
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center of the house, a living room, two or three bedrooms with adobe beds that can be heated
during the winter, a kitchen, a livestock enclosure, and a toilet. Family size varies from two to
over ten people.
Most of the pastoral community practice a lifestyle engaged in animal husbandry. It took
about one and half hours by bus from the county town to reach the township up on the grassland.
One could easily notice the altitude change. A narrow road leading to the pastoral community
zigzagged into the mountains, leaving the agricultural villages behind in the lower parts of the
valley. The mountainous grassland came into view when the bus reached the small township
town situated at a crossroad linking two counties. The town was made up of many one-floor
houses dotting the grassland, and several three to five floor buildings with the red Chinese
national flags flying atop. The flag clearly suggested that the buildings belonged to the local
township government: they were the local township government building, hospital, primary and
junior middle schools, and a factory.
The township town is joined by two main roads, one bustling with shops and restaurants
on both sides, and the other connecting to the residential area. Both roads lead further to pastoral
communities in the township. The commercial street was the center of the town where people,
mostly local Tibetans, gathered. Both sides of the street were often crowded with motorcycles,
private cars, and trucks. The trucks were loaded with vegetables, fruit, and clothes. The small
businesses in the township may be categorized. There were two cell phone stores. One owned by
a local Tibetan woman and the other by a state-owned telecommunication company. Local
Tibetans sold milk and yogurt, Han-Chinese sold vegetables, fruit, and clothes. Salar ran the
restaurants. The local monastery owned two stores that sold goods ranging from food to such
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religious items as butter lamps17. The monastery stores were favored by locals because their
goods were cheaper and the money earned contributed to the maintenance of the monastery. All
the Muslims and the Han-Chinese in the town were from other parts of the province to do
business there.
An outstanding characteristic of this small town was newly-built private houses. Local
Tibetans considered the business street as the old part of the town, and the new residential area as
the new part. There were rows of new houses in the new part of the town, many of which were
not yet occupied. More houses were under construction during my fieldwork. Many of these
houses were built as part of a local government housing project. A certain number of households
in each local pastoral community received housing on the condition that they took partial
financial responsibilities for the new houses. The Tibetan households in the township town were
from different communities-there was little sense of community. People I talked with in the town
identified themselves by referring to their original home area, although they might have resided
in the town for a long period of time.
There are six da dui18in the township, and my informants were all from one of them. The
informants had social connections with three of the other da dui, but almost had no contact with
the other two. A male informant in his seventies told me that the latter da dui were far from their
community and they had little social contact. The four socially connected da dui were originally
two traditional villages, Ta ring and Ma ring. The two villages were divided into four da dui by
the government in 1996, when local grassland was fenced according to the number of people in
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Butter lamps are commonly seen in Buddhist monasteries, and in the shrines of Tibetan households. They burn
yak butter or vegetable oil, and represent the illumination of wisdom.
18

A Chinese term that literally means large brigade. My informants explained it as a term that is equivalent to a
village.
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each household. The four da dui were further divided into thirty-four zu19, with each named after
the place they occupied. The same name was applied to both their winter and summer pastures.
Thus, the fencing of the grasslands in the late 1990s and settlement on a certain piece of
grassland marked a crucial change in the lifestyle of local herders. It changed how people lived
their lives and raised their livestock, and also altered their social structure and networks.
Ta ring was smaller than Ma ring in terms of population and the size of grassland.
However, Ta ring enjoyed a higher social status because several famous lamas were born in this
village. In Ta ring there used to be four tsho ba20, a smaller social unit. The number of
households in each tsho ba varied from five to twenty. Now the households of Ta ring are mixed
with those from Ma ring in eight zu that are scattered across in four da dui. However, the
traditional tsho ba organization still functions. During rituals and ceremonies, such as chos21,
weddings, and funerals, the same tsho ba members fulfill their social obligations by participating
in the rituals as they did prior to the formation of da dui. Also, traditional community activities
such as religious chanting rituals continue. This forms a dual social structure, with the new and
modern social structure of da dui and zu created by the state, and the old and traditional social
organization of villages and tsho ba.
Villages A and B, and the pastoral community, are inhabited only by people who
identified as Tibetans. All the residents practice a lifestyle that is particular to Tibetans. Defining
a Tibetan lifestyle requires a substantive description, however, I only intend to discuss certain
major features that these groups of Tibetans share, given the limited focus of my research. They
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A Chinese word that means group. There were about sixty-five people in each zu or group.

20

It is a smaller social unit in villages and encampments, and is discussed in chapter three.

21

It is a traditional Tibetan ritual, and is discussed in chapter three.	
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all speak the A mdo Tibetan language, and share similar style traditional Tibetan robes, with
some minor variations in both aspects. The variation in the language is more related to
pronunciation and, sometimes, word choice, as different vocabulary is needed to describe their
peculiar lifestyles. Communication between the two is not problematic. Regarding clothing, there
is minor differences in the design of the collars on the robes for women, and the way a sash is
used to tie the robes. Nowadays, only the elderly dress in traditional robes on a daily basis.
Young Tibetans usually wear western style clothing and dress in traditional robes only during
special occasions such as the Lunar New Year and weddings. The majority of the Tibetans in
these areas are followers of Buddhism, although different religious sects such as Dge lugs and
Rnying ma co-exist. Some local Tibetans are followers of Bon, but they also believe in
Buddhism.
Administratively, as indicated earlier, Village A, Village B, and the pastoral community
belong to the same county but different townships. While the pastoral area belongs to one of the
few pastoral townships, the two villages are part of a district that is described as agricultural in
terms of modes of production. Social contacts existed between the areas through marriage and
child adoption. Commercial exchanges also took place among these areas by exchanging goods,
such as wheat and fruit, from the two agricultural villages and meat and dairy products from the
pastoral area. However, such exchanges were increasingly rare, given the emergence of large
stores in the areas and convenient transportation to towns and cities.
Villages A and B share the same types of language, clothing style, and occupation. The
villages are closely connected to each other geographically, distanced only by five kilometers.
The people speak the same variety of the A mdo Tibetan language and dress in the same style
Tibetan robes, which are locally known as "farmer’s style," and live in the same style house. The
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villages have similar altitude and rely on growing wheat. People commonly engaged in cashearning labor work and caterpillar fungus business outside the villages. Regular social ties and
interactions between the two villages through marriage and participation in rituals were obvious.
Contemporary Socioeconomic Context of the Research Area
China's economy has been growing rapidly, making the country the second largest
economy in the world. Economic growth has been the focus of the political and economic agenda
of the last several generations of Chinese leadership. While China has achieved well-known
success in economic development and modernization at the national level, its internal economic
disparities have been growing rapidly as well. Economic policies during the last three decades
are also responsible for regional economic disparities. The current Chinese government inherited
an extremely lopsided economy, where economic activities were concentrated in a few coastal
cities. During the Maoist period the CCP economic policy prioritized regional balance and equity.
However, the policy took a major shift in 1978, following the reforms and opening up of the
country to the outside world. Some crucial economic reforms took place during this time,
shifting the focus from equity to efficiency. The leadership viewed the stimulation of economic
growth as more important than achieving balanced economic development nationwide. Coastal
areas were given priority in the reforms, where better conditions, such as a developed
infrastructure, skilled workers, and high level of technology already existed. Special economic
policies and projects, such as the Special Economic Zones, had been established and
implemented. The coastal regions were given special autonomy in terms of decision-making and
taxation. The economic reforms and new policies divided the country into coastal or eastern,
central, and western regions. They targeted the rapid economic growth of the coastal areas, while
the central and western regions wait their turn (Wang and Hu 1999).
28	
  
	
  

	
  

Such policies and practices contributed to a widening regional disparity and caused a
huge gap between costal and western regions, the latter lagging far behind the former (Lai 2002).
The leadership in Beijing was alarmed by the state of the regional disparity in the late 1990s, and
its possible social and political consequences. In 1999, the central government pronounced a
change in its regional development plans and started working on the development of the west.
The project has been entitled "Open Up the West" (Goodman 2004). Since the coastal area is
inhabited by Han-Chinese and the west by ethnic minority people, the western development
campaigns are viewed by many scholars as campaigns targeting the ethnic minority areas of
China in order to achieve political, social, and economic security (Wang and Hu 1999, Lai 2002,
Goodman 2004). According to Goodman, in 1999 there were nine provincial-level jurisdictions
in the physical map of the West. They included "the Xinjiang Uighur, Tibetan and Ningxia Hui
Autonomous Regions, and the provinces of Qinghai, Gansu, Shanxi, Sichuan, Yunnan and
Guizhou. In 2000, the Inner Mongolia and Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Regions were added.
And in 2001, "the Xiangxi Tujia-Miao Autonomous Prefecture, Hunan, the Enshi Tujia-Miao
Autonomous Prefecture, Hubei and the Yanbian Korean Autonomous Prefecture, Jilin were also
added" (Goodman 2004:320).
Qinghai is one of the poorest provinces in the country. It depends heavily on the central
government and state businesses. Ethnic groups such as Tibetan, Hui, Han-Chinese and Salar
live in Qinghai, and contestations have been regular (Goodman 2004). Goodman writes that
because of the complexity in cultural, social, and political spheres of the region, Qinghai is the
province that is the least integrated internally and nationally. Qinghai was known as "statewithin-a-state" prior to the establishment of the CCP. Thus, Goodman states that the western
development campaign in Qinghai targets the internal integration of the region and its integration
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to the rest of the country. He shows infrastructure projects that connect the parts of the province
to other parts of the country. Indeed, many development projects have been ongoing in Qinghai
since the early 21st century. The campaign covers many aspects ranging from transportation and
trade, to education, and agriculture. During my field research, I was able to observe various
projects.
Transportation projects were in progress almost everywhere I went. In Xining city, there
were two important projects taking place; the expansion and improvement of the airport and the
train station. The airport project, with a grant of 130 million RMB22, started in 2009 and aimed to
finish in 2012 (Baidu 2012). In addition to a new building that was completed a few years earlier
and was in use, there was a large piece of land that had been flattened where new construction
was in progress. The old train station was shut down since 2011 for construction purpose. A
temporary train station was built in the west side of the city. The new train station, which would
cost 2.6 billion RMB, was also in progress (Baidu 2013). New highways and roads were being
built, connecting the capital to all parts of the province, including prefectures, counties, township
towns, and villages. Old roads were repaired and expanded to meet new higher standards.
With the new roads connecting cities and townships, it took about three and half hours by
bus from the capital city to reach Tongren County town. Nearly half of the road was provincial
highway and the rest was well built and maintained road that ran through mountains and narrow
valleys. The highway was being extended towards Tongren County, building high bridges in the
narrow valleys. Local people said that within two to three years it would be highway all the way
between Xining and Tongren County. New places, including villagers' fields, were included in
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the highway project. People who lost their land to the project were given cash compensations,
after long negotiations between the two parties. People could not refuse to give the land to a
government project because they did not actually own it. In China, land is state owned or
collectively owned, and people have only land use rights.
Some families in Village B lost their land to the highway project. The size of land lost
varied based on the land location. While some families lost almost five mu23 of farming land,
others lost about one mu. The involved families started planting walnut and pear trees in the
spring of 2012 to obtain more compensation from the government. A price for each tree was paid
based on its type and size. For instance, the compensation for a walnut tree ranged from 200 to
nearly 3,000 RMB depending on its size. Families went elsewhere to buy walnut trees; a big one
cost around 70 RMB. Since the trees were moved from other places and replanted, people hoped
that the compensations would happen before the trees died. Some families also built greenhouses
on their land, using bricks and mud. They used mud instead of concrete because in this way they
could reuse the bricks and other materials once the compensation was received. When I paid my
last visit to the village in the late august of 2012 the compensation process was not yet initiated.
Agricultural projects in the area mainly focused on flattening farming lands for the
purpose of mechanized farming. The project was titled as yi zhen yi xiang tu di gong cheng24 in
Chinese and started in 2009 in Village A and in 2011 in Village B. The project aimed to redesign
farming land so that machinery could be used to modernize agriculture. Prior to the beginning of
the land reform project, the local farming fields were organized in small parcels, and a
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Mu is a land measurement unit, which is equivalent to 0.16 acre.

24

It is part of a land reform project of China that target consolidation and rehabilitation of land. The projects
fulfilled in Village A and Village B target mechanized agriculture, which is believed to be more efficient farming
and increase yields.
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household's land was scattered in several different places. Farming was done by man and beast
and crops were carried to the threshing ground by donkeys and mules. In recent years, small
tractors began to be used in planting, and combines for harvesting. The agricultural land reform
project included flattening land, building roads that allowed machines to pass, and widening
ditches for easy irrigation. After the project was finished, the land was divided among village
households again. According to quality, the land was ranked into good, average, and poor. Each
household was given the same size of land as they used to prior to project implementation, and
each had a portion in each of the three ranked farming lands.
Village B had 600 mu of land in total. In 2010, the village submitted a report to the
prefecture government about the agricultural project. In 2011, the village received two million
RMB from the prefecture government to implement the land policy. A company was chosen by
the government to do the construction work. A team of twelve men from the village were in
charge of implementing the project. Some villagers were hired to provide labor work on the
project. Each was paid 70 RMB daily. With the funds granted by the government, the village was
able to finish 250 of the 600 mu. The village expected more grants in the following year to
continue working on the remaining 350 mu. The villagers had to cut down the trees they had
planted along the edges of their fields because of the project. Some of the trees were over 20
years old and had grown quite large. The cutting was permitted by the county forest bureau and
the trees in the fields were marked red by the bureau to signal that they must be cut down.
Another project taking place in this village-dai mao xiang mu- loosely translated as "hat
wearing project." The "hat wearing" project involved rebuilding and painting walls next to the
main road connecting different counties. Along the main road many newly walls painted in light
yellow were visible. On some of the walls there were such paintings as the Eight Auspicious
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Symbols25 and folk dances, to show the ethnicity of the place. Some of my informants introduced
the project as a government project to promote tourism and attract outside visitors. In Village B,
the project was done at a lower quality as compared to the ones near the county town. The walls
of the yards of the village that were located next to the main road were neither rebuilt with bricks
nor painted. Instead, two or three layers of bricks were built on the top of the existing mud walls.
This was how the project had earned the nick name dai mao xiang mu among locals.
In the pastoral community, there were three main development projects that were either
in progress or had been carried out in recent decades. The first was the grassland fencing project
that was carried out in the late 1990s. The community grassland was divided among households
based on the number of people in each individual household. There were two pastures, one for
winter and the other for summer, locally known as "winter pasture" and "summer pasture." The
former was bigger than the latter and local pastoral Tibetans spent longer, about eight months of
a year, on the winter pasture. The two pastures were separated by about twenty kilometers. Only
the winter pasture was divided among individual households by metal fencing. Each household
was allowed to raise their livestock on their own fenced grassland. The younger generation born
after the fencing project did not own a share of the grassland. The total land available was
divided among households, based on the population of each household, when the grassland
fencing took place in the late 1990s. The younger generation inherited the land use right from the
older generation. The summer pasture was divided into zu or group levels with each having a
piece of land that was also fenced. Thus, during summer all the households of a zu or group
raised their animals together on their communal land.
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The eight symbols include Right-coiled White Conch, Precious Umbrella, Victory Banner, Golden Fish, Dharma
Wheel, Auspicious Drawing, Lotus Flower, and Vase of Treasure.
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The second project was housing that followed the completion of the grassland fencing
project. In 2001, fifty out of 100 households in a particular da dui became recipients of the
project, in which a two-room house was built by the government for each household. Individual
households made a contribution of 5,000 RMB to the project. In 2008, the local government
initiated a new housing project by building houses for herders in the township town. Three to
five households from a zu received the project every one to two years. Each recipient household
had to bear a quarter of the total cost, which was approximately 10,000 RMB. Recipients were
determined by lottery. In addition to the housing projects, two transportation projects were under
implementation during my study. One was the improvement of the main road that connected the
township town to a county of a neighboring province. The other was a smaller road built from
the main road to the pastoral community.
All these development projects brought employment opportunities for local Tibetans.
During the last decade Tibetans, especially young Tibetans, started moving outside their villages
to engage in cash-earning labor work. Over the years, the number of Tibetans involved in such
work, and the availability grew rapidly. Tibetans, both men and women, not only worked in local
counties or prefectures, but went far beyond to other counties, prefectures, and provinces to work.
The ready availability of cash-earning labor work began in 1999, and marked an important
turning point for Tibetans. Travelling for labor work put Tibetans in contact with non-Tibetans.
Such contact, especially large-scale cultural and social contact, was nonexistent in the past. This
was especially true for Tibetan women, who used to live a reclusive life in village. The labor
work opened a door for Tibetans to have more frequent contact with outsiders from different
ethnic backgrounds. Meanwhile, it was also an opportunity for encountering new ideas. With the
cash earned from construction labor work and gathering caterpillar fungus, Tibetans tried to
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build a better life, which usually meant a more material life. They used cash to upgrade or
rebuild their houses in the village, to purchase new and modern appliances, such as televisions,
refrigerators, washing machines, and cell phones. A good amount of the money was also spent
on their children's or siblings' education.
Even though caterpillar fungus business was not part of the government development
campaign, this business had a great impact on the lives of Tibetans, together with other activities,
such as selling their labor for cash. Caterpillar fungus was a very popular business because of the
money that could be made quickly. In 2012, one jin26 of caterpillar fungus was priced at 45,000
(US$ 7,258) to 50,000 (US$ 8,065) RMB in local markets. The retail price in a Chinese medicine
store was over 800 RMB (US$ 129) per gram, or 800,000 RMB (US$ 129,032) per kilogram.
Caterpillar fungus season starts in May and lasts until early July. An uncountable number of
Tibetans participate in this activity each year. During this period, almost all Tibetans who were
away at construction work returned to their home area to join the fungus gathering business.
They travelled in groups to high-altitude grasslands in other Tibetan places within the province.
Some travelled more than 800 kilometers27 to places where a large quantity of caterpillar fungus
was expected. Tibetans in Villages A and B were part of this annual economic activity for about
ten years. In addition to the economic profits that cash-earning labor and fungus business
generated, they also brought significant change to family management. Because young and able
Tibetans went outside their home village to participate in labor work and the fungus gathering
business, there were only elders and young children at home during most of a year. All the work
and responsibilities at home were left for the elderly, who usually were the grandparents. They
did all the house and field work, including weeding and watering fields three to four times a year,
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A measurement unit equivalent to 0.5 kg.

27

A measurement unit equivalent to 1.102 lb.
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taking care of young children- in some cases there were several grandchildren from two or three
different children; raising livestock, participating in village communal work, such as repairing
water ditches, and other household chores, such as cooking and cleaning. Many elders
complained about their difficult life as "being in hell" because they had too much work to do and
too many responsibilities to shoulder. Cash-earning labor work and caterpillar fungus business
caused crucial changes in labor division and family structure.
Educational projects are part of the Western Development Campaign. China has
emphasized formal education as an important means for socioeconomic and political
development. Education has a key role in developing political consciousness and ideologies and
material development. Educational projects were observable everywhere in Tongren County.
New schools were built at different levels in the village, town, and prefecture to expand the
existing schooling system. Old schools were repaired and expanded by adding new buildings and
teaching equipment. New educational centers, such as laboratory rooms and multimedia teaching
rooms, were established to meet a new standard required by modern teaching and learning
guidelines.
Teacher training was another aspect. Improving the educational degree of current
teaching staff was encouraged and, in some cases, mandated. Older generation teachers, who
typically held vocational degrees, felt pressured when younger teachers joined them with college
degrees. They found it necessary to pursue further education. Local educational bureaus also
encouraged, sometimes forced, these teachers and others with two-year college degrees to
receive further education. Meanwhile, teachers were provided training on how to carry out
student-centered and participatory teaching and learning. In addition to improving the physical
condition of schools and teachers' teaching abilities, educational projects also aimed at spreading
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the concept of formal education as a life-changing opportunity and the most significant method
to achieve success. Large billboards along roads, on streets, and on the mud walls of villages
encouraged children receiving education. They emphasized the idea that formal education helped
people leave "backwardness," build a promising modern life, and contribute to a changing
society. Similarly, as stated earlier, many Tibetans found village life undesirable and viewed
education as an important conduit to a better, modern life. These observations helped me to
situate my study on formal education in the context of social change.
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Chapter Two: Theories and Methods
	
  

This chapter includes a literature review and research methods. In the literature review I
include studies that theoretically influence the presentation and discussion of my research data.
The studies revolve around the topic of formal education and its integration with people from
different sociopolitical backgrounds. More specifically, the studies covered in this section
address formal education from multiple perspectives: 1) formal education as a national institution
that integrates a local community into the broader national society; 2) formal education as
panacea; 3) formal education viewed through policy and curriculum; 4) and formal education as
the means through which the discourse of modernity is introduced. These studies assisted me in
examining aspects of Tibetan formal education and analyzing its role in social change in
contemporary Tibetan society.
Literature Review
The concept of national integration provides a broad picture of how formal education
connects a small social unit to a national society. It views the school as one of the national
institutions that link local communities to larger society. Safa's (1971) discussion on national
integration as a process of modernization helps us better understand the role of formal education
in the life of contemporary Tibetans. Safa (1971) suggests ideological components of national
integration and notes that education plays an important role. Education produces the manpower
of a country that enables it to mobilize its resources and improve its economic development.
Meanwhile, education, through established formal institutions, binds children together with
shared values and goals. Safa also states that cultural differentiation makes the process of
national integration more complex because it involves establishing common norms, values, and
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institutions among groups of people who may not have few commonalities in this regard. She
writes that national society and local community are brought together through national
institutions such as a market economy, labor unions, education, banking systems, and so on,
which bring all sectors of a society into a "interlocking widening framework" (1971:210).
Safa states that "the process of national integration involves the loss of purely local
community ties and the increasing importance of 'broker' institutions that mediate" (1971:213).
The term 'broker' refers to those who mediate between nation-oriented and community-oriented
groups. She emphasizes the influence of such "brokers" as migrants, school graduates, and
school teachers, who bring new standards and values of the outside world to the local community,
and consequently help open the local community to the larger society. As the integration of local
community proceeds by joining it to the national economy, the community loses its internal
cohesion and homogeneity, and "greater orientation toward to the larger society" occurs
(1971:217). Therefore, "the process of national integration signifies a loss in autonomy and
isolation of the local community, and a growing importance of formal national institutions as
well as of the special class of brokers who mediate between these national-level institutions and
the local villagers" (1971:219). Similar to Safa's understanding, Dalton (1971) writes that
modernization activities, such as improved technology and modern schools, create "new
dependency relationships, external to the family and village" (1971:25). These activities also
create more income alternatives and more diversified interests in individuals.
Clothey (2005), an American scholar who studies bilingual education in minority areas of
China, adds more insight to the function of formal education in national integration. She
investigated China’s educational discourse and policy on higher education for minority students
by conducting research at the Central University for Nationalities (CUN) in Beijing. Clothey
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discusses school education from a perspective of national integration in political and economic
aspect and illustrates that in China, higher education is expected to "provide professionals and
leaders with high-level technical skills, in the hope that economic development will follow"
(2005:396). She explains that through educating minority university students in the ideology of
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), higher education functions as a tool to promote national
unity and stability. The author mentions that CUN "was designed to promote the political,
economic, and cultural development of minority areas" (2005:397). Also, students are expected
to serve as liaisons between the minority people and the government. Clothey's work indicates
that in order to shorten the academic success gap between Han-Chinese and minority students,
and to integrate the latter into the mainstream system and culture, the Chinese government
applies a flexible educational policy. Preferential policies, such as lowering the score
requirement of university entrance exams or providing twenty additional points to the minority
students' scores, are common practice in higher education admission for minorities. While noting
this policy, Clothey also indicates that minority students who have been educated in a bilingual
education system have less choice in selecting their major and the job market in which they can
utilize their knowledge and skills, including their native languages. Similar to this study, Hu's
(1970) work also states that formal education and educational institutions of China are a main
trajectory to integrate minorities into mainstream society.
In Tongren County, people expressed a strong desire for formal schooling, especially
higher education. I constantly heard from informants, especially parents, about their willingness
to do or give up almost anything in order to have their children educated in schools. For both
parents and children, formal education meant living a better life outside the village. The immense
support for formal schooling and its centrality in the life of the informants indicate people’s
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perception of schooling as the path to economic success and upward social mobility. The
informants’ perception of formal schooling is parallel to the discourse of “education as panacea”
(Vavrus 2003:7) or “School-to-the-rescue models” (Stambach 2000:11).
Vavrus (2002, 2003) and Stambach’s (2000) works on formal schooling in Tanzania
reveal an increasing enrollment in school and a strong desire to pursue high school education,
which was viewed by locals as prerequisite for obtaining jobs and, consequently, a better life
beyond the villages where the students came from. However, the authors observed unintended
results from the developmental concept and practices of "formal schooling as panacea" or
"rescue models." They showed that most secondary level graduates returned to farming in the
village upon graduation. Only a few achieved upward social mobility that the students and
parents sought through schooling. Similar to these authors’ findings on schooling in Tanzania,
Foner (1973) observed that schooling was viewed as vital to achieving upward mobility in a rural
polity in Jamaica during her fieldwork in the late 1960s. Her work shows how formal schooling
affected the local status system, status aspirations, and village disputes. The author connected the
rising prominence of schooling in the polity to the changes in the system of national formal
education and the ideology that supported the system. She noted that the party in power saw
school education as a way to demonstrate tangible progress and to "create a better and more
egalitarian society" (1973:46). The new educational system increased upward mobility and
legitimized schooling as a "means to attain dignity, wealth, and influence" (1973:47). Foner
concluded that although "structural and ideological changes have had some impact on rural
polities…the villagers' opportunities for occupational mobility has not greatly expanded"
(1973:141).
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Vavrus (2002, 2003), Stambach (2000), and Foner (1973)’s discussions of the discourse
of school education as the means for upward social mobility and their critique of the unintended
results of formal education relate to my study results. In Tongren County, people’s positive
attitude towards schooling and their efforts in pursuing it did not always produce intended results.
The difficulties that Tibetan university graduates encountered when looking for jobs offer insight
into the factors of educational policies and school structures that challenged educated Tibetans. It
is worth noting that some Tibetans started having doubts about education because of
unemployment upon finishing higher education. Some informants said that sometimes they asked
themselves if all the time and money they invested in education was worthwhile. Nevertheless, I
did not see a single case in my study of someone actually dropping out of school or giving up an
educational opportunity because of such doubts. In general, parents maintained a positive attitude
towards education, and did their best to provide the best education they could for their children.
However, studies carried out in some other Tibetan areas show a different phenomenon. Gelek
(2011), a Tibetan educator, studied on school attendance in different Tibetan communities in
Sichuan, Yunnan, and Gansu provinces and concluded that employment challenges dramatically
affected parents' attitude towards education, particularly for parents whose children performed
poorly in school. The author wrote that the parents' enthusiasm for formal education has been
greatly reduced and a concept that "education has no use" (Ch. du shu wu yong) became common
among people in these areas (2011:243).
Studies that address Tibetan formal education mostly focus on curriculum and stress
cultural discontinuity. Yi (2008), a Chinese sociologist, examined the failure of ethnic minority
education and social mobility in China by researching the educational system. Yi argues that "the
failure to achieve inclusion of ethnic minorities of distinctive cultures is largely responsible for
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poor minority performance in education and social mobility; that is, cultural exclusion
perpetuates ethnic minority inequality" (2008:1). The author studied the trajectories of Chinese
culturalism and its educational legacy and notes that mainstream culture tends to maintain
control of legitimacy. He argues that "central to this culturalism is the belief that China is and
has been the only true civilization…asserted Han cultural superiority is believed to rest on
education that can potentially civilize and so legitimize non-Chinese" (2008:19).
Yi further illustrates how education policy is integrating Tibetan students into the
mainstream Han culture by providing the study results of a Tibetan high school in the area where
I conducted my field work. He suggests that the policy failed to provide a relevant curriculum for
Tibetan students; consequently, schooling discontinues and devalues Tibetan culture. For
instance, Yi mentions that Tibetan students learn Chinese history instead of Tibetan history in
schools and religion, a vital constituent of Tibetan culture, is excluded in schooling. In addition,
Yi notices that Chinese language is used as the dominant language in Tibetan schools and
functions as both the economic and official language, even in Tibetan autonomous areas. Based
on the study results, Yi concludes that cultural exclusion in China’s education policy pushes
Tibetans to the periphery and causes many Tibetans to become academic underachievers within
the Chinese system.
In a similar vein to Yi's study, Varenne and McDermott (1998) stress the importance of
shifting focus from searching for the causes of school failure to understanding underlying
patterns of education in which the situation could be better studied. The authors mention that
making the “individual as the unit of analysis had the confusing effect of erasing a consideration
not only of the social forces in the lives of the individuals under study but of the social forces
that have made the individual the point of rhetorical focus in research” (1998:159). They indicate
43	
  
	
  

	
  

that human activities are joint activities in the social world that are “always already there and
always to be there in the condition people find and in the responses of others to what they do”
(1998:158). Therefore, it is vital to explore school failure through various aspects, such as the
pre-constructed school conditions that are external to the students, educational process and
interaction among people, rather than focusing only on individual student behaviors. Thus, in the
Tibetan case more attention should be paid to the underlying patterns of the educational context
to understand and address educational issues, such as poor academic performance. This is a new
research area that Tibetan scholars and educators should examine.
While Yi illustrates that cultural discontinuity or exclusion in the curriculum of Tibetan
education in China puts Tibetan students at disadvantage and contributes to academic
underachievement, Upton (1999), Nyima (2007), and Postiglione (1999, 2007) point out that
culturally irrelevant school curriculum has become an obstacle in maintaining Tibetan culture
and Tibetan nationality identity among young Tibetan students. With a different perspective,
Schrempf (2008) discusses Tibetan formal education as the main channel through which the
concept of modernity is introduced to Tibetans. Her work illustrates that formal education
contributes to a change in social mobility, marriage pattern, and gender relation. The author
shows that by investing in education, some educated women avoid living a rural village life that
is associated with hard physical work and limited social mobility. Schrempf states that these
women develop a modern life for themselves through living in towns and having fewer children.
Educational models and language issues in school are some of the most discussed and
debated subjects among Tibetan educators in recent years. Over the last sixty years, the Tibetan
educational system has achieved a well-developed structure that covers preschool education to
higher education. Improvements have also been made in curriculum, material development,
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assessment, and so on. However, the quality of education provided to students is another
question to be raised. The development of Tibetan education has reached a crucial stage of
evaluating and analyzing the content. The suitability of the educational content has recently
obtained great attention from scholars and educators. The most debated topic is what type of
educational model best suits and serves Tibetan students' needs. Language use in teaching and
learning is the most basic and significant issue. Bilingual education is practiced in Tibetan
schools, using both Chinese and Tibetan languages (discussed later in the paper). The
fundamental question raised is which language should be used as the dominant language in
teaching. Factors, such as the adaptability of students to a rapidly changing modern world,
employment, and the maintenance of Tibetan culture, language, and identity, are embedded in
the language issue. Many factors are taken into consideration when answering this question. For
instance: In what language do students learn best? What language best suits students' learning
needs? The most challenging question is perhaps: What kind of future does Tibetan education
prepare the students for? All this indicates one critical challenge, which is how Tibetan formal
education can serve to bridge traditional culture and values to new knowledge and the modern
world while achieving a good balance. The majority of Tibetans believe that the Tibetan
language and traditional knowledge should be valued more in education than they are now, but
the actual conditions of education do not support such an endeavor.
In discussing the language issue of Tibetan education, Palden Nyima (2011), a Tibetan
professor, suggests that education should prepare students for their survival in the future and give
them the ability to adapt to a constantly changing environment. With this idea in mind, he says, it
is not hard to understand which language should have more authority in education. The author
believes that it is crucial to obtain good Chinese language competence, not only because it is the
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official language of China, but also because Tibetans can learn and accumulate new knowledge
from Chinese materials. But, he argues that in school Tibetan should be used as the dominant
language because it makes learning much easier for Tibetan students. Using Tibetan language
and culturally relevant teaching content would help Tibetans to transition from traditional life to
modern life without losing traditional knowledge and values. The author specifically stresses the
strategy of empowering Tibetan language by expanding its vocabulary. In this way, he says, the
language will be strong enough to function in all areas, such as the economy and technology
fields. In addition, Palden Nyima stresses the essence of viewing Han Chinese language and
ethnic minority languages equally. He argues that only when the legitimacy of minority
languages is actually realized in reality can they thrive in the changing modern world.
Research Methods
This study is based on data collected during two periods of fieldwork. Preliminary
research was conducted in the summer of 2009 to examine the feasibility of future research and
to create access for such research. I spent three months during the preliminary research in Village
A to study people's experiences with and concept of formal education, especially higher
education. The major portion of field work was carried out from August 2011 to August 2012.
During this period I mainly worked in Village B and the pastoral community. Both communities
are located in the same county as Village A. Both agricultural and pastoral communities were
included in this study so as to have informants who were representative of the local Tibetan
population.
This project was designed to collect life narratives of ordinary Tibetans and their
relationships with state-run formal education first launched in the 1950s. Four major types of
data were gathered during field work: 1) life histories of Tibetans and their educational
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experiences; 2) actual practices at educational institutions; 3) public and cultural performances
and events; and 4) publications addressing contemporary Tibetan lives and educational issues.
The fundamental techniques used for collecting these data were formal and informal interviews,
direct and participant observations, surveys, archive collections, and media analysis. Social
networking and the snowballing techniques were applied to find informants. Often, a person who
I interviewed brought me to the next interviewee. Since all my informants were Tibetan and
spoke Tibetan, the interviews were conducted in Tibetan, which is my native language.
Life histories constituted a major portion of my data and deserve further explanation.
Semi-structured and short interviews were carried out with a larger number of individuals in
order to collect their life histories. Interview length varied from one and half hours to over three
hours. One-time interviews were carried out with the majority of informants. Two to three
interviews were conducted with some informants to gather more data. Each interview began with
an overview of my research project and an explanation about my interest in learning about their
life history. The interviewees were also informed about their right to stop the interview at any
time they liked or to refuse to answer questions that they were uncomfortable with, per the
Teachers College Institutional Review Board Guidelines. Since I was interested in learning not
only about general life stories of Tibetans, but their educational experiences in particular, the
interviews were semi-structured. Usually interviews began unstructured at the beginning for the
interviewees recounting their life stories. At some point I asked specific questions about their
educational experiences, if they did not mention them. For interviewees who were in their
seventies and eighties I had other questions, such as the social organization of their village prior
to the arrival of the CCP and state-run educational institutions. During most interviews
informants began telling their life stories. At other times, however, I had to initiate the interview
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with such questions as "Where were you born?" because the informants said they did not know
where to start.
For the purpose of learning how life had been changing in my study communities, life
histories of different generations within a family were collected, although it was difficult to do so
because young people were absent during most of my research time. They were often outside
village engaged in cash-earning labor work and caterpillar fungus business. However, I tried to
interview more than one generation in a family whenever possible, which allowed me to better
understand and compare life experiences across generations within a family. The comparison
assisted me in obtaining a better picture of how life had been changing in terms of educational
experiences, family structure, marriage patterns, gender relations, and labor divisions.
Conducting research in Tibetan regions in China is not easy given the political sensitivity
attached to the area. People were very aware of this sensitivity and there was tension in local
sites. Interviews with local Tibetans were challenging and had to be carried out carefully to avoid
unwanted attention. Usually it was safer to conduct interviews in villages than in the county town.
In the town, most people I wanted to interview had government jobs. Some were extremely
careful about what they said. I only interviewed people I knew well there and who trusted me.
Due to similar trust issues, it was necessary for someone to introduce me to others in the villages.
For the safety of my informants, politically sensitive questions were never raised, unless they
touched upon them themselves. To protect my research subjects, pseudonyms are used for
research sites and people. A recording device was never used. I took notes with a pen in a
notebook.
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In addition to the political sensitivity and trust problem, there was another issue that
made conducting interviews difficult. Implementing scientific research is still a new concept for
most Tibetans, and thus, interviewing people pose some difficulties. In general people had the
idea that only "knowledgeable" people28 were worth interviewing. Many of my interviewees
stated that they did not know anything valuable for me to collect. As a Tibetan I understood this
and expected such a reaction. I had to explain and convince them that what they could tell me
was important and valuable for my study. I explained that I was not interested in professional
knowledge; that I only wanted to hear about ordinary Tibetans' life experiences. Some of them
found such study amusing, but in the end they kindly shared with me their life stories. At times,
however, some Tibetans tended to describe general life in their community rather than their own
life stories. In such situations, I had to ask questions to encourage the informants to focus on
themselves.
In most cases I was able to conduct interview smoothly. However, several times
interviewees were particularly cautious. Parents whose children had government jobs seemed to
be most anxious about my interviews. When I asked what their children did they became alarmed
and asked me why I wanted to know that. I always assured them I was simply interested in their
children's educational experiences. This put the parents at ease most of the time and allowed me
to continue the interviews. However, there was one time when I felt it was particularly hard to
continue. The informant was in his late sixties and three of his children were government
employees. He refused to talk about his life and his children. He kept asking, "What do you
want?" Seeing him keep flipping through his religious scripture, I turned the topic to his daily
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Local Tibetans refer to knowledgeable people as those who are literate and have special knowledge in such
subjects as religion, literature, and history.
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religious rituals. He was happy to talk about this topic and the interview lasted for about an hour.
This was my most difficult interview. As mentioned earlier, data was collected through two
fieldwork periods, involving three research sites. The following passages provide detailed
information on how I collected data in each site.
Preliminary Research
Preliminary field research was carried out in the summer of 2009. The work during this
time was divided into three stages. During the first stage, from the end of May to mid-June, I
worked in Village A. Village A consists of seven sub-villages. Considering the large size of the
village, I decided to study one of the sub-villages as a sample unit. Village A indicates the subvillage I chose, which has thirty-four households with a population of about two hundred and
fifty people. When I arrived in the village in late May, I found that many villagers had gone to
collect caterpillar fungus far from the village, and they would not return home for thirty to forty
days. Given this situation, I decided to work in the village for about two weeks to interview those
who were available at the time and then go to Xining to talk to college students and teachers.
This timing ensured that when I finished working in Xining, the villagers who had gone for
caterpillar fungus would be back to the village and I would have enough time to work again in
the village.
During my first two-week stay in the village, I talked with people of different generations.
In the village I mostly used informal interviews, generally asking them to share their life stories
with me. When necessary and appropriate during the interviews I asked a few questions such as,
“What about your school experience?” “How many children in your family went to school?” to
solicit specific information. In addition to observations and interviews, with the help of some
villagers I conducted a survey on college attendance. During this period, I also visited the local
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primary school and had an opportunity to talk informally with teachers and some parents, who
were participating in the school event of “June First Children’s Day.”
During the second stage, from mid-June to early July, I was in Xining. My purpose was
to interview college students from the subject village studying at the Nationalities Teachers
College, Qinghai Normal University. The majority of the graduates of this college will become
teachers in Tibetan schools. This college was chosen primarily because it was where most
villagers had pursued higher education. I used both social networking and the snowballing
techniques to meet and talk with the college students about their perceptions of higher education
and expectations for their future. Besides interviewing these students, I sat in some college
classes. Meanwhile, I interviewed some teachers from the college so that I could gain a better
understanding of the higher education that my informants received. With this group of people I
used semi-structured interviews, for I was looking for concrete information about their schooling
experiences with regard to language, materials, and programs.
The final stage of the fieldwork was from early July to the beginning of August, when I
returned to Village A to meet more people. During this time, the villagers who had gone to
collect caterpillar fungus returned home, and those who had teaching jobs were on summer
holiday and had returned to the village as well. Thus, this was a good time for me to do more
observations and interviews. I found this period of time most productive in terms of the number
of interviews that I conducted. At this time, aside from working in the village, I frequently
travelled to the county town. I visited the town several times before going to the college in
Xining. I interviewed some local officials in the county town to collect more information on the
employment situation of the town and government job exam related issues.
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During the preliminary field work I conducted thirty-seven one-on-one interviews and
three group interviews-a total of forty-five people, in addition to many more informal
conversations with villagers.
Table 1: Interviewees of the Preliminary Field Work
Occupation

Number of
Males

Number of
Females

Total Number of
People

Villagers/Farmers from Village A

6

7

15

High school students from Village A

1

1

2

College students from Village A

3

3

6

College students from other Tibetan areas 5
in Qinghai

3

8

Government Employees from Village A

3

5

8

Unemployed college graduates from
Village A

2

College Teachers from other Tibetan
areas in Qinghai

2

2
2

4

The interviewees included fifteen villagers (seven females and six males) who mainly
lived by farming and selling caterpillar fungus, two (one female and one male) high school
students, six (three females and three males) college students from Village A, eight (five males
and three females) more college students who were from other Tibetan areas in Qinghai, but
attending the same college as the other college informants. I also interviewed eight governmentemployed people (five females and three males) from Village A, who worked at such jobs as
teaching at primary and high schools, and working for government administrative offices. During
the entire fieldwork period, I was only able to talk to two male college graduates from Village A
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who were unemployed. There were several more who where in a similar situation, but I was
unable to meet them because they were elsewhere. It needs to be clarified that local people
considered permanent government jobs as “real jobs,” and other jobs, such as working for a hotel
temporarily, were seen as “being hired.” They tended to associate temporary jobs as being
unstable and underpaid. Higher social status was attached to permanent government jobs such as
working at an administrative office or a state-run school. The last group of my interviewees was
four teachers (two females and two males) from the college where most students from Village A
pursued higher education.
Dissertation Fieldwork
The bulk of my fieldwork was done from August 2011 to August 2012 in the same area
as my preliminary research. It included two main research sites; an agricultural Tibetan village
introduced here as Village B, and the pastoral community. During this period of time I lived in
the county town. I often walked around the town to observe and talk with different people,
including Tibetans who worked for the government, local school teachers, students, and others
who ran such private businesses as printing and photocopying, selling vegetables, and driving
taxis. This was also where I visited and observed primary and high schools. I spent most of my
time, from the year of 2011 to 2012, in these three locations, Village B, the pastoral community,
and the county town. In addition, I made several visits to Village A, the preliminary research site,
to meet former informants to update the data I had collected earlier.
Similar to Village A, Village B is constituted by seven sub-villages. Again, in this village
I chose one sub-village as a sample unit. It is described as Village B. Village B has about eighty
households with a population of about five hundred people. I started going to the village for
observations and interviews in September 2011. I traveled to the village in the morning by taking
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a small bus in the county town and returned to my home in the town in the evening. Each time I
was able to conduct one to two interviews. Before leaving the village I tried to make an
arrangement, with the assistance from my informants, for my next visit. I visited the village three
times a week on average. However, there were several times when I spent two to three nights at
my informants' homes in the village, with the purpose of observing the villagers' life more
closely. My visit to Village B continued from September 2011 to August 2012. There were times
when I went to meet people in other places in my research region, such as the capital city of the
province, the county town, and the pastoral area. However, my work in Village B and contact
with the informants there were regular and consistent. I talked formally and informally with
many of the villagers. The table below shows the informants I interviewed formally in the village.
Numerous informal interviews were conducted with local people as it was easier. Formal
interviews required special arrangement with people who were willing and who could trust me.
Table 2: Interviewees in Village B
Occupation

Number of
Males

Number of
Females

Total Number of
People

Villagers/Farmers

18

14

32

Primary and middle school teachers
from the village

3

1

4

College students from the village

2

1

3

Junior and senior high school students
from the village

3

3

6

The ages of the farmers interviewed in Village B ranged from the early twenties to the
early nineties. Different generations and genders were included in the study to examine how life
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had been changing from generation to generation and across genders. The four primary and
middle school teachers who were from the village were in their thirties and forties. Two worked
in high schools in the county town, one worked in the local village primary school, and the other
worked in the local junior middle school. The college students were studying at colleges in
Xining city. I met them at their home in the village while they were on break. The junior and
senior high school students from the village studied at different schools in the county town.
I went to the pastoral community about four times in 2011-once a month on average, to
establish rapport in the community and do preliminary research. Each time I spent two to three
days in the community to better prepare myself for a more regular, focused study that I
scheduled for early spring in 2012. Given that I was from an agricultural village originally and
my previous field work was in agricultural villages, I was familiar with the life of Tibetan
farmers. Comparatively, I had less knowledge of the lives of Tibetan herders. Thus, I felt the
need to learn more about the place and people with whom I would be working. The early visits
during this time helped me narrow my study community to a zu, or group, with a population of
about sixty-five people. Within this zu, my work focused on six families. I interviewed more than
one person from each family. In a village community households were physically closely
connected. In contrast, pastoral households were scattered on grassland, making travel difficult
and reducing the number of informants. In addition to these families, I talked with other Tibetan
herders formally and informally in the township town.
I worked on a regular basis from March to August, 2012, in the pastoral community. I
made two visits to the community each month. Each time I lived either in the township town or
the zu for about a week. Thus, each month from March, I spent two weeks in the pastoral
community. In addition to talking to ordinary pastoralists, I visited local schools and interviewed
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teachers and students. I also visited the local monastery and talked with a few monks. While
working in the pastoral community, I maintained contact with the informants in Village B by
visiting them and making phone calls.
Table 3: Interviewees in the Pastoral Community
Occupation

Number of
Males

Number of
Females

Total Number of
People

Herders in the community

5

6

11

Herders in the township town

3

4

7

Primary and junior high school teachers 4
Junior high school students

4

2

3

5

As indicated earlier, I interviewed different members of six herding families in the zu I
chose. The youngest was 15 years old and the oldest was 74. Additionally, I interviewed seven
herders who lived in the township town who belonged to the same township, but were from
different villages and da dui as their home of origin. These people included grandparents who
were taking care of their school age grandchildren in the town, and middle-aged Tibetans who
were living and doing business in the township town. The teachers and students I talked with
were from the local school located in the township town. The school accepted students from preschool class to grade nine. While all the students were from various places in the township, the
four teachers were from other parts of the county. The teachers said that very few government
employees in the township were from the local community.
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Limitations of the Study
I was unable to spend as much time as I wished in my third research site, the pastoral
community. This site was far from the town where I was based during my field work, and
transportation posed inconveniences. There was only one bus going to the area each day. The bus
only reached the township town in which the pastoral community was located. I needed to travel
farther by getting on a motorcycle to reach my final destination. This required extra time and
special arrangements. I had to ask people I knew from the local place to take me on their
motorcycles to the pastoral community or to the township town whenever I came to, or left, the
community.
The number of herding households and people included in my study was also
comparatively limited. As I explained, the herding households of a community were, unlike the
households in village, scattered. Many were distant and it was not difficult to get there on foot.
Thus, within the chosen pastoral community I focused on several households that were closely
connected to each other. Within these households I tried to interview more than one person,
talking to different generations of the family. I, however, managed to talk with more people, both
formally and informally, in the township town where I also interviewed teachers, students,
private business people, and monks.
In addition to my role as a researcher, I had an existing role in my research area, as I was
born and grew up in the area. Thus, I had some concerns in relation to subjectivity. Since I was
doing the study in my home area I was concerned that I might have taken certain things for
granted. However, several reasons made me willing to take this potential risk. One was that my
familiarity with the setting and surrounding areas would provide easy access to informants and
allow me to start the study immediately. I did, indeed, find it easy to approach people and was
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able to collect a substantial amount of data. The other reason was that several authors (Clothey
2005, Yi 2008, Upton 1999, Postiglione 1999) mentioned the sensitivity of carrying out research
in Tibetan areas. Tibetan issues in China are usually associated with politics and the government
is very sensitive about research in Tibetan areas and writing about them. The situation has
become more severe since unrest in 2008. Given the fact that I am a native, I had the privilege of
conducting research without receiving the unwanted attention researchers from outside the
community (or country) might.
I should also note that my familiarity with some of the informants may have affected how
and the extent to which they responded my questions. In addition, my educational background
might have hindered my informants from fully responding to my research questions. In the field I
experienced informants answering my questions with, “Oh, you know, you are educated, so you
know that.” “Why are you asking me these questions? You know the answers!” I often needed to
push my informants a bit, saying that I was interested in learning about their thoughts.
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Chapter Three: Tibetan Communities in Transition

This chapter includes three sections. The first describes traditional social organizations;
the second introduces a traditional ritual called gson chos that was performed in Village B; and
the third is an event held by the government in the pastoral community. The ritual provides a
sense of this village's community life. It also illustrates the role and change of traditional social
organizations in Tibetan contemporary life. The discussion shows how the traditional ritual gson
chos has evolved, adapting to the current socioeconomic circumstances. The governmentsponsored event is included to demonstrate how Tibetan community and the State interacted. It is
a new form of communication created by the government through which locals are introduced to
such concepts as "happy family" and "harmonious society." By studying the traditional ritual and
the government-sponsored event, this chapter provides a broad context of Tibetan communities
in which education is practiced and changes take place.
A. Traditional Social Organizations
Tibetan society has two distinctive segments, pastoralism and agriculture, based on their
modes of production. The prime factor that distinguishes the two segments is ecological. Altitude
separates grazing land from farming fields, contributing to the emergence of pastorialism and
agriculture. Reb gong as a large area varies in altitude, ranging from 2,100 meters above sea
level in the lower valleys to nearly 5,000 meters in the high mountains. Pastorialism is adopted at
the high-altitude grassland, where agriculture is no longer possible. Agriculture is practiced in
lower valleys. Based on the difference of ecological environment, each group developed its own
livelihood and lifestyle. Farmers rong ba rely on crops of wheat and barley, while herders brog
pa depend on livestock. These two different modes of production require different skills and
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knowledge which, in the end, have contributed to the formation of a particular culture for each
group. Thus, farmer and pastoralist communities are sometimes further divided into "subculture"
and "subsociety" (Ekvall 1968). However, despite differences between Tibetan farmers and
herders, the existence of a common Tibetan identity and culture is unquestionable. The term
Bod29 is used to indicate all Tibetans, including farmers and herders. Both groups share such
major cultural features as language, religion, custom, and festivals. They, also, have similar
social orders and structures.
Village and Encampment
Sde ba or Village is a key social and political unit. In agricultural areas, a group of
Tibetan families that vary in size live together as a village. Each village may or may not contain
sub-villages. Certain large villages consist of several smaller sub-villages, but it is hard to say at
what point a sub-village emerged. In terms of size, a sub-village in a particular village may be
larger than an entire village in another place. Villages A and B were further divided into several
sub-villages. In both villages, there were social rules that were specific at the sub-village level,
but also general rules that all members of the entire village followed. Rules practiced in a subvillage were closely connected to residents' everyday life, including rules in farming activities
ranging from planting, irrigating, harvesting, herding livestock, participation in religious rituals,
and fulfilling communal labor work. Social rules at the general village level functioned to unite
the sub-villages. These rules were not followed on a daily basis, but were observable in annual
rituals that required the participation of all village members. General village rules were more
apparent when they involved interactions with outsiders, especially when there were conflicts
with other communities and groups regarding social and territorial integrity.
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It is a general Tibetan term used to indicate all Tibetans.	
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In pastoral Tibetan regions, the term ru or encampment was normally used instead of
village. However, such social organization did not necessarily exist everywhere. Ekvall wrote
that, "The encampment itself is not a prime level of social structure in pastoral society, but is a
by-product of security requirements or topography" (1968:28). The size of encampments varied
from several to over eighty tents or families. An encampment was usually organized by a
headman: a chief, the wealthiest person, or a capable individual. Ekvall described the tribe as the
basic historical political organization in pastoral regions. He came in to contact with many
Tibetan tribes, varying from 300 tents to over 6,000 tents in size, from different Tibetan areas.
He noted that these tribes had their own political characteristics with their own names, identities,
and a strong sense of their rights. He wrote that, "the tribe, as a district and very early unit of
political power, with varying degrees of autonomy and quasi, or real, independence, is the
principal power entity" (1968:29).
Tsho Ba
Tsho ba is an important social structure in both pastoral and agricultural communities.
Tsho ba in A mdo is a social unit comprised of a number of households living together in one
place. Tsho ba is smaller than a village or an encampment because there is usually more than one
tsho ba in a village or an encampment. Generally speaking, each tsho ba occupies a part of a
village where their households are congregated. However, there is no territorial component to
tsho ba. People may move out of their home villages to live in towns, but they are still part of
their tsho ba. In A mdo, some men marry and then join their wife’s family, which means that
they join the wife’s tsho ba, and are no longer members of their original tsho ba, and no longer
obligated to perform related tsho ba duties. In contrast, sde ba (village) or ru (encampment) is a
defined space and is extremely territorial, contributing to disputes over land between
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communities. Such disputes are more frequent in the pastoral areas. In short, tsho ba refers to
people, while sde ba refers to a clearly defined space.
There are two types of tsho ba that can be delineated by whether the households in tsho
ba are related by blood or not. In one type, all households are related by blood. This is similar to
how the term clan is understood in English. However, this type of tsho ba is rare in A mdo
nowadays. The other type of tsho ba is one where only some member households are related by
blood. In other words, there are small clans within a tsho ba. There is no single designated leader
for tsho ba. The male elders often act like a council to make decisions for their tsho ba, although
all the male household heads are expected to participate in tsho ba meetings where decisions are
made and finalized. Nowadays the contributions tsho ba members make to each other are mainly
physical, but gifts are exchanged on special occasions like Losar (Tibetan New Year). Now, tsho
ba duties mainly involve helping a family in their tsho ba to host the guests at a chos ritual,
marriage, funeral, and birth celebration. This is the most common type in A mdo, particularly in
the agricultural communities.
Khyim Kha Ya and Sha Nye
Tsho ba is further divided into smaller social units- khyim kha ya, or sha nye. It is
difficult to transform these social organizations into anthropological terms. Khyim kha ya, or sha
nye are closely associated with kinship. Both terms indicate similar meaning that may be
translated as "originated from the same family" and "relatives." They are a social unit within a
tsho ba and share the same character and function. Member families of khyim kha ya and sha nye,
or most of them, are related to each other by blood. People often stated that the families
separated from one original family. Some families could date when the separation took place,
especially those who married recently and became independent, while others could not. Some
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khyim kha ya or sha nye groups could explain how the members were related to each other, while
others could trace their kinship relationship to only certain member families. They believed that
member families who were no longer related by blood at present had once been related. There
were also examples of a family becoming a member of a khyim kha ya or sha nye, not because of
kinship relation, but for other reasons. For instance, a family could join in a different khyim kha
ya or sha nye because of a conflict within their own. While tsho ba members had important
social obligations in traditional rituals like chos, it was the khyim kha ya or sha nye members
who played the key roles. They had the biggest obligation in assisting with rituals, and also made
decisions on how rituals were managed.
B. Gson Chos Ritual
In Tibetan chos means religion, however, it can refer to different things depending on the
context. It is more appropriate to view the chos ritual perhaps as an offering. People commonly
use the term in the phrase chos bca ba or "making chos," to emphasize the action of making an
offering. Chos is an important ritual that usually takes place during a funeral. After the death of a
person, the family holds the ritual for the deceased. Tibetans believe in reincarnation and that the
deeds of people in their current life have direct consequences on their next life. The chos ritual is
done to gain karmic merit for a good rebirth.
In Tongren County, there are two types of chos rituals. One is known as chos, and the
other gson chos, meaning holding the chos ritual while one is alive. The concept and procedure
of the two rituals are similar. The main difference is the time in an individual's life when the
ritual is carried out. Chos is conducted after death, while gson chos is done for someone while
they are alive. According to some elders, the chos ritual has a long history. Although they could
not tell when the ritual might have started, they assured me that the ritual was existent during
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their parents', grandparents', and great-grandparents' generations. On the other hand, gson chos
became popular in the 1980s. People believed the fulfillment of chos ritual affected the next life,
and the ritual was an essential concern to individuals and their families. Some elders stated that
people thought that it would be better to fulfill the ritual when someone was still alive and thus
able to witness and participate in the ritual that influenced their next life. According to local
Tibetans, the idea was that the chos ritual could be made while one was alive, and when the
person died another major chos ritual would not be needed. If there was a second chos, it would
be symbolic, like offering one or two meals to villagers. However, people slowly started holding
both chos and gson chos, creating a new tradition of conducting two chos rituals. Normally,
locals used the term chos for both rituals, while gson chos was used only when a distinction was
necessary. It should be noted that while chos is the main part of a funeral in many Tibetan
communities, the gson chos ritual is specific to some Tibetan areas. Even within Tongren County,
not every Tibetan community conducts this ritual. The ritual described in this paper is a gson
chos that I observed.
Gson chos is usually performed for people above the age of sixty. Preparations for death
begin around this age by spending time and money on religious rituals and activities, such as
chanting. Each chos or gson chos ritual is dedicated to only one person. A key ritual feature is to
provide free meals to fellow villagers and other guests, and to invite local lamas and monks to
conduct religious services. It was understood by local Tibetans that the quality of the ritual was
related to the amount of money spent, the number of people who came to enjoy the meals, and
the scale of the religious chanting. The family hosting the ritual prepared for it for years because
the costs were high. For better-off families it was only a matter of when to do but, for the
majority, the ritual meant a large financial burden. Most people had to spend several years saving
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money for the ritual. They accumulated wheat grain and edible oil slowly over a couple of years.
Given that villagers farmed, wheat and oil accumulation was relatively easy. Money to buy meat,
butter, rice, sugar, and vegetables was more difficult to come by. During the ritual, lamas and
monks were also offered money for the religious services they provided. Thus, a family spent
several years saving money for the ritual. Although it was a ritual that was expected to be done
for everyone, not all individuals could actually fulfill it. Some simply could not afford gson chos.
In this case, only one, often small, chos ritual was made during the actual funeral. Many Tibetans
said doing the ritual obligation brought enormous pressure.
Gson chos rituals normally take place after the fall harvest, because grain and oil needed
for the ritual are abundant, people are relatively free from farming activities, and villagers are
able to participate in the ritual by receiving the food and generosity from the family hosting the
ritual and also are able to provide help if needed. Gson chos was a frequent topic of conversation
when I conducted my research in Village B as the ritual was held for two women in October
2011. Some villagers addressed it as part of village events at the time without giving specific
comments, while others had more opinions.
Definition of Ritual
When discussing rituals, such as funerals and weddings among the Chinese, Cohen (2005)
stresses the particular theory, goal, or belief underlying the rituals and the proper action of
performing them. He writes that "ritual behavior is distinct from that of daily life and involves
actions held to be instrumental either on the basis of the particular theory, goals, or beliefs linked
to the ritual itself, or simply as confirmation that the ritual is being properly performed"
(2005:43). In a similar vein, but more specific to the situation of Tibetans, Huber (1999) says
that, "For Tibetans the meaning of ritual practice is constructed in terms of an extensive set of
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beliefs about the world and about the person as a psychophysical and moral entity, as well as the
powers, vital forces, and laws that animate, sustain, are embodied in, and determine them"
(1999:11). Huber's study on Tibetan pilgrimage focuses more on the ritual participant as
psychophysical and moral entity. Thus, he analyzes the meaning of ritual evolving from the
immediate personal intention of merit accumulation to the complex of religious philosophies that
impact such ritual practices. Huber, at the same time, notes that "Approaches to pilgrimage via
Buddhist formulations hardly do justice to the richness of the Tibetan traditions, and result in
both implicit Tibetan understandings of the world and the embodied experience of pilgrims being
largely overlooked, as well as in neglect of their social significations" (1999:12-13).
The explanations of "ritual behavior" and "ritual practice" made by Cohen and Huber are
useful in my study. Chos ritual is practiced by Tibetans with the goal of accumulating merit
leading to a "future rebirth of the person on higher levels of cyclic existence (samsara)--and also
function as a necessary preparatory stage toward ultimate liberation (nirvana)" (Huber 1999:12).
The practice of chos ritual is religiously motivated- the social aspect of the ritual shows equal
importance. Thus, Huber's emphasis on the social signification of rituals is helpful. Although
Huber's work focuses on a ritual different from the one in my study, there are significant
characteristic similarities between pilgrimage and chos. Most Tibetan rituals carry religious
meanings. Similarly, both chos and pilgrimage are affected by religious belief and are primarily
for the purpose of merit accumulation, leading to a good rebirth. However, while merit
accumulation and preparing for a rebirth are the primary reasons for people to hold chos rituals,
pilgrimages can be carried out also because of sickness and healing. Huber categorizes general
themes of Tibetan ritual practices into a set of models that helps explain and justify them,
including:
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certain 'models' (pe) of concern with: defilement and purification; illness and
healing; influencing the course and the processes of physical life, death, and
future life (e.g., rebirth and final liberation from it); gaining efficacy in the
phenomenal world or powers to influence its operations; the extension of
perception beyond the mundane limits of space and time; the coercion and
conversion or destruction of that which is perceived as an obstruction or a threat;
and maintaining advantageous contacts and identifications with nonhuman forces
in both the local and universal cosmos. These themes and the forces believed to
be attendant on the ritual activity they enjoin are what gives meaning to and
coordinates the application of the huge array of different practices in circulation in
Tibetan religious life (Huber 1999:11).
Description of the Gson Chos Ritual
A 55-year-old woman, Mtsho mo, was one of the two women in Village B for whom
gson chos rituals were held. I talked with her before and after the ritual, and visited her family
during the ritual. Her husband died several years earlier from sickness. She lived in the village
alone, depending on farming, growing, and selling vegetables. Mtsho mo had two children, a son
and a daughter, who lived in different county towns and visited her on weekends. Both her
children had attended a local teacher training school. The daughter was a primary school teacher
in town. She was married with two daughters. The son taught at a high school in the local county
town; was married, and had one daughter. The gson chos ritual for Mtsho mo was held at her
house and lasted four days. In the following paragraphs I discuss the ritual in detail based on the
activities that took place on each day.
During the first two days, villagers prepared for the ritual at the host family's house. On
the first day, men aged sixty and above did the "butter work." The host family purchased a large
amount of butter, which was provided to people at breakfast and lunch. The family also offered
butter as gifts to visitors they received. Mtsho mo's family wanted to give a half jin of butter as
gifts. The older men weighed the butter and cut it into half-jin chunks. Young men chopped and
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cut meat, mainly mutton, used in dishes and noodles on the third and main day. Women in the
village made dough, which was used to fry bread the next day.
On the second day, people made numerous small pieces of fried bread, which was offered
during meals, and also given as part of the gift for each visitor. On this day two huge caldrons
were set up in the backyard of the host family. Family members, relatives, and villagers cooked
noodles with vegetables and meat in these caldrons for over five hundred people, including
villagers and guests. Many villagers helped with these preparations. The tsho ba and sha nye
members had the most important tasks during the ritual. Other villagers offered help during the
ritual because they knew each other well, while the members of tsho ba and sha nye were
obligated to help the family host the ritual, participating in almost every work task.
The third day was the main day of the ritual, during which the host family provided three
meals to fellow villagers. They also received relatives and guests from outside the village. In
addition, lamas and monks from the local monastery were present at the host family to conduct
religious services. The family was busy the entire day, with people coming and leaving
frequently. The house was full of people from the early morning, and the double wooden gate of
the house was wide open. Lamas and monks who were invited to chant were in the main living
room of the house, seated in rows and chanting rhythmically. From time to time they took a short
break. They stood, stretched, and moved around. When they were chanting, elders who were free
of work duties sat by the door or windows of the chanting room to listen. The family shrine was
open and lit brightly by butter lamps the family lit on this special day. Mtsho mo, being the most
significant person of the ritual, was supposed to be dressed nicely and engaged in religious
activities, such as saying prayers. She was interrupted from time to time to assist others.
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Villagers had meals in the village temple, the only place in the village that could
accommodate so many people. They had baked bread, fried bread, milk tea, butter, rtsam pa30,
and "cai" for breakfast. Cai meant vegetable or vegetable dish in Chinese. In the village, the term
was used to indicate a soup made of meat and vegetables, including cabbage, turnip, dried fungus,
and green onion. The same food was offered for lunch, along with sugar, candy, and beverages.
Dinner included rice cooked with butter, oil, and sugar. After each meal, families took food to
their family members who were absent. Thus, the host family cooked based on the population of
the village, instead of actual attendance, and the number of guests they would host. Villagers
brought their own bowls and chopsticks and ate in groups in the village temple. Men and women
sat in separate groups. Young children followed their mothers or grandmothers, and a few
followed male members of their family, like a grandfather. Relatives and friends from outside the
village stayed in the house of the host family and spent a few hours with the family.
At noon, about eighty colleagues of Mtsho mo's son used their two-hour lunch break to
visit the family. They arrived together. The visitors' clothes announced that they were from town.
Men wore suits, and women wore tight jeans and high-heeled shoes. The teachers were brought
to the house of Mtsho mo's brother's that was nearby since there was no room in the family to
accommodate such a large group. The family members and others who were receiving the guests
in the house rushed about offering food and drinks to these new guests.
On the last day of the ritual, the host family invited two lamas and sixty monks from a
local Bon monastery about forty kilometers from the village. In the early morning, the family
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Tibetan food made of roasted barley flour, butter, and dried cheese.
69	
  

	
  

	
  

hired several cars to fetch the lamas and monks from the monastery. They chanted for one day at
the host family as the Buddhist monks had done the previous day.
Village B follows Bon. In Tongren County, the majority of local Tibetans are Buddhists.
A small minority believe in both Buddhism and Bon. The belief distinction is based on a village
or sub-village as a unit. For instance, in a village with several sub-villages only one may be
classified as Bon. These villages and sub-villages are locally known as Bon village and the
people as Bon po. In a few cases, a particular sub-village is divided into a Buddhist group and a
Bon po group. However, local Bon followers also believe in Buddhism. They make pilgrimages
to both Buddhist and Bon religious centers, and receive blessings from religious figures from
both sides. This explains why Mtsho mo's family invited both Buddhist and Bon monasteries in
her chos ritual.
Role of Traditional Social Institutions
Chos and gson chos rituals reflect the traditional Tibetan life. The fact that the rituals are
still being performed today shows the continuity of a tradition, and the belief that governs such
tradition. Chos and gson chos rituals were performed according to a common procedure that
local villagers accepted as proper. The offering of the meals, gifts, and religious practices were
thus carried out properly. Local monasteries, villagers, and others were also expected to
participate. These rituals reflect traditional values associated with the rituals and also the
traditional organizations of the community. Thus, examining the gson chos ritual is a window
through which to observe continuity and change in traditional life.
People's participation in gson chos ritual displays their membership in local community,
their roles in it, and their multilayered social boundaries. Ordinary villagers became part of the
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ritual mainly through receiving offerings of meals and gifts from the host family. Attendance
was reciprocal because people were expected to participate in each others' gson chos rituals.
Labor assistance in rituals was also reciprocal but not mandatory. A family usually tried to repay
fellow villagers' help in a similar form when the opportunity arose. Tsho ba and sha nye
members were obligated to fulfill their duties at rituals. There was an unwritten, unspoken
consensus on the social roles of these groups. Each social group, including village, tsho ba, and
sha nye, entails a different membership. The general participation of local villagers in ritual
draws a broad social boundary between this village and others, making themselves as "us" and
everyone else "other." There was a clear line between the villagers and others, which created a
solid individual community. Within this village, more inner circle memberships were formed
because of smaller tsho ba and sha nye social units. These social groups became more salient
during traditional rituals, such as chos; their existence was less noticeable in daily life. The
solidarity of different social organizations in this village was maintained through continuing
participation in traditional rituals.
Traditional social organizations have important roles. However, there were changes that
signaled a decline in the significance of the institutions of tsho ba and sha nye. During my
observation of gson chos, wedding, and funeral rituals, I noticed more relatives from outside
these circles participating in the rituals and fulfilling important responsibilities. There was a
tendency of families relying more on their own immediate family members in decision-making,
rather than tsho ba and sha nye members, as they used to. For instance, some elders mentioned
that tsho ba members used to provide resources, including money, during funerals when a host
family was too poor to afford the ritual. This has disappeared because of a better material life and
thus the ability to pay for rituals. Nevertheless, my observations indicated chos rituals meant
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enormous financial burden for many. In many cases a large amount of money was borrowed
from others. I did not see a host family relying on tsho ba members financially. Instead, people
tended to borrow money from close relatives or friends. Sha nye members also had
responsibilities in marriage arrangements. In a traditional arranged marriage, members from this
group worked as representatives of a family to carry out a proposal. Matchmaking took place
between the two families rather than the couple. Similarly, the family who received the proposal
also invited their male sha nye members to participate. If a proposal was approved, an elder sha
nye member fulfilled the ceremonial opening of a bottle of liquor brought by the visitors,
signaling official approval. Now, in marriage proposals some families have eliminated the
traditional participation of sha nye members in the event. The task is carried out exclusively by
family members and relatives from outside the sha nye circle. During funerals, there was an
increased inclusion of immediate relatives, including those who were from other villages. Thus,
there was a new tendency of relying more on one's own family and relatives during traditional
rituals.
Social Interactions
Social interactions included those taking place between individuals regarding individual
issues; individual interactions in which the weight of community consensus was felt and a certain
agreement was sought; and interactions between two communities or a community and outsiders.
In Tibetan areas social order and control are usually based on unwritten community consensus
and moral ethics which are strongly impacted by Buddhist ethics. Individuals often comply with
these rules to preserve harmony. When conflicts occur among community members or with
outsiders, the mechanism of mediation is applied to achieve agreement. Mediators are mutual
friends, relatives, or lamas- key figures in social control. Considering and balancing the benefits
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for both sides, the mediators negotiate and persuade the people involved until agreement is
achieved. Mediation is still common in Tibetan society. It is the dominant mechanism of
resolving conflicts and maintaining peace (Ekvall 1968, Pirie 2007). When conflict and violence,
especially killing, occurred, the village and tsho ba members were informed of the situation. The
tsho ba members, together with help from fellow villagers, organized and protected the family
involved or avenged them. Usually, mediation took place first to try and reach a resolution.
When this failed, violence may occur. Thus, in general, people still preferred to resolve social
conflicts in the traditional way. There were also times when involved parties brought issues at
hand to the court to seek justice. This was a less popular choice compared to the traditional
method of mediation. When conflicts between large groups occurred, local legal forces normally
stepped in to maintain social order. When negotiating for a solution, the government tended to
rely on the traditional strategy of mediation and religious figures.
Religion and Monastery
Religion, mainly Buddhism, and monastic institutions play an important role in Tibetan
society. From the view of ordinary Tibetans, Ekvall (1968) described a monastery as the place of
worship and religious advancement, "a museum of culture," a learning center where wisdom and
knowledge accumulated for centuries were passed on, and a center for trade and social
interactions (1968:82). He stressed that social relations were intensified and broadened at
monastic institutions. He analyzed the role of religion by connecting it to Tibetans' harsh
physical living environment. Ekvall's work indicated that devotion to religion and belief in
supernatural power helped Tibetans deal with their daily life, especially challenging situations
brought by pastoral life and other natural factors, such as unpredictable weather changes. A
monastery has sponsor-client relationships with one or more local communities. At the basic
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level, the communities support the monastery by providing food and money and provide labor
work when needed. In return, the monastery fulfills religious duties by providing blessing and
chanting, attending chos rituals, funerals, and other rituals in which a family invites religious
figures for religious purposes. Tibetans have continued their support for the monastery-based
system for centuries.
Given the significance of religion in Tibetans' life, I observed many religious practices
during my fieldwork. It was common to see Tibetans praying with a rosary, prostrating in front
of a temple or shrine, circumambulating a stupa, and making pilgrimages to holy mountains and
religious centers. For Mtsho mo, religious activities were the main part of her daily life. She
prostrated from 200 to 400 times every day based on her work schedule and health. She also
circumambulated the village temple about fifty to eighty times daily. With several village women,
she made a pilgrimage to a local holy mountain by prostrating all the way from her home, which
required seven days. Mtsho mo had also made several pilgrimages to further religious centers in
Lhasa. She carried out these religious activities to collect merit for a good rebirth. She was
content with her religious activities and was planning on making more pilgrimages in the near
future.
Mtsho mo invited lamas and monks from the local Buddhist and Bon monasteries during
her gson chos ritual. Monastery participation was part of the ritual procedure that was universally
followed. Lamas and monks came to Mtsho mo's home to perform religious chanting dedicated
to her next life. They spent a day at the home and, when they left, each received 100 RMB, one
or half of a baked bread, a bowl of tsamba, and five pieces of fried bread. Each lama received a
few thousand, ranging from 2,000 to over 3,000 RMB based on their ranks in the monastery.
Monks in charge of the monastery received two or three times more in gifts than ordinary monks.
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The same food and gifts were offered to Bon lamas and monks. There was no fixed amount of
money that each family offered to the religious figures. However, the more a family provided the
better the ritual was locally viewed. Conducting religious activities and donating to monastery
were religiously driven, but they were also related to social status and prestige.
Nietupski notes that "ancient clan pedigrees remained a source of prestige in Amdo…"
(2011:2). He describes membership and identification of ancient royal clans as the main driving
force of prestige in Amdo. However, inclusion of upper class is not rigid. Higher social status
and prestige could be achieved through religious power and marriage. Newly wealthy people
acquired prestige by making large donations to monasteries. Also, previously untitled leaders
managed to connect themselves to ancient imperial clans via marriage or proximity. Proximity to
religious power became significant because it legitimized the new social status and prestige
acquired by wealthy men and untitled leaders. Nietupski writes that, "As their predecessors had,
new estate lords accrued merit, legitimized their rule, and enjoyed the reciprocal endorsement of
the religious professionals"(2011:2). However, he continues, "In Amdo, the power and prestige
of the ancient aristocratic and later lords were very often displaced by the monastic estates and
their designed officers" (2011:3).
Religion is important for Tibetans because it is largely shaped by the contours of life.
Daily life is intertwined with religious practices, making the primary character of Tibetan culture
religious. In addition, religious institutions held political authority for the last few centuries. In
Reb gong, as mentioned earlier, the major local monastery, Rong bo dgon chen, together with the
nang so family, controlled political and social affairs for several centuries from the early 14th to
the early 20th centuries. Thus, religious power became an important means to increase social
mobility. Utilizing religious power to increase social mobility and legitimize social status was
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not specific to only wealthy, powerful Tibetans. It was also commonly used by ordinary Tibetans
for the same purpose. Sponsoring a monastery through monetary contribution in physical
construction, building religious statues and decorating them with gold powder, and financing
religious activities were commonly observable. People who made such contributions were
praised by other Tibetans and consequentially enjoyed a good "reputation," which was often
associated with social status. Thus, interactions with religious institutions and figures need to be
understood in both religious and social aspects. Similarly, holding the gson chos ritual and
offering, especially cash, to lamas and monks were significant means for villagers to gain
prestige and elevate their social status.
Education
The political and social reforms implemented in China in the 1950s altered the traditional
Tibetan power structure by establishing new administrative institutions and leadership. Tibetan
monasteries no longer had political authority as they had historically. In the new Chinese
administrative system, Tibetan monasteries are simply religious institutions with little if any
political authority. However, it should be noted that although their political authority was
eliminated, religious personalities remain important and are seen as able to create and maintain a
general atmosphere conducive for the government to achieve its aim. Numerous Tibetans attend
religious teachings that are held each year. Also, religious figures are important mediators in
resolving social conflicts. Today, there are new norms for Tibetans to define prestige and social
status. They include wealth, the level of formal education, administrative relation to the Chinese
government and political power through which individual interests obtain.
Mtsho mo was able to hold the gson chos ritual at a relatively young age because of
financial support from her two children, who worked as teachers. Mtsho mo thought that
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providing a good education to her two children was one of the most important things that she had
done in her life. She was proud that she and her late husband had supported them to complete
their education, in spite of all difficulties. She was happy that she contributed to a "different and
better life" that her children enjoyed. The fact that Mtsho mo's children had pursued education
and secured permanent government jobs positively affected the family's social status. Villagers
talked about Mtsho mo's family as "having good conditions" because of her children. People
generally thought that it was easier for children who had government jobs to save money because
they had a steady monthly income. It was also easier for them to borrow money because people
felt return of the money was assured. On the other hand, for children who lived by farming,
holding a ritual meant saving from the cash earned from working in construction and collecting
caterpillar fungus.
Usually, it is the children's obligation to hold gson chos for their parents. It is interpreted
as an important way to repay their parents. Children are expected to make the largest
contribution in cash because it is the main resource needed for the ritual. Mtsho mo's gson chos
ritual cost about 45,000 RMB altogether. Her daughter contributed 15,000 RMB, and her son
10,000 RMB. Mtsho mo's close relatives, such as siblings, gave about 20,000 RMB. Her son's
colleagues contributed 6,000 RMB. The visit made by Mtsho mo's son's eighty colleagues was
talked about admiringly by many villagers. Thus, the types of visitors one had and what gifts
they brought also signified a family's social status. Since the sum of the money contributed by
Mtsho mo's children and guests was sufficient to cover the ritual expenses, she did not have to
provide money herself. In most cases, the sum of people's monetary contribution would be less
than the total ritual cost, and the family had to come up with the difference. Mtsho mo thought
that it was too early for her to hold the ritual, but her children insisted because they had some
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money saved. Mtsho mo's daughter told her that if the ritual was made later after she and her
husband purchased an apartment in town, which they planned to do, they would lack enough
money to make a 'good' ritual for her. The gson chos ritual performed by Mtsho mo's family
illustrates how education has become an important part of Tibetans' lives. As mentioned earlier,
the level of formal education and material life are two elements that determine perceptions of
success and social status.
Adaptation of the Chos Ritual to the New Socioeconomic Context
Traditional chos and gson chos rituals continue in Tibetan contemporary lives, while
adapting to a new, fast-changing socioeconomic milieu. Gson chos became popular in the 1980s.
Before the 1950s, only very few, wealthiest in a Tibetan community could afford gson chos.
During the 1960s and the 1970s, traditional rituals were labeled as "superstition" and banned
because of the Cultural Revolution. In the early 1980s, traditional rituals returned and people
were eager to hold the chos ritual while they were still living. Also, current improvement in local
Tibetans' incomes has contributed to the popularity of performing the ritual.
Before the 1950s, a host family provided two to five meals to villagers according to their
financial situation. People were offered about two spoons of oil and a bowl of roasted barley to
make tsamba. Each meal was the same. Only rich families could afford a small piece of butter in
place of oil and wheat flour. Today, the ritual lasts commonly three to four days, during which a
variety of food is provided. Traditional Tibetan food is still offered, but bread, rice, soup made of
meat and vegetables, candy, and beverages are added. This indicates a change in local Tibetans'
diet-- adding more items.
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Gson chos ritual is becoming more extravagant because some host families try to make a
"better" one. While the true nature of the ritual is believed to be religious, the social meaning is
remarkable. Each ritual was discussed and rated by villagers. The ritual was described as "good,"
"average," or "not so good." Labeling was affected by ritual's cost. How much money the family
offered to lamas and monks? How much meat was in the noodles? How much butter was offered
as gifts? Some elders who had not been able to attend the ritual expressed embarrassment, and
their children expressed similar sentiments for being unable to fulfill the obligation for their
parents. Others seemed to be more relaxed about their inability to attend the ritual. A few were
irritated by the obligation itself and how it was done in the village.
I interviewed a mother in her early eighties and her son who had just turned sixty. Our
talk touched on the subject of chos ritual. The mother had her gson chos ritual when she was in
her early seventies. Pointing at her son, she said, "It is time for him to hold one." The son was
agitated and said, "How annoying. I will feed them [villagers] before I die." He said that the
ritual had become a competition, and a stage on which people exhibited their wealth. He said that
people tried to 'make a better one,' meaning one that was more expensive than the previous.
The competitiveness of the ritual and the pressure it brought was enormous. Usually, the
families that had several educated people with government jobs enjoyed higher social status and
were expected by fellow villagers to make a better, more expensive ritual. The next family who
had a similar social status felt pressure to make even a better one, or an equally good one. The
more economically well-off families tended to hold the ritual for their parents at an early age.
This decreased the age for fulfilling the ritual and brought new concerns for those who were
above sixty but who had been unable to hold the ritual.
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Gift exchange was important in chos rituals. People arrived with gifts in the forms of
baked bread, wheat, money, and brick tea. Each village household brought a big piece of baked
bread to the host family on the third day of the ritual, which was then provided to villagers and
visitors with other food during breakfast and lunch. They also brought a small amount of cash,
varying from five to over twenty RMB. The amount was primarily determined by the amount the
host family had brought to a particular family during the rituals they had held earlier. In addition,
one's kinship tie or friendship with the host family was an influential factor. Households in tsho
ba, and especially sha nye offered handsome gifts by bringing bags of wheat and more cash. The
farmer relatives of the host family from other places also brought wheat and cash as gifts.
Relatives who were not farmers and people from town brought cash and brick tea. The amount of
cash these people brought varied from fifty to over 1,000 RMB. Mtsho mo's children and her
siblings made the biggest monetary contributions. On the third day of the ritual, each person
received a half jin of butter and five small pieces of fried bread from the host family as gifts.
Villagers received their gifts based on the number of household members. A family of five
received five pieces of butter and twenty-five pieces of fried bread.
Economic development in the local area causes social stratification in Tibetan
communities. Before the 1950s, people were divided into socio-economic categories of "the rich"
and "the poor." Only the few rich people in a community could afford the gson chos ritual. At the
time of this study, households seem to have more variety in economic conditions. Tibetans do
not use a specific term like "class" to refer to socio-economic status, rather, they use phrases
such as "good condition," "average condition," "rich family," and "poor family" to describe a
particular household. In my study communities, three different categories of people were
observed based on current economic conditions, including: two small groups of the rich; the poor
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people; and the majority in the middle. The rich families and some families in the middle group
could afford the gson chos ritual. The rest still financially struggled to perform it. Thus, the ritual
and its "quality" played a role in defining socioeconomic status. Mtsho mo's gson chos ritual and
locals' discussions about its quality illustrate that education, economic condition, and material
life are important factors defining a family's socioeconomic status.
C. "The Population and Cultural Art Festival"
In the summer of 2012, the Tongren County Health Bureau held an event in the pastoral
township where I researched. It was entitled as "the Population and Cultural Art Festival and
7.11 World Population Day." The term festival was translated from the Chinese term 'jie.'
Tibetan traditional festivals occur on special days, often involve religious practices, and usually
only the local community members participate. Thus, it seems improper to use festival to
describe the gathering. The term event is used instead. This event was different from the
traditional festivals that local Tibetans celebrate regularly, because participation was not specific
to a particular membership; it did not involve religious activities; and most importantly, it was
organized by the government. Four groups of people participated in this event: government
employees; a small group of Tibetans invited by the government; a local performance troupe;
and local Tibetans. The government organized the event to do population control work, and the
small group of Tibetans was there to receive awards from the government. The performance
group gave a dance and song show. Local Tibetans showed up simply to enjoy the performance.
The event was organized to present awards to Tibetans who did outstanding work in 2011
in supporting population control work. One to two people from each township of the county were
chosen every year to receive the award and acknowledgement. Each year the event was held in
different places in the county. The County Health Bureau was the main host, but lower level
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health offices at the township level also participated. I learned about the event from my
informants, who eagerly anticipated the event because there would be a Tibetan performance.

Figure 4: A stage set up for the event
The event took place on the open grassland, which was close to the main road leading to
several different towns. The actual event started at noon and lasted for about two and half hours.
The government employees from the Health Bureau had prepared for the event for a few days by
setting up a stage, tents, and moving other equipment, such as speakers and an electricity
generator. The stage was built against a huge painting as a background. The painting portrayed a
happy herding family. In the painting a young man and a woman worked with a young girl,
while two other young girls played nearby. Meanwhile, an old man and woman sat on a rug with
tea and fruit on table in front of them. They were looking contently at the young man and woman.
In the back were a white tent home, yaks, horses, and deer. Above the painting were several big
Chinese characters written in red that said: "Stability, equilibrium, innovation, green, and
harmony." Atop the painting was a slogan written in both Tibetan and Chinese indicating the
event was the "Fifth Population and Cultural Art Festival" of the county. On the two sides of the
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stage were slogans written in Tibetan expressing the importance of developing a "happy family"
by equally respecting girls and developing a "harmonious society."

Figure 5: Painting of a Tibetan family
To the left of the stage were five tents set up to receive important officials. County
leaders and relevant heads from different sectors of the county government participated. These
people were accommodated in the first tent closest to the stage, which was also the fancy tent
with special designs such as lotus. The others were plain white tents. At the end of the row was a
greenish tent used by the host bureau to prepare mutton, Tibetan style sausage, and Chinese
vegetable dishes for the leaders and the award recipients. On the other side of the stage, facing
the tents were some paintings and writings displayed. In one of the paintings, a young Tibetan
man and woman were walking with one child between them, holding their hands. Below the
painting were two lines in Chinese: "Develop a happier family! Develop a harmonious society!"
There were also boxes of condoms available for free. In addition, there were several vans marked
by a red cross. About six people brought flyers from those vans and distributed them. The flyers
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were written in Tibetan and Chinese, and provided information on vaccines, sexually transmitted
diseases, and AIDS. Some other private organizations, such as training centers, took this
opportunity to advertise their programs.

Figure 6: Local herders attend the event
The open space in front of the stage was occupied by local Tibetans who sat on the
ground. The majority of women dressed in their ceremonial Tibetan robes, while most men wore
pants and jackets. Most people rode motorcycles, and the others who lived nearby walked.
People from county and township towns drove cars. Atop a slope closer to the main road were
cars, vans, and motorcycles. While waiting for the performance to start, some young men kept
driving their motorcycles, carrying friends on the back, on the bumpy grassland; they seemed to
enjoy riding and showing off their riding skills in the rough mountain environment.
The event began with the main leader of the County Health Bureau, who was a Tibetan,
introducing the event. After a fifty-minute opening speech in Tibetan the awards were presented.
The award recipients were introduced and called one by one by name to the front of the stage to
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receive the awards. The county leaders presented the awards. Each awardee received a certificate
and some cash. The event was filmed by two men from the County TV Station. Several
photographers from different work units in the county government took pictures. The
government officials and local people clapped their hands enthusiastically each time a recipient
came to the front of the stage.
Afterwards, the much anticipated Tibetan folk dance and singing took the stage. A local
performance troupe had been invited to perform with a payment of 2,000 RMB. There were nine
young Tibetan men and women in this troupe. Most were from the local township. People knew
them well and some were actually well known locally for their musical talent. This group
performed for about one and half hours. People enjoyed it with great enthusiasm. From time to
time the audience shouted for more performances from a particular performer. The end of the
performance concluded the event.
The event shows how a pastoral Tibetan community and the state interacted. Given the
fact that the majority of Tibetans still live a traditional community based life, the government
had to create a special means of communication in order to incorporate the grassroots into the
government scheme. The local County Health Bureau and their lower level township offices
developed the "Population and Cultural Art Festival" through which communication between the
two parts was realized. Four such "festivals" had been held in the local county prior to this one,
stating a tradition for the Health Bureau to hold such an event each year, with support from the
local county government. The main purpose of conducting such event was for the government to
deliver its voice and message to Tibetans.

85	
  
	
  

	
  

The County Health Bureau made "the Population and Cultural Art Festival" relevant to
Tibetan culture so that they could attract Tibetan participation. First, they selected the grassland,
which was a good choice because it was home to many local Tibetans, making it convenient for
them to attend. In addition, gathering on the grassland on a summer day was attractive not only
to local Tibetans, but also to other people like the government leaders. Secondly, they made
Tibetan singing and dancing an essential part of the event, which guaranteed more participation
from local Tibetans. Traditional singing and dance play important role in Tibetan culture, and
Tibetans were fond of such performance. Thus, the government utilized a show to promote the
interests of the government. Thirdly, they used the Tibetan traditional art form, tangka, a
traditional painting form that is often seen in religious institutions such as monasteries and
private shrines of Tibetan families. Most Tibetans in local communities were illiterate, thus such
paintings were a good way to deliver a message. Family portraits were used to propagate small
and gender equal family as "modern" and "happy" family. Thus, traditional Tibetan cultural
production and performance were applied, sometimes modified, by the government to deliver
messages. This event introduced the concepts of population control, modern family, gender
equality and balance, stability, harmony, and innovation by displaying paintings and writings.
Local health bureaus aimed at further introducing and consolidating population control
policy through the event. They promoted the policy by introducing new notions of "modern
family." In order to further the population control policy and to consolidate their achievements,
the government portrayed new criteria for defining a "happy family." The paintings and writings
displayed at the event sent a clear message to the audience and viewers that a small family with
one or two children made it "happy" or "happier" and it contributed to a more "harmonious
society." Building a small, happy family was one of the main themes of the event. Meanwhile,
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the concepts, such as gender equality and gender balance, were key features. Many Tibetan
parents preferred sons over daughters and some couples tended to have more children when their
first two were daughters. China's population control policy, which has been practiced in Tongren
County since the mid-1980s, allows minority couples to have two children, and having the third
child in the hope of having a son violates the policy. It is also an obstacle for the local
government to practice the policy. Thus, the government attempted to consolidate their
population control work by introducing the notions of small size family and gender balance.
Developing a harmonious society was another major theme of the event. "Harmonious
society" is a short hand for "socialist harmonious society." This is a concept introduced by
former President Hu of China during his administration from 2002 to 2013. This concept,
together with his signature ideology of the "scientific development concept,"31 indicates a new
socioeconomic vision for the Party. These ideologies show a shift in the party's focus from
economic growth to overall social balance and harmony. They note that the economic
development of China has reached a new phase32. At the same time, they also show social
discord and problems faced by the Party. Regional disparities, rural and urban inequalities,
uneven resource distribution, corruption, and environmental degradation are some of the critical
social issues caused by rapid economic development. China needs a solution for such problems
and building a harmonious society, which addresses societal conflicts and problems, is applied to
solve the problems and to continue economic development (Chan 2009).
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The main content of the concept include "putting people first, comprehensive, coordinated, and sustainable" (Chan
2009:821).
32

China's GDP per capita exceeded US$1,000 since 2003 (Chan 2009:821).	
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The event introduced local Tibetans to the broad political and socioeconomic visions of
the current national government. It is, however, hard to evaluate how Tibetans received and
interpreted the themes of the event. Certain concepts, such as "harmonious society," were too
broad to understand without certain knowledge in this sphere. Nevertheless, the event depicts
new form of interactions between Tibetan communities and the State.
In conclusion, Tibetan communities in Tongren County are experiencing many changes.
Traditional social organizations, such as tsho ba, khyim kha ya or sha nye still function in the
context of a traditional village or encampment, although some decrease in the significance of
these organizations were observable. Traditional rituals, such as chos, and the ideologies that
govern them continue while the specific ways of implementing the rituals are changing to adapt
to the new socioeconomic environment. The continuation of these traditional organizations and
rituals contribute to the maintenance of Tibetan culture, identity, and social integrity. However,
Tibetan communities are also encountering changes. China's economic development in the past
few decades has contributed to a rapidly changing society. The nation's focus on economic
development emphasized the importance of improving people's material life. China's
modernization and urbanization endeavors have created a rush to develop a different, better, and
modern life. Tibetan communities have confronted these changes and felt their impact. In
addition, government-sponsored projects made the forces of change more real and tangible.
Tibetan communities have become connected to the outside world, and people are in much better
economic conditions; struggling less to meet their basic needs. In addition, policies such as
population control and their implementation in the local area certainly have impacted concepts of
family size and gender relations among Tibetans.
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Chapter Four: Educational Policies and Practices

I first describe educational philosophies, models, and reforms of modern Chinese
education. It is crucial to point out that Tibetan formal education is a constituent part of Chinese
formal education. It is formed within the general educational structure of China and overarching
Chinese educational policies shape Tibetan education. The main difference between the two is
some peculiarities that are allowed to exist in "minority education." I begin with Chinese
educational polices and practices implemented since the 20th century and I then move on to
describe characteristics and features specific to Tibetan education. I conclude this with
description of a College Entrance Exam I observed and an analysis of what higher education has
meant for Tibetans. Thus, this chapter aims to answer my research questions regarding
educational policies and practices, and the meaning of education to Tibetans.
A. Model of Modern Chinese Education
Two major educational theories have influenced modern Chinese education. At the
beginning of the 20th century, John Dewey's educational ideas were introduced to China,
highlighting the social function of education (Lu and Chi 2007). It was stressed that teaching and
learning should reflect the processes of social life. Dewey's experimental educational ideas
helped develop Chinese education for "common" people in the early 20th century (2007:14). It
also became a weapon for Chinese scholars, who criticized the 'Old Education' for losing contact
with reality. Hu Shi, a student of Dewey, introduced Dewey's educational concepts to China. "He
emphasized the need for practicability in curriculum, instead of teaching students to be saints"
(2007:15). Li Dazhao (1888-1927), one of the main founders of the Chinese Communist Party,
opposed Hu Shi's thoughts of school, proposing "education as a means to improve society"
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(2007:16). Early Marxists in China "regarded common education as part of the social class
revolution and liberation" (2007:16). Yang Xianjiang (1895-1931) was an important figure in
disseminating and researching Marxist educational theory in China. He believed that
"educational foundation is on the real life of social economics and politics, it varies with their
changes" (2007:17). Yang's thoughts indicate the establishment of Marxist educational theory in
China.
The model of Chinese education may be organized into four stages (Levin and Xu 2005,
Bai 2006, Zha 2009, Kawkins 2000). Modern education in China was established at the
beginning of the 20th century, following the European model with a combination of public,
private, and missionary institutions (Bai 2006). In the second stage, from 1922 to 1949, the
American model was implemented. It had forms of educational institution similar to those of the
European model. This model was replaced by a Soviet model in 1952, to integrate all institutions
to the public sector, with highly centralized national planning. During this stage, Chinese
institutions were kept small and highly specialized with majors that focused on industrial needs
at the time. The fourth stage began in the 1980s, when the model shifted from a centralized
national planning to a market-oriented scheme. This corresponded with political and economic
reforms in China at that time, moving from a centralized economy to a market-oriented economy,
and opening up the country to the outside world. The market economy and globalization required
highly qualified human resources (Levin and Xu 2005, Bai 2006, Zha 2009).
The different models of Chinese education outlined above, indicate changes in
educational policies and orientations at different historical and political moments. Changes in the
educational model since the 1950s have been closely related China's changing socioeconomic
and political landscape. It has also been affected by the political and educational views held by
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the leadership (Tsang 2000). Tsang uses conflict theory to shed light on the motives of
educational model change, arguing that conflicts within the Chinese State impact educational
policies. Two factions, radicals and moderates (or conservatives and reformers), in the CCP are
features of the Chinese State. They have different "goals and approach to national development
and in their policies for education. Led by Mao Zedong and others, radicals see the achievement
of political consciousness, ideological devotion to communism, and human liberation as the
primary goals of the development of Chinese people" (2000:4). Consequently, education plays a
key role in developing political consciousness and ideology. On the contrary, moderates led by
Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, and others target the material and moral development of the Chinese
people. Similarly, education has a role in improving production, where skills, science, and
technology are key. The political struggles of the two factions in various historical times indicate
that educational policies of China have been impacted by the political and developmental
ideologies of the leadership.
Educational Reforms of China
Educational changes in the 1980s shape the current educational system and policies of
China. Two changes in the organization and administration of higher education mark the change
from centralized national planning to market-oriented approach. The first change is that various
institutions, including private institutions, emerged. The second is that the administrative
structure of higher education is simplified, limited to national and regional universities. By the
time of the "Ninth Five-year Plan" (1995-2000) "specialized ministries and state-owned
enterprises no longer assumed administrative responsibilities for higher education" (Xu 2005:36).
Following the recent restructuring of higher education system in China, all ministries, except for
the Ministry of Education, no longer had roles in higher education. The ministry-run institutions
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were put in the hands of local administration (Zha 2009). With the restructuring of higher
education, a certain level of decentralization in the educational system has become possible
(Hawkins 2000). Hawkins cautions that the recent educational reform is characterized by a
process of centralization, decentralization, and recentralization in financing, curriculum, and
management. His work shows that the decentralization of education is often opposed to a highly
centralized political economy, and it is followed by re-centralization in the fear of losing political
control. The situation is summarized by the term "'walking on two legs' (combining both
centralized and decentralized approaches to education)" (2000:1). While some decentralization
of educational financing and authority occurred after the educational reforms, the central
government ambiguously continues its "'guiding' and 'monitoring' role" in education (2000:4). As
Hawkins notes, although China moves towards marketization and certain progress has been
made in educational decentralization, teacher training and curricula are still highly centralized
(2000:15).
China started a massive expansion in higher education in 1999. Economic, political, and
social factors motivated the expansion of higher education. The economic growth and
globalization of China demanded high-level human resources. With the State's effort in
expanding higher education, the ratio of enrollment in universities increased dramatically. Less
than 7% of gross enrollment ratio before 1995 jumped to 15% of the age group of 18 to 22 years
old in 2005, reaching a college enrollment of 16 million. Enrollment was expected to reach 20%
in 2010, with 23 million enrolled in higher education. In tandem with this enrollment growth, the
size of universities and colleges was expanded with new buildings, facilities, and faculty. China's
political motive of expanding higher education was in training highly qualified manpower to
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increase its capacity to compete with developed countries (Tsang 2000, Levi and Xu 2005, Bai
2006, Zha 2009).
With the expansion of higher education the ratio of college enrollment has increased
substantially. More students from different socioeconomic backgrounds have access to higher
education and believe that their diplomas will bring economic benefit in the future. However,
issues and challenges, such as unemployment, equity, and quality of education accompany with
the increasing enrollment ratio in China's higher education. According to many authors who
work on Chinese education, unemployment after higher education has become conspicuous. The
reasons behind the unemployment rate are associated with complex political and socioeconomic
conditions, and educational policies that affect employment and unemployment. According to
Levin and Xu (2005), the market demand of graduates does not meet the rapidly increased
supply of graduates. In addition, graduates from key and non-key universities face different
market demands. Graduates from national key universities have better employment opportunities
(82.75% in 2000) than those who graduated from non-key universities (68.2% in 2000). The
restructuring of higher education has shaped a two level administration, with the central
government directly administrating a small number of universities that serve national
development needs and the local governments taking responsibility for local higher education
institutions to meet their own local needs. This structure led to the emergence of key-universities
and non-key universities, which contributed to the rise of elitism and the formation of a hierarchy
in higher education structure (Zha 2009).
Equity is another aspect of higher education expansion that is drawing the attention of
scholars. Some scholars and educators questioned weather expansion would benefit students
from different socioeconomic backgrounds equally (Levin and Xu 2005, Zha 2009). With the
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expansion of higher education, the financing system has been decentralized from the central
government to local government, and from governmental subsidies to payment from students and
their families. This means a greater financial responsibility for students and their parents. Such
responsibility also denies poor students, mostly from rural and minority areas, access to higher
education. As a result, students from a high socioeconomic background are over-represented in
university student populations.
Special educational projects in China, such as Project 211 and Project 985, further
illustrate problems in education equity (Zha 2009, Bai 2006). Project 211 was launched in 1993
to provide special funding to 100 top universities in China, with the purpose of establishing
world-class universities (Zha 2009:54). In 1998, this project was expanded by the launch of
Project 985, which provides greater funding to highly selected universities (initially 9, which had
grown to 39 by 2009). These projects contributed to the emergence of a hierarchy in the higher
education system. Even within Project 985 a hierarchy developed, setting different roles and
missions to each of them that consequently affect the amount of funding they receive (Zha 2009).
Since the educational reforms of the 1980s, four ranks of higher institutions have formed: 1)
national elite universities that largely focus on research and educating the majority of doctoral
students; 2) universities that focus on teaching graduates (with few doctoral students),
undergraduates, and research; 3) universities that mainly work on teaching undergraduates; and 4)
the higher vocational college, with 2-3 year programs (2009:55). While elite universities in the
"211" and "985" projects enjoy the largest portion of government funding, non-elite universities
face great challenges in surviving through their own fundraising. This results in tuition fees and
poor teaching and learning quality, which affect the quality of higher education and the
employability of graduates (Bai 2006:143).
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It is clear that educational reforms allow more diversity in institutional structure and in
the system of administration, decentralizing some authorities and handing responsibilities to
lower level governments. Meanwhile, they also create problems that are associated with
unemployment, equity, and quality of teaching and learning. Disparities between China's rural
and urban, poverty-stricken and economically developed areas, influence equity in access to
education and in employment opportunity. Changes in the current educational system, such as
the emergence of a decentralized financing system and the impact of fee-charging, are felt
differently in various parts of China. While a decentralized financing system may work in
economically developed regions, poorer regions face great challenges to survive on their own.
Furthermore, the emergence of elitism in Chinese education consolidates the discrepancies in
access to education, especially higher education. While key universities enjoy a large portion of
funding from the central government and their graduates gain more employment opportunities,
non-key universities struggle to survive on limited financial resources and their students have
more difficulties in finding employment. Meanwhile, students from stronger socioeconomic
backgrounds are privileged in the educational system because they often are in a better position
to attend schools with excellent resources.
Policies and reforms in China are significant because they impact Tibetan formal
education. These factors shape the general educational structure and system that are implemented
in minority regions of China. For instance, changes that are associated with educational reforms
that move from centralized organization and administration to decentralized and market oriented
education, and expand higher education also hold true for Tibetan education. Problems, such as
unemployment, lack of equity, and poor teaching and learning quality that results from these
reforms are also reflected in Tibetan education. Although the fundamental Chinese educational
95	
  
	
  

	
  

policies, reforms, and problems address the situation of Tibetan education to a certain extent,
there are also issues that are specific to Tibetan educational context. In the next section I will
discuss some major characteristics of Tibetan education.
B. Tibetan Formal Education
Modern concept of schooling was introduced to Tibetans recently. It was only in the
1950s that the first public Tibetan primary schools were established in Tongren County. In 1952,
when the Nationalities Department of Northwest Nationalities University was established by the
Gansu provincial government, higher education was opened to minorities in this region (Zhu
1993). Qinghai Nationalities University was established in 1956 by the Qinghai government as
the first university in the province. Therefore, school is a relatively new institution in Tibetan
areas, and illiteracy rate of Tibetans33, which is 47.55%, is high. This number is much higher
than the country's average ethnic minority illiteracy of 23.01% and average national illiteracy
rate of 7.75% (Zhou 2003).
Educational Structure
Tibetan formal education, as is the case for education throughout China, consists of
preschool, primary school, junior middle school, high school, and college or university. A oneyear preschool education began in recent years, and accepts children from 5 to 6 years of age.
The age of preschool students varied in different situations. Schools located in remote areas, such
as villages, had less strict rules regarding the age of their students and accepted children 5 to 6
years old. In urban centers, however, the rule was strict and only 6-year-old children were
accepted to preschool. The importance of preschool education was stressed by the National
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This includes Tibetans in mainland China only.
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Educational Bureau and students received special funds for nutritional supplements, educational
equipment, sports, and toys. I visited a school with classes from preschool to junior middle
school in the pastoral area. The preschool students had two daily "nutrition meals," as teachers
explained, which provided milk, eggs, and fruit. They also received new educational facilities
and equipment. Teachers claimed such support in preschool education was very new.
After one-year in preschool, students start primary school education, a constituent part of
a nine-year compulsory education, including six years of primary school and three years of
junior middle school. China implemented the "Education for All" in 2000 (Ministry of Education
2005). The "Two Basics" (Ch. liang ji) model is the main way through which China practices the
educational concepts of Universal Education and Education for All. The two basics refer to nineyear compulsory education and the elimination of illiteracy among youth and young adults.
Compulsory education is free of charge, but students are responsible for food and lodging, if
attending a boarding school.
Primary schools are available in every community, from agricultural villages to pastoral
areas. Most primary schools are categorized as "regular," where students attend school in the
morning and return home in the late afternoon. There are also several boarding primary schools.
One is in the county town and students come from various areas of the county. The other is
located in the pastoral area, where students' homes are relatively scattered in a large area, and
going home on a daily basis is impractical. All middle and high schools in the area are also
boarding schools. However, students whose families are nearby or who do not need lodging at
school may choose not to live at school. Most middle schools are located in the county town and
a few are also available in villages. Most high schools are located in the prefecture town.
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Students are encouraged to attend primary schools in their neighborhood. However, at junior
middle school stage, students can select any school they like.
High school education is not compulsory and enrollment is merit-based. Junior middle
school graduates take the high school entrance exam. Based on the exam results, students are
accepted to one of three high schools in the prefecture town. The schools have different social
status based on the number of their students who pass college entrance exams and which
universities they have attended. The more students of a high school that pass the college exam
and the better universities they attend, the higher ranking the school obtains. Based on the
ranking, the schools are described by students as first, second, and third choices. Higher ranking
schools have the privilege of selecting top scoring students. Students who do not pass high
school entrance exams have a very limited choice in pursuing further education. They are not
allowed to repeat junior middle school, and may not attend high school. Usually these students
attend two to three year vocational schools, such as a nursing school, or discontinue education.
From preschool to junior middle school, students are mainly educated in Tibetan
language, while Chinese and English are taught as their second and third languages. From high
school, most subjects are instructed in Chinese. In some cases, Tibetan teachers used Chineselanguage materials, while oral teaching is done in a combination of both Tibetan and Chinese.
However, the situation may differ from high school to high school. In terms of educational
objectives, there were no specific and written documents indicating objectives at various
educational stages. All the teachers I interviewed claimed that they did not know what the overall
educational objectives were for each stage, but used textbooks as a guide. They stated that their
main goal and objectives of teaching were to finish teaching whatever textbooks were assigned
to them to teach.
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Upon finishing a high school education, students take the college entrance exam. Based
on the exam scores, the top scoring students are accepted to four-year bachelor programs. Those
with lower scores usually end up attending two to three year associate degree programs at
colleges. Meanwhile, top students select more prestigious universities such as the Central
University of Nationalities. At the university or college level, teaching and learning content and
the language of instruction are specific to the programs students choose. Programs such as
Tibetan Literature and History, which are considered "traditional" in terms of knowledge
categorization, are mostly done in Tibetan; other courses such as Computer Science are mainly
carried out in Chinese.
Educational Policy and Language Use
A clear-cut definition of what "minority education" means in China does not seem to
exist, and scholars and educators are unable to reach a consensus on the subject. In related
documents, the subject is described as a constituent of Chinese education, which is expected to
develop with the main purpose of "serving the people" (Yang and Wang 1993). In 1949, the First
National Educational Conference was held and declared that educational objectives were to
"increase the education level of the people, and to develop skilled manpower for production;" the
ultimate purpose of education was to "serve the people" (1993:385). This vague concept guides
the educational policies that developed afterwards, and impacts minority education as well.
Based on the national conferences held on minority education in 1951, 1956, and 1981
(Yang and Wang 1993:385-388), minority education may be described as: 1) part of Chinese
education with broad Chinese educational policies and practices shaping its base, including the
educational system and structure, curriculum, and teaching and learning materials; 2) specific
ethnic situations and the educational needs of minority regions are recognized, and to a "certain
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level," they are allowed to be incorporated in education; and 3) ethnic language is allowed to be
used in schools. The last two features distinguish minority education from the regular education
of China. However, they do not provide specific guidance on several important issues: 1) What is
the specific minority situation and what educational needs are recognized? 2) To what extent are
minority needs allowed to be integrated in minority education? This is especially important to
specify when school structure, curriculum, and material are centralized at a national level. 3) In
what ways and to what extent is the minority language allowed to be used? And 4) How do the
content and language use in school correspond to the local administration and employment
system? The lack of clear guidance on such educational issues contributes to ambiguities about
the core content of minority education. It also has caused confusion in the model of bilingual
education.
Language use in school is a key issue in minority education. Zhou (2003) discusses
China's minority language policy in terms of pluralistic stage:
the first pluralistic stage: (1949-1957), during which accommodation was the rule
and the CCP promoted the use and development of minority languages…; the
Chinese monopolistic stage (1958-1977), when the CCP pushed assimilation,
promoted Chinese in minority communities…; and the second pluralistic stage
(1978-present), which saw a return of accommodationism in the CCP minorities
policy, and a return to the promotion of both Chinese and minority languages…
(2003:37).
The government's emphasis on the Chinese language during the two later stages partially
explains the quick spread of the language among minorities after the 1950s. Zhou mentions that
before the late 1950s, only about 25% of minority people could speak and understand Chinese,
and which grew to 60% in the late 1980s and to 70% by the beginning of 2000.
Bilingual education is implemented in minority areas of China. It is unclear when
precisely the policy was put into practice. However, both Zhou's discussion on China's minority
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language policy and my informants’ schooling experiences indicate that bilingual education has
been implemented in Tibetan areas since the 1950s. However, how the policy is practiced at
local level varies. Bilingual education as a government policy promotes the idea that the native
language be taught as the students’ first language and Mandarin as the second and official
language. Both languages are used for teaching and learning. The dominant use of one language
over the other varies from time to time and place to place. The variation in language use in
Tibetan bilingual education is also stressed by Postiglione (1999). About two decades ago, most
courses in Tibetan schools in Tongren County were conducted in Tibetan. Now, many examples
show that the situation is the opposite. However, in the generally Chinese-dominated Tibetan
education, various combinations of language use exist. While in some local Tibetan schools most
teaching and learning activities are conducted in Chinese, in a few others, comparatively more
subjects are taught in Tibetan. Therefore, although as Zhou (2003) argues that the current CCP
minority language policy promotes both Chinese and minority languages, the emphasis still is on
the former. The concepts and experiences of the students and teachers in the Villages A and B,
and the pastoral area bring more details on educational content, language use, and programs at
college or university.
The Practice of Bilingual Education
As stated earlier, a consensus on bilingual education and how it should be practiced has
not yet been reached. As a result, how bilingual education policy is interpreted and implemented
varies from time to time, and site to site. When this study was conducted, Tibetan was used in
Tibetan primary and junior middle schools as the main language of instruction, while Chinese
was taught as a language course. In high school, students are divided into “Wenke” and “Like”
classes. These are Chinese terms that the Tibetan students used to indicate two different
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categories of study focus created by the school. The former term include classes such as
literature, history, and language, and the latter math, biology, physics, and chemistry. Based on
this division, students focus on the chosen type of study. For instance, Wenke students
concentrate mainly on the courses in their category and are expected to major in related subjects
in college.
In addition, there is a distinction between “Chinese Class” and “Tibetan Class” in both
“Wenke” and “Like” study categories. Tibetan is applied as the language of teaching instruction
in “Tibetan Class,” and Chinese in the other class. Divisions between“Wenke” and “Like,” and
“Chinese Class” and “Tibetan Class” are made by schools for students. Students are not involved
in this division process. A few students mentioned that they were not given the class they
preferred; they could do little to change it. Drolma, a high school teacher told me that the school
divided students into different classes based on their scores on high school entrance exams.
Students could do little to change the way that the school assigned them to classes.
The foci of study categories and the divisions of class were done under the overarching
umbrella of bilingual education. However, in practice how and when Tibetan and Chinese were
used in school did not always correlate to a well-developed teaching model and plan of action.
Inconsistencies in teaching model, and random changes in language use was common. Shamo, a
primary school teacher, reflecting back on her high school years, said:
When I was in high school, history, math, Tibetan, and geography were taught in
Tibetan. Physics, chemistry, politics, and Chinese were taught in Chinese. The
teaching of politics switched between Tibetan and Chinese several times. In junior
middle school we had the same courses. Among them, math, physics and
chemistry were taught in Chinese, others in Tibetan. But I felt like that the
teaching language frequently changed between Tibetan and Chinese. It was very
difficult for me to learn subjects in Chinese. I did not really understand what was
taught. I think it will be better to teach in Tibetan in school because Tibetan
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students are poor in Chinese language and it will produce poor results if taught in
Chinese. [Field Notes]
Lhatso, currently in her second year at high school, expressed similar opinions about the
language of instruction. When I asked her whether or not she had difficulties in high school
because of language, she answered that at the beginning it was difficult for all students (who
were in the “Chinese Class”) to learn subjects like math and chemistry in Chinese, but now (after
one year) they were doing okay. She also said that learning such courses in Tibetan would make
learning easier and more effective.
Complications of bilingual education were discussed more strongly by college students,
based on their own experiences at college. The challenges in learning resulting from bilingual
education practices were repeated by current college students. They connected bilingual
education to academic achievement and a limited program selection. Students’ experiences and
narratives illustrated shortcomings in schooling in relation to the language of instruction and
instructional materials. For instance, Dpal chen was in a bilingual college program majoring in
education with a focus on biology, and was unable to take any Tibetan language courses, which
he thought was important. He said that all course materials, besides English, were written and
taught in Chinese, with the exception of biology course. Dpal chen said that:
Biology is taught in Tibetan by a Tibetan teacher, using materials written in
Chinese. It's a little difficult to understand. Sometimes rather than learning, we
focus on translating. When we write our homework for biology we need to write
in Tibetan, which requires translation. We are in a bilingual class and in the future
we will probably just use Tibetan in teaching. Thus, it would be helpful if we had
[written materials for] biology in Tibetan. I worry that in the future when I teach
biology in Tibetan I will have difficulty defining and explaining some concepts
and terminology. The teacher [the biology teacher] is from the main campus and
his major is not biology, it is chemistry. I heard that he studied biology by
himself. Maybe the Nationalities Teachers College [where the informant studied]
lacks bilingual teachers majoring in biology. Otherwise, they would not need to
invite a teacher from the main campus. [Field Notes]
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While expressing challenges encountered in bilingual education, all the college students
and teachers I interviewed also mentioned that college programs were limited to teaching
programs and Tibetan Studies. They thought that a variety of college programs should be
provided to Tibetan students so that they would have more job opportunities. They said that the
majority of Tibetan college graduates would become teachers in Tibetan schools or officials in
Tibetan township governments where Tibetan is used more often, compared to that at the county
and prefecture levels. The limitation in college programs was also reflected in my survey of
college students and graduates in Village A. Twenty out of thirty students (67%) majored in
teaching at the Nationalities Teachers College, Qinghai Normal University. Students and
teachers mentioned the urgent need to develop more programs that would provide students with
new knowledge and skills needed to live a modern life. They saw a need to combine traditional
Tibetan knowledge34 with the rapidly changing society they faced. They believed that developing
appropriate materials and programs, and adopting more student-centered teaching methods
would help provide students with new knowledge and skills. Students and teachers also thought
that such changes in higher education would enhance employment prospects for Tibetan college
graduates.
The lack of a clear definition for, and an understanding of, bilingual education is reflected
in teaching and learning experiences shared by students and teachers. Such phenomena create
inconsistency in the teaching model in terms of how it is practiced. My informants of different
ages had different experiences regarding how school courses were taught and what languages
were used. For instance, categories of “Wenke” and “Like,” and “Chinese,” and “Tibetan,” were
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It was difficult for students and teachers to clearly define what they meant by "traditional Tibetan knowledge."
However, they mentioned Tibetan religion, literature, medicine and, in some cases the traditional teacher-centered
teaching methodology, as constituents of traditional Tibetan knowledge.
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created in Tibetan education in recent years. Often students, at all levels, and their parents do not
have much choice in terms of what sort of formal education they receive. In many cases, even
schools play little role in deciding what types of education to provide their students. The real
authority is held and exercised by the educational bureaus at various administrative levels, which
develop and influence the educational system and the teaching models. Therefore, students must
accept the educational system and teaching model that are arranged for them, although they have
difficulties in learning through the Chinese language. It is important to look into the educational
system and underlying patterns in order to understand student academic performance and
achievement. Current Tibetan college students believed that in order to obtain knowledge and
skills that modern society required, the bilingual education system and related programs needed
improvement. As Dpal chen indicated, his bilingual program specializing in biology was almost
entirely taught in Chinese. This type of curriculum appeared surprising to students because
theoretically, bilingual programs are designed for ethnic minority students and the native
language of students is to be used as the main language. The lack of a clear definition of
bilingual education, periodic shift in the teaching model, and issues in language use, have
hindered improvement in Tibetan formal education. Some students claimed that the current
Tibetan educational system was responsible for their poor performance in school.
A college teacher said that contemporary Tibetan college students became underachievers
in both Tibetan and Chinese languages. He was one of the people that created the Tibetanlanguage test for the college entrance exam in 2009. He said that many students did not perform
well on Tibetan and produced poorly written essays. The teacher stated that there was an obvious
decline in Tibetan students’ knowledge and proficiency in Tibetan literature and language. At the
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same time, he also mentioned that Tibetan students did poorly on the Chinese language subject
test as well. Several college students similarly said that they felt inadequate in both languages.
Yi (2008) argues that minority students in China fail to achieve academic success and
social mobility because their culture is excluded in their formal education. In his study he notes
that Tibetan culture is devalued in the bilingual educational system for Tibetans. Subjects such as
religion, a crucial constituent of Tibetan culture, and Tibetan history are unavailable in formal
education. Meanwhile, although the educational policy of China acknowledges the significance
of ethnic minority languages, in many Tibetan schools Chinese has been used as the dominant
language. According to some informants, even the content of Tibetan materials used in schools,
developed by the provincial or central educational bureaus, are largely composed of materials
translated from Chinese to Tibetan. They emphasized the need to include more original Tibetan
literature that authentically represents Tibetan culture.
The students and teachers interviewed emphasized the significance of culturally relevant
curriculum, and pointed out the need for developing more programs for Tibetan students.
Clothey (2005) notes that minority students from bilingual education backgrounds have less
choice in selecting a major. Tibetan students who have been educated in the bilingual education
system have access to only a small number of universities and colleges in China that provide
programs for bilingual Tibetan students. The programs that these colleges provide are very
similar in content. One college teacher said that almost all the programs that were available for
Tibetans were related to several majors in education, with a specialty in subjects such as math,
biology, English language, Tibetan literature, Tibetan medicine, and computer science. He said
that colleges should provide a variety of programs rather than offering similar programs. The
teacher thought that limited programs for college students contributed to unemployment among
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Tibetan graduates. He argued that most college programs for Tibetans focused on training
students to become teachers. The problem was that there were not enough teaching positions to
meet the graduates’ job needs. Similar to this teacher’s opinion, students also thought that they
needed new programs, such as administration, management, tourism, political science, and
economics. They believed that such programs would assist them in seeking jobs in a rapidly
changing society.
Some studies argue that bilingual education is meaningful and successful when there is a
partnership between school, community, and family (Tuafuti and McCaffery 2005). Such a
partnership does not exist in the Tibetan educational system. Often the community and family
have very little, if any, role in determining what types of formal education are most appropriate
for Tibetan students. The educational bureaus at various levels play a vital role in deciding the
educational systems and teaching models, and in curriculum and material development. Most
parents I interviewed did not know what their children were studying. They only knew that their
children were receiving higher education, and that this was important.
Tibetan formal education has been growing since the 1950s. The number and size of
schools have expanded, and formal education now receives increasingly more attention from
parents and students. This is especially true with higher education, which most parents and
students viewed as a stepping-stone for a better, successful future. However, the shortcomings
and issues regarding educational quality, equity, and unemployment that Tibetans encounter after
graduation puts minority students such as Tibetans at disadvantage. Most Tibetan students go to
Tibetan schools where bilingual education is practiced. Once Tibetans start their education in
Tibetan schools, they have to continue in these schools because of how the system works.
Students go to Tibetan primary schools, move on to Tibetan middle and high schools, and then to
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nationalities universities where programs in Tibetan are provided. The issue is that there are
limited numbers of Tibetan schools, especially universities that students can choose from. In
addition, Tibetan schools and universities lack good educational facilities and resources, unlike
the regular universities in big cities of China. Top universities of China, such as Beijing
University and Qinghua University, lack programs for bilingual students. In order to attend the
"key" universities Tibetans must have very good proficiency in Chinese. However, Tibetan
students have better proficiency in Tibetan language and comparatively weak competency in
Chinese. This makes it extremely difficult for Tibetans to compete with Han Chinese students for
the better educational resources available only at regular Chinese universities. Such educational
structures block minority students who are educated in bilingual education from gaining access
to better education opportunities.
The types of education practiced in Tibetan schools also do not correspond with the
employment system. Due to the fact that Tibetan regions are remote and left far behind
economically, there are not many private businesses where one could find a position. Thus,
Tibetan college graduates heavily depend on limited government job opportunities. Sometimes
hundreds of people compete for ten job positions by taking a job exam. Various offices or work
units of the government prepare and give job exams when positions are available at their offices.
The job exam is problematic for Tibetans when conducted in Chinese, and is open to both HanChinese and other ethnic minorities, such as Tibetans. According to my informants, most job
exams were administrated in Chinese language both for written exam and oral interview. This
automatically positioned Tibetans at the periphery. Padma mtsho, a third year college student,
told me that all government job exams and interviews are conducted in Chinese. Especially,
during interviews people are expected to speak in standard Mandarin [which was difficult for
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most Tibetans]. The language is a huge obstacle for Tibetan students. She also indicated that
some people obtained jobs not because they performed well during the job exam, but because
they had special relations with powerful people. Similarly, Tashi, a government official, said
that:
In Qinghai, most Chinese can get jobs. In Huangnan [Huangnan Tibetan
Autonomous Prefecture] 90% of the unemployed graduates are Tibetan students
who have been educated through bilingual education. Chinese is required at all
levels, but Tibetans do not have good Chinese language skills. [Field Notes]
It was true that Tibetan college graduates heavily relied on government employment.
However, this is not to say that all graduates passively waited for government jobs to become
available. Over the past few years, private businesses, such as private grocery stores, clothes
stores, printing and photocopying shops, and small-scale travel agencies, were emerging in local
areas. Some college graduates found jobs in these types of private business, while some
eventually hoped to get a permanent government job. There were also a few cases where college
graduates ventured into business. Some others moved to bigger urban centers, including Chinese
cities, to make a living. Thus, Tibetan college graduates seemed to be slowly changing their
dependency on government employment, and accepting new means of living by setting up
private business locally and traveling far from home to look for jobs. These phenomena break the
tradition of educated Tibetans solely relying on a narrow job market provided by the government
of their home areas. They also indicate change in attitudes of both parents and students in terms
of how and where family members lived. Several years ago, making a living far from home was
not considered by many Tibetans. However, now, parents and students are willing to consider
living apart from each other if more stable jobs are available elsewhere.
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The factors of second and marginalized role of Tibetan in administration and business,
underdevelopment of Tibetan formal education, and employment challenge impact Tibetan
parents' school choice. Parents increasingly send their children to regular Chinese schools instead
of Tibetan schools in recent years. As I discussed earlier, college graduates from bilingual
Tibetan schools face significant difficulty in securing jobs. Also, Tibetan students have limited
choices in terms of universities that provide bilingual programs for Tibetans. Furthermore,
universities that accept bilingual students provide a few programs and majors to select from. All
this handicaps Tibetan students in both their academic exploration and employment opportunity.
This situation forced many young parents to enroll their children in regular Chinese schools,
which they believed to be a better bet for their children's future. However, it was by no mean an
easy decision for them. Many parents discussed their struggle when making such decision and
the struggle continued for years afterwards. Parents emotionally inclined towards Tibetan
schools, which they associated with the continuity of Tibetan culture and pure Tibetaness.
Sending children to Chinese schools meant the loss of opportunity for young children to learn
Tibetan. In some cases, especially in big cities, it put children at risk of totally losing their
Tibetan language. Tibetans who went to Chinese schools and those who preferred speaking
Chinese over Tibetan were sometimes ridiculed by their fellow Tibetans who called them "little
Chinese." However, the reality of the peripheral role and status of Tibetan language in the
government and business market pushed many Tibetan parents to select the regular Chinese
schools for their children. Some parents, being stuck in the dilemma of an emotional preference
and conscious reasoning, relied on predictions made by religious figures in their selection of
schools for their children.
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Once school was selected, after much consideration, more challenges and concerns came.
Tibetans whose children were at the Chinese school worried that their children would not be able
to perform well with Chinese students. Teaching was carried out in Chinese and learning
materials were heavily influenced by Chinese culture. These elements of the Chinese school
made learning much more difficult for Tibetan students. Tibetan children not only had to obtain
good linguistic competence in Chinese by the time they started school, but also had to be familiar
with Chinese culture. This was an on-going challenge for Tibetan students. Meanwhile, Tibetan
parents were also concerned that their children would gradually lose their Tibetan language.
Thus, some parents sent their children to both Chinese and Tibetan training classes after school-a tremendous workload for the children.
C. College Entrance Exam: A Test for the Family
For Tibetan students, the first day of the three-day annual college entrance exam started
at three in the afternoon. At one o'clock I walked to the high school where the exam was given.
The wide and newly paved streets seemed too big for the few cars, trucks, and motorcycles that
were moving at the time, imparting a sense of spaciousness and emptiness. It took me ten
minutes to reach the school. On the way I saw several slogans written on long narrow pieces of
red cloth. Some were written in Chinese, and some in Tibetan. Another few had a top line in
Tibetan and a second line in Chinese. All the slogans were about the college entrance exams.
Some wished the participants success on the exams, the others stressed the importance of fair
competition during the exams, indicating that cheating was a shameful deed. Although the exam
would not start for another two hours, outside the school was already crowded with students,
parents and other relatives, cars, taxis, and motorcycles. Several policemen were present to
ensure order, including transportation at the site. Each student held a plastic folder or bag with
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document and writing implements needed for the exam. These included an exam certificate with
the student's name, ID number, and photo; information about the exams; and pencils, pens, and
erasers. Some students talked to other students. Others sat or stood quietly with their relatives
along the street. A woman who seemed to be in her forties was on the phone, asking someone if
it was possible to learn who would be sitting next to her daughter. She said if the student next to
her daughter was a "good" student they might be able to help her daughter during the exam. Such
conversations could be heard every now and then. At two-thirty students were allowed to enter
the exam rooms. The police stood in two lines on both sides of the road leading to the school
building and shouted regularly that no cell phones and watches were allowed in the exam rooms.
They closely checked students as they walked through. Some students were stopped and told to
remove their watches and leave them with their parents. Parents and relatives followed students
to the entrance and tried to provide support and encouragement. What I heard most were phrases
like "Do your best," "Don't be nervous," and "Now is the time to show what you have got." A
man in the crowd shouted loudly at a male student, "Be alert and do your best!" The student this
man directed seemed embarrassed and just nodded without looking at the man. After the exam
started, very few parents and relatives left. The majority sat besides the streets and waited. While
waiting, many ate sunflower seeds and ice cream, leaving a lot of trash behind.
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Figure 7: Tibetan students waiting for the College Entrance Exam to start
People expressed a strong desire for higher education and its enormous significance in
their lives. Among Tibetans that I talked with through casual chatting, and informal and semistructured interviews, only one person showed some uncertainty about schooling when talking
about the difficulty in getting jobs after completing higher education. She said that sometimes
she doubted its value. However, she also stressed that she did not regret sending her son to
college despite the huge financial burden. Positive attitudes towards higher education could be
observed in numerous situations such as daily talks, the college exam event, and television news.
Since parents and students viewed higher education as a necessary path to a desired end, the
college entrance exam was extremely important. It was this exam that determined if one was
qualified for higher education and what universities they had access to. Thus, to many test-takers
and their parents, scoring high on the exam was not just a goal, but a dream. Many parents even
returned from caterpillar fungus collection or construction work to support their children during
this crucial time. At the exam site I was with a man from Village A. We ran into several other
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parents from the village. They greeted each other and joked that they were there to take the exam
(indicating that they were illiterate/uneducated and actually could do nothing there). Even so,
they had all come back from caterpillar fungus collection to be present during this critical time.
During the college exam, the media focused on the event and brought various reports and
interviews conducted with students and parents from all over China. The most discussed and
debated topic was cheating on the exam. Television news reported some methods and devices
students used to cheat. They included, but were not limited to:
•

Using mini earphones (sometimes sewing them in collars) to receive answers from people
outside

•

Using an electronic watch as a special device for receiving answers

•

Giving money to supervisors to allow cheating

•

Student and family members beating a supervisor who caught the student cheating

•

Han-Chinese students illegally changing their ethnicity in their residence book in order to
receive the twenty additional preference points given to ethnic minority students.
Cheating on the college exam is common in China. The government has tried to prevent

it through severe punishments such as canceling the right to take the college exam or to enter a
college when one is found cheating. However, the result does not seem to be persuasive from the
experiences of last few years. Cheating on the college exam also happened in Tongren County. A
test-taker mentioned that some students (those who were his neighbors) allied to help each other
during the exam. One of the most extreme examples of cheating I heard among Tibetan students
was from a neighboring county. I was told that one test-taker found a Chinese college student to
take the Chinese exam section for him; this had been arranged by his relatives.
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The college exam is seemingly an equal opportunity event which is open to all high
school graduates. However, reality shows that such exams create new social problems. The
shortcomings of the college exam such as access to cheating on the exam locate those who lack
social and power connections at the periphery. Successful cheating on the college exam requires
monetary resources, social relations, or both. For instance, changing ethnicity in a residence
book requires very strict procedures at police stations with necessary documents proving that
someone actually belongs to another ethnicity. Thus, those who are able to illegally change
ethnicity have to possess enough money to bribe or to have social power or relations to influence
related people such as police officers in charge to achieve their goal. Students from Villages A
and B and the pastoral community lacked such resources and social contacts. Their parents were
farmers and herders, mostly illiterate.
Table 4: Number of College Students from Village A	
  
Years/Time Period

Early 1980s

Late 1980s –1990s

2001 –2012

Number of students

5

5

30

The first group of college students from Village A graduated in the late 1980s. There were five
men who pursued higher education in teacher training at the Qinghai Education College, now
merged into the Nationalities Teachers College, Qinghai Normal University. Another five from
the village studied at college from the late 1980s to the 1990s. This enrollment grew rapidly from
2000 to 2012, with thirty villagers (fourteen women, sixteen men) pursuing college education.
Thirty college students within twelve years may not seem like a large number. However, this
number was based on one of seven sub-villages. In addition, while college graduates in the 1980s
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and 1990s had five or six siblings on average, most students who had attended college since
2000 had only one sibling. Therefore, considering the small number of children each family has
now, this increase in college enrollment is comparatively high.
Tuition, especially higher education tuition, and other school related expenses were a
tremendous financial burden on a lot of parents, given their very limited income35 resources. In
interviews with parents, students, and teachers, the burden of expenses required for formal
education was mentioned by many.
Table 5: Major Expenses Involved in a Four-Year College Education
Items

Annual Costs
(Chinese RMB)

Costs for a Four-year
College Education

Total Cost

A. Tuition

5,000—6,000 RMB

20,000—24,000 RMB

B. Living stipend

4,000—7,000 RMB

16,000—28,000 RMB

A + B= 36,000 to
52,000 RMB

A family spent 36,000 -52,000 RMB to support one child’s four-year college education. These
expenses included a 5,000 - 6,000 RMB annual tuition and fees, and a 4,000 to 7,000 RMB
annual living stipend. The tuition varied based on college and program. In terms of living stipend,
most informants who were pursuing higher education needed about 4,000 RMB while a few
others spent up to 7,000 RMB or even more annually. Students from better-off families, whose
parents had jobs or were successful entrepreneurs spent more than students whose parents were
farmers. The majority of parents I interviewed claimed that their major cash resources came from
caterpillar fungus and working construction in towns and cities.
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Per capita income in towns and cities of Qinghai Province in 2008 was 11,648.3 RMB and that of the pastoral and
agricultural regions was 3,061.24 RMB.
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A Better Life Beyond the Village
Tibetans' positive attitude towards schooling resembles the concept of formal schooling
as a panacea (Vavrus 2003, Stambach 2000). To many Tibetans, formal schooling, especially
higher education, was the way to leave a difficult village life. Living in village and being a
farmer was seen as a tough lifestyle. I often heard statements such as “People should not be born
as farmers!” “Farmers were born to be in Hell!” Many parents and students regularly expressed
their desire to seek a better life beyond the village. At the same time, they also stressed the
importance of pursuing higher education because it was the education (and diploma) that might
bring job opportunities, and a better life.
People were willing to invest in higher education to provide children with a better life,
but also to improve the whole family’s condition. Tibetan families are both a domestic and
economic unit. Thus, it is a family’s responsibility to support their members to pursue formal
education. In return, when children finish their college education and receive jobs, they are
expected to contribute to the family financially. This aspect of the entire family’s investment in
higher education was stressed by parents and students. They all first mentioned the immediate
benefit of higher education as being a better life for the children. After indicating this benefit
they further explained that the children having a better life (with a stable salary) would help
improve the welfare of the family. Therefore, pursuing higher education was seen as crucial for
students and their families.
“A better life” was a phrase I heard frequently whenever schooling was discussed.
People's’ explanations of “a better life” contained different things, but mainly associated with
economy, social status, and knowledge. Both Vavrus (2002, 2003) and Stambach (2000) found
in their studies in Tanzania that upward social mobility was sought after by people through
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formal schooling, although it was not always achievable. Similarly, Tibetans seek upward social
mobility through higher education. Based on data collected in the field, upward social mobility
may be defined as having the necessary literacy, Chinese language, knowledge, skills, and a
government job with a stable salary that would help promote an individual’s social status,
improve the quality of life financially, and upgrade the village lifestyle to that of a town or city.
These criteria of upward social mobility are directly related to obtaining the requisites to cope
with much more complicated surroundings than that of a village, to integrate oneself into the
governmental systems such as formal schooling and the employment system, and consequently
to achieve power and social status that such institutions and systems might provide.
Economic benefits, social status, and knowledge that one might gain from receiving
higher education were the most significant reasons for people to attend college. I asked a couple
in their sixties about their reasons for sending their son to college. The mother responded by
saying that it was “Because he [the son] would get a job, and consequently improve the financial
condition of the family. Also, we thought that it was good for the child to have some
knowledge.” This is a typical response that many parents gave to my question. Gaining a job and
earning salary were mentioned as the most important motivations for schooling. It is not difficult
to understand the emphasis that people placed on economic benefits from obtaining higher
education, given the differences of life between villagers and employed people (with government
jobs) from the village. Villagers mainly lived on growing wheat and oil seeds, herding livestock,
collecting caterpillar fungus, and working construction. Usually crop yields from the fields
provided enough food for villagers to live on, but not much extra was left to sell for cash. The
money most villagers earned from collecting caterpillar fungus was only 3,000 to 10,000 RMB
in a year and was the major cash source. However, a small number of people earned much more
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(sometimes more than 100,000 RMB) in a year by organizing caterpillar fungus business. In
construction one might make about one hundred RMB per day, but such work opportunities were
seasonal and not always available. Thus, the amount of money that an ordinary villager earned
annually through different labor activities was usually under 20,000 RMB. However, a person
who had a government job made at least 3,000 RMB in a month. The monthly salary varied from
3,000 to over 7,000 RMB according to educational degree, years of working experience, and
administrative status. A new high school teacher made at least 3,000 RMB monthly at the
beginning of their career. Thus, an employed high school teacher earned 36,000 RMB annually,
which was much higher than 20,000 RMB a villager made through hard physical work.
Social Status
Social status was another theme that people, especially the students and teachers (high
school and college teachers), talked about when discussing how higher education was beneficial.
Based on people’ opinions and descriptions, and my observations, social status may be defined
as reputation based on possessions (money, house, livestock, commodities, etc.), education level,
employment status, official positions at work, and contribution to public affairs such as monetary
donation to a new village temple. Meanwhile, an individual’s reputation and social status
affected their family as well. For instance, a high school student’s performance on the college
entrance exam would directly influence the student and their family’s reputation. Foner (1973)
notes in her study in a rural polity in Jamaica that formal schooling affected the local status
system. She mentions that the new educational system of Jamaica legitimized formal schooling
as a “means to attain dignity, wealth, and influence” (1973:47). In my fieldwork people viewed
social status and higher education as being closely connected to each other. Some specifically
mentioned that putting a child in college was not merely for the child’s sake, but also related to
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improving family reputation and social status. Both students and their families benefited
economically and socially through college education.
A college graduate from Village A, who now has a high school teaching position, said
that “Attending college seems to be related to social status. College graduates are respected more
even though some do not get jobs and stay home in village.” A college teacher I met at Qinghai
Normal University told me, “It's important for parents to say that their children are in college.”
Other college students from the village made similar statements. At the same time, some of them
also addressed competition among villagers. One student stated:
Parents want their children to be outstanding and they are happy if their children
pass the college exam. There is very strong competition among students and
families in the village. I was not very competitive personally [when I took the
college exam], but my family members compared me to other students who
performed well on the exam and would complain and feel embarrassed if I did
poorly. Therefore, entering college was not just for myself but also for my family.
[Field Notes]
The examples and narratives above indicate that higher education plays a vital role in
Tibetans' lives not just in terms of economy but also in social status and family reputation.
Higher education has become a measurement for the social status of an individual and that of a
family. It is the fundamental means through which people accumulate wealth and power.
Obtaining higher education at college and university is legitimized by the educational and
employment systems as means for obtaining jobs. As a result, higher education becomes
associated with the way people define social status.
Knowledge
Knowledge was another main reason for Tibetans to pursue higher education. Tibetans
had different definitions of knowledge. To some, knowledge meant simply knowing how to read
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and write in Tibetan and Chinese, while to others it meant more. Some said that learning Chinese
was important or would not be able to read instructions for medicine, cell phone use, and so on.
A Tibetan couple explained that "Knowledge means knowing how to read and write and having
other information. For instance, if you have knowledge you know how to read Buddhist
scriptures. If you have knowledge people respect you. Knowledge is important and few people
have it. It's valuable. In our culture we respect people who have knowledge." Another villager
noted that knowledge was “Knowing how to read and write; knowing Chinese; knowing how to
communicate with different people and being able to do different things. Knowledge makes you
know better about what is around.”
While knowledge was used constantly as a reason for pursuing higher education, it was
also used to distinguish the “educated” from the “uneducated.” Some said that in today’s world
people who lacked knowledge were like animals. Such statements could be heard among
villagers from time to time. One woman said, "I admire those who are educated. They speak
differently. I feel that I am an animal among people. I cannot do anything that is helpful for
others. What I see is myself and if my stomach is filled or not."
Illiteracy rate among Tibetans was still very high at 47.55% (Zhou 2003). In Villages A
and B and the pastoral area, most people did not read or write. Therefore, Tibetans associated
knowledge with basic literacy. With more frequent contact with the outside world, Tibetans
emphasized the significance of literacy in both Tibetan and Chinese. They often discussed the
importance of literacy in relation to their personal experiences. Some people described dialing a
telephone number or taking a public bus to a town or city as challenging because they could not
read numbers and did not speak Chinese. Thus, when discussing formal education, many
Tibetans connected it to knowledge, skills, languages, and literacy that their current life required.
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Formal education is embedded in Tibetans' lives. It is the most immediate alternative
available for local people to make a better living, and meet their socio-economic goals. While
education plays a vital role in Tibetan society, there are many issues that arise. As I have
described throughout this chapter, Tibetan formal education lacks well-developed policies and
guiding documents, and the current ways of implementing bilingual education in local schools
hinder Tibetan students' academic achievement. In addition, the language policy of China and the
employment system puts students from a bilingual education background at disadvantage. These
phenomena have pushed some Tibetan parents into a struggle between selecting the regular
Chinese school and Tibetan school for their children. Without resolving Tibetan educational
issues: policies; educational models; language use; and programs, it will be challenging to make
meaningful improvements in the quality of Tibetan education. Issues regarding employment
criteria, such as the dominant position of Chinese language, need to be recognized and adjusted
to meet local people's employment needs. Finding solutions for these educational and
employment issues is at the core of Tibetan education development.
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Chapter Five: Family, Marriage, and Education

This chapter discusses the changes that have taken place in terms of six personal
narratives from farmers and herders. Different generations, males and females, are included to
illustrate life experiences at different historical times. These narratives show different changing
aspects of Tibetan life, among which family structure, marriage pattern, and livelihood are
salient. Formal education plays a key role in these changes. Education has impacted family
structure because most students attended boarding schools once they started attending junior
middle school. In addition, certain educated Tibetans started establishing nuclear families that
differed from traditional families with several generations living together. Education has also
impacted marriage pattern in terms of who people married and when. Furthermore, education has
affected gender relations. These changes are discussed by situating them in their immediate
political and socioeconomic environment.
The "Old" and "New" Society
A common expression made by older generation36 Tibetans was the distinction between
"old" and "new" society. When they recounted their life stories they tended to categorize them
being in the old or new society. They distinguished the two societies by the arrival of the new
Chinese government. Their description of the "old" society was marked by hardships people
experienced during the rule of Ma Bufang. It was more specifically related to the various taxes
Ma collected, which made their already hard life even harder. On the contrary, the "new" society
was associated with a better and happier life. People's stories indicate that their concept of the
"new" society was related to China's landmark policy change in the 1980s and the economic
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Local Tibetans regarded people above the age of sixty as old.
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growth that occurred afterword. Their expressions and concepts of the "old" and "new" society
reflect the ideologies that the current Chinese government has invented and reinforced through
political and educational campaigns.
The first half of the 20th century was a landmark historical period of China, during which
the imperial rule of China ended after a history of over two thousand years, China fought a war
against Japan, the Republic of China was established and later overthrown with the victory of
Chinese Communists in the civil war against the Guomindang, and the People's Republic of
China was founded in 1949. After a long period of turmoil, the new Chinese government faced
the task of finding a way to remake society or to create a 'new socialist China,' as the CCP
termed it. In order to accomplish this, the new government rejected old society, and to create a
new culture and new person. Cohen writes that:
"In order to create such a new society, and to supply the justification for its
creation, it is also required that the 'old' society be defined in such a way as to
provide the basis for its thorough rejection. All Communists states have thus
faced the enormous burden of two major tasks of cultural construction: there must
be both a totally objectionable 'old regime' and a new librated society" (2005:61).
As the author notes, China adopted the term 'feudalism' to describe and reject 'old society' and
'traditional culture' as totally unacceptable. The well-known Cultural Revolution of China (19661976) was a good example of the rejection of traditional culture. Cohen continues saying that:
"Through the transformation of 'farmers' into 'peasants,' 'tradition' into
'feudalism,' and 'customs' or 'religion' into 'superstition' there was invented
not only the 'old society' that had to be supplanted, but also the basic
negative criteria designating a new status group, one held by definition to be
incapable of creative and autonomous participation in China's
reconstruction" (2005:63).
While the communists rejected the 'old society' and 'traditional culture,' they also needed to
create a new socialist society with a new culture.

124	
  
	
  

	
  

To develop a new socialist society, China launched many revolutionary campaigns. The
major ones carried out in the countryside included land reforms, collective agriculture, and the
formation of people's communes that took place in the 1950s. During the land reforms initiated
in 1951 (though slightly later in Tibetan regions), "peasants were classified as landlords, rich
peasants, middle peasants, poor peasants, and tenants/workers…" (Huang 1989:200). Meanwhile,
land was reorganized and redistributed among people. Through land reform and class struggle,
former landlords became poor 'peasants' and some poor 'peasants' became rich through
redistributed land and participation in other power institutions (Yang 1959). The People's
Commune was established in 1958 with the order that there would be no private land. Everything
became public property. People worked collectively on the communal land as farm laborers and
ate at the communal canteen. The collectivization removed land and farming equipment from
families and turned them into production teams. These reforms and campaigns brought structural
changes to rural areas of China, including Tibetan areas. Parish and Whyte (1977) show that to
achieve socialist ideals, the government needed to find a way that the superstructure of values
and attitudes fitted the socialist view of property ownership. Mass campaigns for ordinary and
elder people and education for school age children became important means to teach and
disseminate socialist values and attitudes. A centrally controlled media was also important. Thus,
Parish and Whyte write, "The combination of mass campaigns with proper local political
leadership and ideological work among the masses is seen as producing a great force for change"
(1977:10).
Therefore, the distinction between the "old" and "new" society echoes the ideologies that
the current government created and spread through political and educational campaigns. Many
recounted their experiences of participating in "meetings" between the 1950s and early 1980s, in
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which they were introduced to new concepts and ideologies, such as the "old" feudal society and
the "new" egalitarian socialist society. Most people were enthusiastic when talking about their
"new life" following the dissolution of collectivization in the early 1980s. The economic
development of the country and local area were achieved after the prominent political and
economic reforms of China, such as returning land to private households, removing agricultural
and livestock taxes, and transitioning from a centralized economy to a market-oriented economy.
These were mentioned by many to describe a better "new" society and a happier life. Tibetans
also mentioned the tremendous hardship they experienced during the Cultural Revolution and
under the commune system of China. Interestingly, their experiences during this period were
described separately. They put this part of their life in neither the "old" nor the "new" society.
Some major structural changes in Tibetan social organization took place in the 1950s.
Prior to the 1950s, local Tibetan communities were ruled by Tibetan chiefs, village and tribe
heads, nang so, and lamas. In Reb gong, Sde dpon or village leaders at the village level followed
orders from higher ranking sde dpon, who themselves were under the authority of the nang so
and Shar lineage. According to local villagers, the Chinese government terminated the traditional
power structure in the 1950s, and set up new administrative and leadership systems. Villages
were incorporated into townships and districts, the lowest level in the Chinese government
system. In terms of leadership, ordinary villagers were chosen by the government to become
village leaders, also known as sde dpon in Tibetan. The coincidence of using the same term may
relate to the continuous use of traditional terms for village leader, or as a direct translation from
the Chinese term, cun zhang, which literally means 'village leader.' In either case, the use of sde
dpon now and prior to the 1950s refers to different political entities. The traditional sde dpon and
its institutional system no longer functioned in Tibetan society. Under the new leadership, the
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selection was impacted by the political policies of the Chinese government practiced at a
particular historical moment. For instance, during the Cultural Revolution people from the
"lowest" class were selected as village leaders. Nowadays, the village leaders are required to be
literate, at least in Tibetan, and having some Chinese is a plus.
Voice One: "I Had a Communist Body with a Religious Mind"
Bsod nams was a 92-year-old man (b. 1919) from Village B. He was among the first
villagers I interviewed. A village woman- one of my main informants in the village- introduced
me. She described him as someone I must talk with, indicating that he had valuable experiences
to share, and that he was intelligent and logical. Bsod nams had three brothers and one sister.
Two of his brothers were adopted by relatives who had no children. His sister married a man
from his mother's village through an arranged marriage. When he was 5, Bsod nams's parents
decided to send him to be a monk to the local monastery, where he lived until he was 18. Bsod
nams's elder brother stayed at home with his parents but then left the village with his wife.
Therefore, his parents brought Bsod nams home to take care of them and support the family.
Thus, he became a layman at the age of 18. His parents arranged a marriage for him with a local
village woman, with whom he had his only child, a son.
Bsod nams's son had two sons and one daughter. The elder son and his wife, who were in
the mid-twenties, lived with their parents and grandfather, Bsod nams. The young couple had a
son who was 3 years old. The elder son finished primary school and then his parents made him
stop schooling because they needed him to work at home. He thus became a farmer. The younger
son was a sophomore at a college in Xining City. The daughter went to high school, but did not
finish because she wanted to marry a classmate. She and the man discontinued their education
and married. The couple divorced two years later. The daughter returned to her parents' home
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after her divorce and at the time of my research was still living there. She was planning to soon
marry a man whom she had chosen from a nearby village.
When Bsod nams told me about his life experiences he often compared his present life to
the one in the past, referring it as "the old society." When I asked, he explained "the old society"
was when Ma Bufang ruled before the Communists came. Bsod nams described his current life
as happy and content and the old one under Ma as harsh. The hardships he mentioned were
related to material life, shortage of food, and taxation in the form of wheat, horses, cows, and
yaks. According to Bsod nams, there were sde dpon of different rank and power. Each village
had its own sde dpon. A sde dpon with higher rank exercised power over a number of villages in
an area. In Bsod nams's village, a local sde dpon managed village issues on a daily basis. There
was a main head above him who had authority over nearby villages in the valley. The main head
followed the orders of Ma. Village level sde dpon had limited power and handled small issues.
Serious issues, such as murder, were resolved by the main head and Ma. The position of a sde
dpon was hereditary, passing from father to son in the family. According to Bsod nams, this
leadership was locally maintained until 1958, when a new administrative system replaced the old
one.
In the new system, the government assigned someone to village leader. He was
responsible for reporting village issues to the government and to follow and fulfill government
orders. During the 1960s and 1970s, people from the lowest class37 were selected as village
leaders. Coming from a “low class” family, Bsod nams had the opportunity to be chosen as such.
He was the village leader for over fifteen years, including the time during the Cultural
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During the Cultural Revolution people were categorized into four classes- proletarian workers, peasants, petty
bourgeoisie, and capitalist, from lowest to highest. The lowest class had the most power in the Class Struggle
movement , defined as "the motivating force in the process of socialist transition" (Young 1986).
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Revolution when religious practice was banned. He described himself during this period as
having "a Communist body with a religious mind." He said that even though he had to follow the
orders of the government to perform his duties as a Communist, his religious belief never
wavered. Nowadays, villagers have the right to vote for their leader. However, Bsod nams said
voting was a "performance," because who people voted for did not count. In the end, the person
the township government chose became the leader. New criteria for leadership included having a
certain level of literacy in Tibetan and knowing some Chinese was beneficial. Bsod nams added
that the leaders must have good relationships with people in general and a "back door"
relationship with people in the government. In the pastoral community, grassland fencing
projects carried out by the government caused major changes.
Grassland Fencing
Grassland fencing projects were carried out in different Tibetan areas of Qinghai
Province to modernize animal husbandry. The main objectives were to better organize and
strengthen livestock production. The first grassland fencing project was implemented in Guoluo
Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture (referred as Guoluo, Tib. Mgo log) in the 1970s. Horlemann
writes that:
"Of major concern was the high morality rate of livestock during the winterspring season, for which a 'traditional pastoral attitude of leaning on heaven to
raise livestock' was held responsible, together with the old system of seasonal
migrations. Thus, the necessity of the 'use of scientific methods and modern
technology' was stressed, in order to strengthen animal husbandry" (2002:250251).
As a result, vaccination programs, introducing new animal breeds, supplementary fodder
production, the erection of hay barns, and grassland fencing were implemented. Afterwards, a
program called "san pei tao" was launched in 1975 (Horlemann 2002:251). The program focused
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on grassland fencing, supplementary fodder production, and construction of livestock shelters.
According to the author, the san pei tao program was implemented in Guoluo in the 1970s. In
1996, a program called si pei tao was carried out in Tongren County. The si pei tao project was
an enlarged version of the san pei tao, adding the settlement of herders to the picture. According
to Horlemann, "By the end of 1998, the si pei tao program had allegedly reached 16,000
households in Mgo log, Yul shul and Rma lho, and had produced 89,000 m² of animal shelters,
4,310,000 mu (ca. 290,000 ha) of fenced in pastures and 96,000 mu (ca. 6,400 ha) of newly
planted grass" (2002:258-259).
As described in my introduction, a grassland fencing project was carried out in the
pastoral community of my study in 1996. The community land was divided among households
and fenced. In accordance with the si pei tao program, a housing project was implemented
shortly after grassland fencing. In 2001, 50 out of 100 households in one da dui received housing.
The government built houses with two rooms and a livestock pen, but the housing was not
absolutely free as each household had to provide 5,000 RMB. Community members chose house
recipients through lottery. The chosen families moved into their new houses from their
traditional yak-hair tents. However, through time, other families built their own houses and
abandoned their traditional tent homes as well. People built tent homes on the summer pasture,
but very few used the traditional yak-hair tents. Instead, most people used factory-made white or
dark greenish tents. More recently, the local government launched a new housing project in the
township town. Beginning in 2008, about three to five households from a zu benefited from the
project every one or two years. Again, people drew lots to determine recipients. Each household
had to pay a quarter of the total cost. The actual amount each house cost differed each year due
to increase in prices for land and building materials. In 2008, one house cost about 40 thousand
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RMB, and grew to 50,000 RMB in 2012. Most young people still lived on the grassland and
raised livestock. However, some families ended their herding life, lived in the town, and rented
out their land. Rent prices varied based on land size and quality. The annual rent for a piece of
land for four people could be anywhere from 5,000 to 15,000 RMB. Similar to the price increase
in other areas, the rent for grassland increased over the years as well.
The grassland fencing and housing projects not only indicated the beginning of a new
form of social organization, but also a change in lifestyle. With fencing and dividing of grassland
among individual households and the building of modern brick houses, local herders began a
settled life in modern houses. Traditional tent homes that moved seasonally gradually
disappeared. Fencing limited the size of grassland available to each household, which
consequently limited the number of livestock they could raise on their land. My informants could
not provide a concrete numerical size of grassland they owned. One informant said that a piece
of land for one person could maximally raise about fifty sheep. But, he said, people usually
raised about thirty to forty sheep or a combination of yaks and sheep (one yak equaled five sheep)
on the land for one person. They limited the number of their livestock to protect their grassland
from overgrazing. Families who owned more livestock than their grassland could sustain were
compelled to rent land from other families, who had fewer livestock or who did not herd at all.
Voice Two: "We Live in Town"
Klu mo was a 70-year-old woman (b. 1952) from the pastoral community. She and her
husband built a house in the township seat in 1996 and moved from their original home on the
grassland to their new home in this small town. Klu mo described the township when they
resettled as small and quiet. She and her husband were one of the few herders who started a
settled life in town. They wanted to live there because they thought it was time for them to live a
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physically less stressful life. Her husband's health required them to make such an adjustment.
The couple had become accustomed to living in town. Their two sons still lived as herdsmen and
provided their parents cash, meat, butter, roasted barley flour, and milk.
Klu mo was adopted when she was 5 years old. She was originally from an agricultural
Tibetan village, which was near the pastoral place where she currently lived. Her adoptive
parents knew her grandfather, because he was a religious figure who performed religious
activities for families. In return the families provided him with cash and food for his service. The
grandfather accepted the request from Klu mo's adoptive parents to adopt one of his
grandchildren. Klu mo had three sisters and three brothers from her biological parents in the
village and they remained close. Her adoptive parents had five children prior to the adoption and
none of the children lived long. A few years after she was adopted, her adoptive parents had a
healthy son, who was still alive. Klu mo's adoptive mother passed away when she was 12 and her
brother was 5. She did almost all the house chores, including milking yaks, roasting barley, and
herding. She also took care of her little brother. She married a man from the same community
when she was 19. Klu mo said that her adoptive parents were very kind to her. Still, she was sad
that she did not have the fortune to be raised by her own biological parents and to grow up with
her siblings.
Klu mo and her husband had three sons and five daughters, ranging from 32 to 50 in age.
The oldest son was a monk and had earned the highest degree in the Tibetan monastic system.
The two younger sons lived on the grassland, raising livestock. The five daughters married men
from the local pastoral area. Only two of Klu mo's children had limited primary school education.
They felt education was unimportant and the teaching quality at the tent school was poor. The
daughter of their second oldest son was in the primary school located in town and had been
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living with her grandparents. She went to her parents' home on the grassland every weekend. The
old couple also took care of several other grandsons and granddaughters who lived with them
when they were in school. However, all these grandchildren stopped going to school when they
were in junior or senior high school. Klu mo thought that education had become very important
in modern society. She said that now the school was well-equipped and children should be
educated. She hoped that her granddaughter in the primary school would not drop out as had her
other grandchildren. Klu mo fulfilled the responsibilities of providing meals, lodging, monitoring
their homework, and attending parents' conferences at school for these grandchildren.
The couple's home in town functioned as a gathering place for all their family members,
including their children, daughters-in-law, and their grandchildren. There were guests almost
every day during my stay at the couple's home. One of the couple's sons rented a piece of pasture
near town, where he herded sheep, while his wife and son were herding more sheep and yaks on
their own pasture, thirty kilometers away. He drove his motorcycle to his parents' home in town
for meals every day. The couple's other children and their spouses often travelled to town for
various purposes. Sometimes they came to receive blessings from religious figures from the local
monastery located in town or to visit their parents. More often they came to purchase such goods
as clothes and vegetables. On the way back, they stopped by the couple's house to visit and to
have meals. The younger ones, the couple's grandchildren, who were under 25 showed up in
town frequently, sometimes for no particular reason. Klu mo said that her male grandchildren
just liked to roam around town because they were bored with their pastoral life. Visitors came on
motorcycles. Usually a son or a husband took his mother, sister, or wife on their motorcycle.
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One morning I was still asleep on an adobe bed in Klu mo's house. I heard a young
woman calling Klu mo Ama38 and I wondered who she was. I learned later that she was the
daughter of Klu mo's third daughter. She wore make-up and was dressed in a new fashionable
Tibetan robe, under which she wore a thin dark greenish sweater with a fur collar and a pair of
blue jeans. She also wore a pair of high heeled leather shoes. When she took off her robe and the
scarf covering her face, she looked just like one of the young women in towns. She was there to
receive blessings from a religious figure at the local monastery. Her mother joined her two hours
later. They left for the monastery after a short stay, and when they returned to Klu mo's house,
the young woman had a new cell phone. Her mother had bought it for her because her old phone
was broken. Everyone in her family had a cell phone. The young women and her cousin, who
was studying in town, fiddled with the new cell phone and asked me to help reset the ring tone
for her cell phone, because everything was in Chinese and she did not know any. Later during
the day, Klu mo's two grandsons came to her house. One of them wanted to upgrade his cell
phone by purchasing a new one. His father gave him 1,000 RMB and told him that the money
should last for a while, signaling that he should not ask for money for some time. He spent 420
RMB on his new cell phone and asked his grandparents to keep the remainder for him for future
use. The younger ones spent most of the day playing with their cell phones, downloading new
Tibetan songs and playing games. Klu mo laughed at her grandchildren and said, "Play well with
them today because you will lose or break them soon."
Klu mo was busy cooking and cleaning because of frequent visits made by her children
and grandchildren. Whenever someone arrived, Klu mo made fresh milk tea and brought out
bread. She made some vegetable dishes with yak meat and noodles for lunch and dinner. My
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Ama means mother in Tibetan. In some cases Tibetans call their grandmother "ama," too.
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observation of Klu mo's daily activities showed that she spent most of her time cooking, cleaning,
and accompanying her family members. She did all this with great joy, receiving her children,
grandchildren, and other family members in high spirits.
Voice Three:"I Want My Daughter to Attend College"
Blo bzang was a 45-year-old man (b.1967) from the pastoral area and had two children.
His son was 19 years old and his daughter was 15. His son stopped going to school when he was
in junior middle school because he did not like studying. He lived on the grassland with his
parents. Blo bzang herded and lived on a pasture that the family had rented from others. His wife
and son herded on their own pasture. His daughter was in grade six in the township school and
lived with her grandparents. It was common for children to begin school at an older age in the
pastoral area.
Blo bzang's family had a house on the grassland and another in the township town. Both
houses were part of government housing projects. The house on the grassland was built in 2001
after the grassland was fenced. It was a two-room house built by the government. The family
contributed 5,000 RMB. The house in the town was part of a government housing project
launched in 2008. The government contributed about 30 thousand RMB, and Blo bzang's family
spent 10,000 RMB on the house. The family was responsible for buying the land for the house
to be built. They bought a piece of land for 10,000 RMB in 2008. Now land is much more
expensive.
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The family had a piece of grassland for four people39, on which they raised 300 sheep and
50 yaks. The family's major cash income was from selling livestock. Each year they sold about
100 sheep and made about 70,000-80,000 RMB on average (1,000-1,500 RMB for an adult
sheep, and 600-700 RMB for a young sheep). The family did not leave for caterpillar fungus and
labor work because these cash-earning activities were not popular in their area. Also, they did
not have extra labor force to be involved in such activities.
Since Blo bzang's family land was not adequate for their livestock, they rented grassland
from people who had given up herding. Blo bzang had been renting a piece of land for four
people since 2009 to 2011, and each year he paid 5,000 RMB (rent for a piece of land for one
person cost a little over1,200 RMB in 2009; in 2012 the price almost tripled to 3,500 RMB).
Thus, if Blo bzang wanted to continue renting the land for the next year he would need to pay
14,000 RMB. However, for the next year he planned to rent another piece of land closer to his
own winter pasture. The one he had been renting was far from his winter pasture, requiring him
to live apart from his family. He went home when there were issues he needed to resolve, and
returned before five in the afternoon to tend the livestock on the rented land. In addition to the
grass on their land they grew hay on twelve mu as livestock feed. They also purchased hay when
necessary. They spent 2,000 RMB to buy hay for the summer of 2010. They also bought 6,500
jin of corn for 7,475 RMB for their livestock. The family hired people to help grow grass for a
daily wage of 45 RMB, and to harvest for 100 RMB as daily wage.
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The four people included Blo bzang's father, himself, his wife, and his son. His daughter did not share a portion
because she was born after grassland fencing.
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Table 6: Major Annual Expenses of Blo Bzang's Family
Item

Cost (RMB)

Grassland rent

12,000

Corn purchase

7,475

Hay purchase

2,000

Hiring people to grow and harvest hay

2,000

Other necessities, e.g., flour and livestock medicine

3,000

Total

26,475

Blo bzang and his wife hoped that their daughter could continue her education through
college. They were willing to pay hefty fees for her education, thinking it would be a big loss if
children stopped attending school when they were in middle or high school, because they had
worked hard in school for many years. Also, they had lost their best opportunity to acquire
herding skills. Blo bzang said that most young people who returned to herding from school could
not become good herders. Moreover, he thought that education was very important in today's
society and hoped that his daughter could have higher education, which he would support. Blo
bzang's wife was particularly keen on her daughter obtaining a good education. I had one
occasion to talk with her at her home on the grassland. She said that it was difficult to live a
herder’s life, especially for women because they had endless tasks every day. She would like her
only daughter to live a better life, for which a good education was a prerequisite.
Blo bzang and his wife were concerned that their daughter might need to live on the
grassland, herding animals if she did not perform well in school. However, the daughter said a
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college education was her main goal during my interview with her. She said that if she did not
pass the college entrance exam, she would like to attend a vocational school, such as a nursing
school. In any case she did not want to return to the grassland. She said, "I don't want to be a
herder. I will do whatever job I can find in the county town or somewhere else."
Family Structure
Village A, Village B, and the pastoral community practice patrilocality. A typical
household includes the father’s parents, the father and mother, a son and his wife, and their sons
and unmarried daughters. Usually the father’s father holds the most important position in the
family, making most decisions. Sometimes the father’s brother and his family also live in the
same household until a new house is built for them. In the case when a family has only daughters,
one stays home, marries and her husband moves into the home. However, such marriage is
denigrated because villagers believe that a man who marries into his wife’s home has a lower
position, both within the family and the community.
Fei (2006) and Cohen (1976) approach the Chinese family as a domestic and an
economic unit. Cohen adopts the definition of family or chia "'as the economic family, i.e., the
unit consisting of members related to each other by blood, marriage, or adoption and having a
common budget and common property'" (1976:57-58). He identifies three elements of family
organization: "chia estate," "chia group," and "chia economy" (1976:59). He defines the chia
estate as the total holdings of the family, the chia group as the family members who have rights
to the chia estate when family division takes place, and the chia economy which "refers to the
exploitation of the chia estate (and the benefits derived therefrom) as well as to other income
producing activities linked to its exploitation through remittances and a common budgetary
arrangement" (1976:59). Examining family organization through these elements makes a better
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analysis of the complex domestic relations. I observe similarities between the Han Chinese
family and the Tibetan family in terms of the collectivism in the family economy. In both types
of family, family property and labor force are arranged and used to meet the interests of the
family as a unit. The yields from land or cash income from labor work or other forms of
economic activities are normally collected and managed by the senior male in the family. The
sons of a family have rights to the family property, both land and other materials.
In my study communities, it was common for the youngest son to inherit the "main
home" (usually the parents' house). This also meant that the youngest son had the responsibility
of taking care of his parents. Separate houses were built for the other sons by the family, using
their money, materials, and labor force. When there were no children or no sons, adoption from
close relatives or friends was common among the older generations. The biological parents of the
adopted children usually felt obligated to give away their children because of their kinship tie or
friendship with the adoptive parents, but, usually, the biological parents had many children and
thus lived a difficult life trying to support them. For them, as some of the adopted informants
assumed, giving away a child meant fewer burdens for the family unit. It was also seen as a
better choice for the adopted child because they would inherit from their adoptive parents. In the
case of a couple with only a daughter, a man usually married into the woman's home and he,
together with his wife, inherited the family property. In a few rare cases parents of a daughter
adopted a son at a young age from close relatives or friends, and later they arranged a wedding
between their biological daughter and adopted son when they grew up. Tibetan parents generally
prefer sons over daughters. However, it seems having a son has become less important than it
was twenty or thirty years ago, particularly when the daughter had a good education and stable
job. Now it is less common for parents to adopt a son when they have a daughter. For the last
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fifty years, China has tried to promote gender equality, which has become especially important
since China launched the population policy. There is no question that such policy has affected
Tibetans' views on family size and gender issues. Some Tibetans, both farmers and herders,
spoke about gender issues using the tone that the government set, saying that nowadays
daughters and sons were the same. Another important factor is that Tibetan women started going
out to earn cash. Educated women can make a living by taking government or other employment.
This economic ability and independence of Tibetan women has affected the traditional view of
gender, which includes a preference for sons over daughters.
Today, the custom of the youngest son maintaining the "main home" is less emphasized.
Many factors, such as parents' preferences, sons' economic and labor contributions to the family,
and the sons' interests and willingness to stay, affect who stays home. During the last ten to
fifteen years, a new trend appeared in the care of the elderly parents. While traditionally both
parents lived together with one of their sons and his family, now it has become more common to
divide this responsibility if a family has more sons. Thus, when the family is divided it is also
discussed which parent should live with which newly divided family. As a result, the parental
property goes to the son to whom they are attached. Similarly, the son has the obligation to take
care of the parent. In many cases, the parents still lived together most of the time with one son,
but their interests and duties were attached to the specific son's family to which they belonged.
Whenever their labor and help were needed in their new family they fulfilled this as their
primary task. For instance, during caterpillar fungus time and harvest, parents lived separately in
the households where they belonged and fulfilled their work duties. In return, the child with
whom they lived was supposed to care for the parent by providing food, clothes, money, health
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care, and meeting other needs. They also hosted the expensive chos ritual for the parent. Other
siblings, especially brothers, contributed to the ritual based on their own financial condition.
Education impacts Tibetan family structure. Chinese educational policy encourages
students to attend primary school in their neighborhood. Primary schools are available in villages
and pastoral communities. Junior middle and high schools are boarding schools and are mostly
located in township, county, and prefecture towns. Colleges and universities are located in cities.
Thus, most students attend primary school in their home areas, and move to towns when they
begin middle school. However, certain primary schools in agricultural and pastoral communities
accept students only up to grade four. This requires even younger children to move to other
places to continue their education. Most Tibetan students have to leave their homes and to live in
boarding schools in towns because of the educational structure. They usually come home on
weekends and during holidays. Thus, children from rural areas live away from home most of
their school years.
It is common for parents or grandparents from pastoral areas to settle down in towns for
their children’s education. As stated above, some primary schools have classes up to grade four,
and beyond this students have to go elsewhere to study. In addition, locals believed that schools
located in towns provided better quality education. Thus, sometimes grandparents in a family
moved to town to send their grandchildren to school there. Accommodations made for children's
educational purposes have caused changes in traditional Tibetan family structure, where
traditionally three to four generations lived together in a village or a pastoral community. Labor
migrant and caterpillar fungus businesses are other factors that also impact family structure.
Together they contribute to the phenomena that only the elderly and young children remain at
home most of a year.
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Family size noticeably shrank within the past two generations in both agricultural and
pastoral communities. While the elder generation had as many as ten children, most people born
after the late 1960s had only one to three children, both in agricultural villages and the pastoral
community. In addition to the population policy, the limited size of grasslands might have also
affected the number of children couples preferred. Some parents showed their concerns about
their children's future because of the small size of the grassland they owned, and in several cases,
they stated that because of this problem they deemed it unwise to have more children. Educated
couples had fewer children, usually one or two children. The concept of the modern family with
fewer children also influenced the number of children young people preferred. They pictured the
modern family as a nuclear family with one or two children living in an urban center. Some
chose to have one child even though they could have two.
Marriage
Marriage used to be arranged by parents or grandparents at an early age. People generally
married before the age of 20. Brides tended to be younger than husbands, and generally left their
natal home to live with their husband in his parents' home. Usually, marriage took place in a
local area, specifically within the same village or nearby villages. It was common for local
Tibetans to marry someone within their kinship group. In many cases, an informant married a
close, maternal relative. People married locally and used social networks to make the
connections to arrange a marriage. For instance, a daughter married a man from the village
where her mother was originally from. In other cases, the groom or bride was a child of a
parent's close friends. Thus, marriage was commonly arranged through kinship and friendship.
When daughters married in agricultural villages, their family provided them with a piece of land
as their dowry. From the time they married out, the land was cultivated by the husband's family.
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Crop yields also belonged to them. In pastoral areas, daughters often took a certain number of
livestock with them at the time of marriage. The number of livestock sanctioned as the property
of a marrying daughter was determined by individual families based on their total holdings of
livestock.
In addition, the daughters' family prepared new clothes and jewelry for a bride, such as a
coral necklace and gold earrings. This custom differed from place to place. In some places in
Tongren County, the marrying daughter's family had more responsibility in preparing these, in
others it was the responsibility of the groom's family. In all cases, the groom's family needed to
pay a certain amount of money to the bride's family to compensate the bride's parents for their
care and support for the daughter, who would become a member of the groom's family. There
was not a fixed amount of money that one needed to pay. Traditionally, it was only a nominal fee.
Also, since many marriages took place within kinship circles it was unpopular to ask for and
receive the money. In contrast, now most parents received the money from the groom's family.
While some of them tended to ask for a bigger sum, others required only a small amount of
money. Negotiations took place when the amount requested by the bride's family was beyond the
expectations of the groom's family. Representatives of the two families (often the male adults in
the bride's family also participated) met and negotiated for a reasonable sum. Such negotiations
were often took place in a harmonious atmosphere, with the purpose of a pleasant wedding in the
end. Several factors impacted the amount of money ultimately provided to the bride's family,
including financial and labor contributions the daughter made to her family, the amount the
parents spent on her education, and the economic condition of the groom's family. If the parents
spent a good amount of money on their daughter's education, and if the daughter was a good
economic resource for her family, the parents tended to require a larger sum, because their
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daughter's marriage meant a big economic loss for the family. Thus, when the bride had a college
education and had secured a government job, the groom's family needed to pay more. If the
groom's family was rich, the bride's parents were inclined to ask for more because the groom's
family could afford it. The amount of money could vary from several thousands to over 50,000
RMB.
Today, with greater social mobility and a more diversified livelihood, Tibetan marriage
patterns have changed. Young Tibetans leave home for the purposes of business, labor, education,
pilgrimage, tourism, and health leading to new cultural and social interactions and much new
information. Educated Tibetans had spent years in various schools in urban centers, where they
met a wide range of people. More importantly, people learned new concepts of marriage from
expanded personal contacts, and other means such as media (romantic TV series, films, and
magazines), and school. Furthermore, like any other place, modernization and globalization have
influenced Tibetan society. New technologies, such as computers, the internet, and wechat make
rapid information flow and exchange possible, even in places as remote as pastoral communities
in Tibet.
The young and educated had a strong preference for choosing their own spouse. Many
young people, especially college graduates, chose their own spouses who shared similar
educational backgrounds. At school they met people from different Tibetan areas, which broke
the traditional habit of making marital connections through kinship and friendship networks at a
local level. These young Tibetans tended to marry at a later age, ranging from 25 to over 30,
while those who did not go to school usually married before the age of 20. This was because
students spent many years in school, and most of them finished their college around the age of 23.
Furthermore, many people preferred to wait until they secured a stable job to marry. Since most
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young Tibetans went to school, young men or women who practiced the life of a farmer or
herder found it difficult to find a spouse. In several interviews, parents mentioned that it was
becoming more difficult to find a daughter or son-in-law who also lived by farming or herding.
Thus, they had to reach far beyond their local social boundaries to arrange weddings, if the
children did not find spouses by themselves.
These changes have broken the traditional arranged marriage system that was practiced
within narrow social and spatial boundaries. Also, factors such as financial independence of both
men and women created new phenomena in marriage patterns. The nuclear family emerged as a
new form of family structure and a new marriage pattern in Tibetan areas. Some educated
Tibetans decided to form their own nuclear family rather than following the tradition of women
marrying into a man's family. These people often relied on themselves in familial issues, such as
building a house or purchasing an apartment.
Voice Four: "I Want a Married-in Son-in-Law"
Padma Mtsho was a 42-year-old herder (b. 1970) from the pastoral area. She lived with
her 18-year-old daughter and 15-year-old son. Her husband died in a truck accident when her
children were small. Since her husband's death, Padma Mtsho's brothers had been helping her at
critical times, such as when building a house, shearing sheep, and selling livestock. They ensured
that her family was doing alright. Padma Mtsho said that if she did not have "strong"40 brothers
who stood behind her she would have had a difficult time, because "people denigrate a family
without a male head." She noted that now her son was grown up and could fulfill many family
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An expression that indicates having brothers who are capable and respected by others.
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responsibilities that were usually done by males, such as participating in local religious rituals on
the family's behalf and selling livestock without help from others.
The family had a piece of grassland for four people. They raised 190 sheep and 20 yaks.
The livestock was a source of most of their cash. However, they sometimes collected caterpillar
fungus in the local area where they did not need pay an access fee. During such times, they left
to search for fungus every morning on motorcycle and returned home in the early evening.
Padma Mtsho and her two children made a little over 4,000 RMB from collecting fungus in
spring 2011. They were one of the very few families in the local community who participated in
the caterpillar fungus business.
Padma Mtsho never attended school because schooling was unpopular when she was
young. She said that there were only about ten students at the local tent school and, in her family,
only her sister spent one or two years there. Padma Mtsho said that local people were afraid
children would be taken to Chinese places if they went to school, thus most parents kept their
children away from school. When Padma Mtsho's children were born, people's attitude about
school and education had changed. She and her late husband wanted to send both of their
children to school. However, Padma Mtsho had to keep her daughter back from school after she
spent a semester there. She needed a helper at home after her husband died. Her son was too
young to help then. The son attended school but quit after grade eight. He hated going to school,
and regardless of how hard she persuaded he refused to return to school. He helped his mother
and sister care for the livestock. Padma Mtsho felt pity that her son discontinued his education.
She said, "He enjoys being a herdsman now, but eventually he will regret that he quit school."
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Padma Mtsho was happy that her children were grown up and had become good helpers.
As for the family's future, she hoped her daughter would marry and bring her husband into the
home. She did not want her daughter to marry and move away because she thought that it was
always difficult to be a daughter-in-law. Also, since she had only two children she could divide
the grassland between them. "The land should be big enough for them," Padma Mtsho said. On
the other hand, she was concerned that it might not be easy to find a man who would be willing
to marry and move into his wife's home. She explained that in general it was getting more
difficult to find unmarried young people leading lives as herders. Most young people were sent
to school and married at a later age. Also, educated people preferred spouses with similar
educational and occupational backgrounds.
Livelihood
Older generation Tibetans lived almost exclusively on farming and herding while
younger Tibetans have more means of making a living. Young Tibetans continued farming and
herding, but also, they had other economic opportunities, such as government employment,
construction work, caterpillar fungus gathering, and taxi driving, through which they could earn
additional income. The possibility of practicing multiple occupations contributed to more
disposable income. People built new houses or upgraded their old houses, purchased apartments
in towns, bought modern appliances, such as television sets and washing machines, and
supported their children's or siblings' educations.
Exposure to state schools, hospitals, health insurance, government jobs, banking, and a
wide range of economic activities that have recently become available brought local Tibetan
communities closer to the larger national society. The structural changes of Tibetan communities
discussed in this chapter indicate a blurring boundary between local Tibetan communities and
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the outside world. This is especially true for agricultural villages that are physically near
economic centers in towns and cities. Tibetan farmers actively engaged in a variety of economic
activities outside their immediate village community. Compared to the agricultural villages of
my study, the pastoral community had stronger social boundaries between them and the outside
world. Unlike Tibetan farmers, they were rarely engaged in construction work and caterpillar
fungus collection. While none of the herders I met participated in construction labor work, a few
of them collected caterpillar fungus in the high mountains in their home area.
Tibetan farmers' involvement in economic activities outside the village has caused
changes in labor division. About a decade ago, people's livelihoods were primarily dependent on
farming. People, except for those who were in school, stayed in the village. The young people
took care of the workload at home. However, in recent years, young people started moving
beyond their village to earn cash through various occupations. Often the grandparents in a family
took responsibilities for weeding and watering fields, raising livestock, taking care of young
children, and all the other household chores. Many old people stressed the change in labor
division and complained about their life. They claimed that when they were young, their own
parents were taken good care of and all they needed to do was to perform their daily religious
rituals as they wished. Now things were different and they had to perform physical work. Some
of the old people also said that they were given little credit for their work at home because it
could not be converted to cash. Some old people described their life as being "in hell."
Economic development and education impact gender roles as well. Economic
development in the surrounding area increased the number of Tibetan women who engaged in
economic activities outside their home community. It was especially so after the implementation
of western development campaigns of China and the marketizing of caterpillar fungus as a
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natural resource. These changes did not only challenge the structure and dynamics of traditional
Tibetan families in terms of labor division, but also altered power relations. They empowered the
position of Tibetan women within their families, as some parents-in-law indicated that nowadays
daughters-in-law had more important positions because of their cash contribution to the family.
Similarly, educated Tibetan women had stronger voice in their lives. They, generally speaking,
had more control over their marriages in terms of to whom they married and when. Also, some
of them tended to live independently from their parents-in-law, which provided them the
possibility to live without or with a reduction in the amount of authority that their parents-in-law
had over them. In terms of power relations in the small and nuclear family, educated women
seemed to secure an increased position. Many of them placed their interests on the table and had
a stronger voice in family decision.
Voice Five: "Education and Medicine are Expensive"
One of my informants brought me to a family in Village B, whom he described as one of
the few in the village living a particularly challenging life. The family's house did not suggest
that they were in a bad economic situation. It was a new, big wooden house with several rooms.
The family had spent four years upgrading their house and had recently completed it. This was
one of the many newly built or upgraded houses I visited. My initial plan was to interview the
father in the family, Rdo pa, a 55-year-old man (b. 1956). However, gradually more family
members sat down with me and spontaneously joined the conversation. At the beginning, they
simply listened to what I and Rdo pa talked about, but slowly started sharing their own opinions.
It turned into a group interview with Rdo pa, his wife, his youngest son, and his daughter-in-law
(the wife of Rdo pa's oldest son, who was absent at the time). From time-to-time they also asked
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questions about me and my family. They were friendly and relaxed throughout the interview,
which made the talk comfortable and natural.
Rdo pa was adopted. He thought that his adoptive and biological parents were probably
relatives, but did not know the exact details of the relationship. He had four brothers with his
biological parents and they had a close relationship. His brothers often visited him. He could not
visit them because he was sick. He had a bone-related disease that he could not name. His legs
and arms barely functioned and he needed help when he moved around. He had been in this
condition since the early 1990s. Rdo pa said that when his disease was at the early stage they did
not have money to see a doctor. When they eventually accumulated some funds, it was too late.
"Medicine helped only a little by that time," he said.
Rdo pa and his wife had three sons and one daughter. The daughter was 30 old and was
married to a man from a nearby village. The oldest son was 28 and had finished primary school
and stayed at home because he was unable to go on to the next level due to weak academic
performance. The second son finished the Central University for Nationalities (CUN) in Beijing.
The CUN is the most prestigious university for students educated in Tibetan schools. Only a
small number of top scoring students are accepted by the university each year. Rdo pa's second
son was one of five in the village, four males and one female, who had attended the CUN. At the
moment he was pursuing his Master's in Tibetan literature at the same university, making himself
the second who would had earned a MA degree (the other was a woman). Rdo pa explained that
this son was financially independent. He paid his education and living expenses through
scholarships at the university and working part-time. He planned to return home upon finishing
his MA to seek employment. His parents, Rdo pa and his wife, were concerned because it was
difficult to obtain a government job nowadays. The third son was 23 years old and was attending
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a university in Xining City. He had taken sick leave from school and had been home in the
village for several months when I interviewed. He had some spinal problems. His parents said
that for a couple of months he could barely walk and was mostly bedridden. Now he was much
better and was walking.
For Rdo pa's family, the major expenses included school tuition and medical treatment.
The family needed to pay 4,000 RMB each year for the youngest son's college education. In
addition, the son needed 300 RMB for food and 400 RMB to purchase medicine each month.
Thus, the family needed to provide about 12,000 RMB for the youngest son's education,
medicine, and living expenses each year. Rdo pa stated that education and medication
contributed to the tremendous financial burden the family shouldered. Rdo pa's oldest son and
his wife were the ones that contributed the most to the family financially. The son had an
arranged marriage with his wife, who was from a nearby village. They had a 6-year-old son and
a 3-year-old daughter. The young couple and their two children lived with their parents, and
relied on farming, growing and selling vegetables, working at construction, and collecting
caterpillar fungus. However, since the young couple was not very successful at finding
caterpillar fungus on the grassland, their main cash resource was from working at construction.
Each earned 80 to 100 RMB daily when work was available. While the young couple was away,
their mother needed to work in the fields, care for her husband and grandchildren, work in the
greenhouse they rented, and do all the other household chores. Because of the lack of labor force
at home, the young couple travelled between their home and construction sites frequently to
ensure that they handled both work at home and the cash-earning labor work outside the home.
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Rdo pa's family was selected by the village as a di bao hu41 household, who received free
comprehensive medical insurance from the government. This medical insurance program was
launched recently. The recipient households were the poorest in terms of their economic
condition in a given social unit, such as a village or a pastoral encampment. With the insurance
program, the chosen households enjoyed a high percentage of coverage for their medical
expenses. However, it only worked in the case of hospitalization. When hospitalization took
place in the local county hospitals, the coverage was one hundred percent. However, at higher
level hospitals, the percentage of medical coverage decreased. For instance, at a prefecture-level
hospital, the coverage would be ninety percent, and it would further fall to eighty percent at a
provincial level hospital. Rdo pa and his family did not know how insurance worked, if they
needed to go to hospitals in big cities like Beijing and Shanghai, where the best medical
resources of the country were available. Thus, although the insurance was free, its regulations
and procedures limited the recipients to the choice of local hospitals with undertrained doctors
and old facilities and equipment. In addition, the insurance did not cover regular visits to doctors
or medicine. As a result, Rdo pa's family was financially responsible for all Rdo pa's medical
expenses and his youngest son because they were not hospitalized.
Education
State-run formal education was unavailable before the 1950s, and most people were
illiterate before this time. Buddhist monasteries were the main places where literacy and
monastic education were provided. Monks formed the majority of the body of Tibetan scholars,
until Tibetan formal education, particularly higher education, was established and became
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They are the households whose monthly or annual income is less than the minimum standard in a given social unit
such as a village. These households benefit from the government programs, such as subsistence allowances and
insurances. Due to uneven regional development, minimum standards vary.
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widespread in the 1980s. A limited number of laymen used to go to monasteries or to individual
monks to study basic literacy and to learn religious scriptures. Thus, before the 1950s, only a
small population of the Tibetans, namely monks and other religious practitioners, had some
rudimentary level of education.
Contrary to the experiences of the older generations, Tibetans born after the 1960s had
some experiences in formal education. The level of formal education they obtained was impacted
by political movements and government policies at various times. In the late 1950s and early
1960s, the government promoted formal education and school age children were required to
attend school. However, there was a ten-year break in formal education during the Cultural
Revolution that began in the late 1960s. School reopened in the late 1970s. The dissolution of
commune system and the privatizing of agriculture took place in the early 1980s. This made
many families to keep their children from attending school because they were needed as a labor
force at home. During this time, the enrollment rates dropped dramatically. However, the
establishment of colleges for minority students and the government policy for assigning jobs to
those who earned vocational and college degrees in the 1980s stimulated attendance. A steady
growth and improvement of formal education started, increasing the number of Tibetan schools,
improving education quality, and expanding higher education. As a result, Tibetans born in the
1970s and afterwards received better education. Many pursued higher education.
Most of my informants from the pastoral area had little, if any, formal educational
experience. Among them, those born before 1970 had never attended school. The younger
generation born after 1990 obtained some formal education, ranging from primary to high school.
Most willingly left school. Very few people from the pastoral area had government jobs. Some
local teachers connected the situation to underdeveloped formal education in the area. They
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thought that the late introduction of formal school to the pastoral area and a comparatively poor
quality of education were responsible for having a small number of well-educated people with
government jobs in local area. Nevertheless, the importance of formal education was stressed by
both parents and children, including those who gave up their education. The young drop-outs
believed that education was crucial and would make their life better. However, they all indicated
that they disliked study and school rules. For the parents, the main concern was that life on the
grassland was too harsh. They hoped that their children would live a different, better life. They
also expressed concerns about their children's future because of the limited grassland. I heard
some parents say frequently that with limited grassland, they would not be able to keep their
children on grassland. They said that their children would eventually marry and have their own
children, but the grassland would not be enough to support that many people. Parents saw formal
education as an alternative to make a new and more comfortable living, which was also thought
to be more suitable for modern society.
The majority of people thought that without going to school, the only option left for
young local Tibetans was to return to the grassland and follow in the footsteps of their parents. It
was indeed what happened to the young people who did not finish their formal education. They
all returned to their home on the grassland and started herding with their parents. Most, however,
did not really enjoy herding. Living as herders was not what they preferred. These young people
liked living in towns, and a few of them even wished to travel to explore big cities, but they did
not have access to such a lifestyle. Their parents relied on herding and that seemed to be the only
choice left for the children. The young men travelled to the township town almost every day,
riding their motorcycles, even though they had little to do there. They roamed in the town
aimlessly, played pool, and dined in restaurants. The parents and grandparents often complained
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that the young people could not bear to live on the grassland and had to go to the town constantly.
The young people linked the concept of modernity to living or being in town, where modern
commodities, such as cell phones and up-to-date clothes were purchased. Through frequent trips
to town and the consumption of modern commodities, young herders seemed to connect their
traditional life on the grassland to the modern world.
Education is the main alternative available for Tibetans to achieve an economically
better-off life, given the underdevelopment of Tibetan areas. Local Tibetans used options
available in their immediate living environment to make a living. The options were limited to
farming, herding, labor work, caterpillar fungus collection, private business, and government
employment. Among these options, many preferred securing a stable government job through
necessary educational endeavor. Farming provided enough food for people to live on, but little
was left to sell for cash. A similar situation applied to the pastoral community. Grassland fencing
limited the number of livestock each family owned. Improving economic conditions by raising
more livestock required larger pasturelands and a larger labor force, which was absent in the
pastoral community. Both farming and herding require hard physical work. Although labor work
and caterpillar fungus were good sources of cash, they were unstable and physically demanding.
Labor work was seasonal and the availability was not guaranteed. Caterpillar fungus business
was risky and unpredictable because the amount of fungus available each year varied. In some
years people made a fortune by collecting a good amount of caterpillar fungus, and in others they
experienced a great loss because of limited availability of caterpillar fungus. The access fee for
collecting fungus was substantial. In addition, the market price for caterpillar fungus varied each
year. Operating a private business required cash and, sometimes special knowledge and skills to
begin with. Thus, the majority of Tibetan parents viewed education as the best alternative to
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make a better life. They all hoped that their children would obtain a stable government job after
finishing higher education and contribute to the family financially. Thus, educational pursuits
were driven by the local area’s economic base.
Voice Six. "We Sent Our Children to School"
Lha sgron was a 77-year-old woman (b. 1934) from Village B. She was small, thin, and
always wore Tibetan robe. She appeared energetic every time I met her and was busy with such
household chores as cleaning and cooking. She was from a nearby village and had six siblings. In
an arranged marriage, she married a relative from her mother's side when she was 16. When she
moved into her husband's home, some of her brothers and sisters had not yet been born. Her
husband, who died from cancer in the late 1990s, was the only child in his family. They had four
sons and five daughters. Lha sgron lived with one of her sons, his wife, and their two daughters.
At the age of 77, she was busy with household chores, tending livestock, taking care of
grandchildren, chanting, and making pilgrimages. She visited the village temple every morning
to chant. In addition to her home duties, Lha sgron cared for her young grandchildren from other
children who lived separately. The two grandchildren who lived with her were in school; one in
college and the other in middle school. They were old enough that they did not need her care.
The two children of Lha sgron's youngest daughter were still young and she helped care for them.
Table 7: Lha Sgron's Nine Children and Their Children
Child

Age Education

Occupation

Number of Children

Son

61

Doctor

Two sons; the eldest died from sickness while
in college; the youngest had a three year of
college education, and worked at a hospital in
the prefecture town

Vocational
School
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Daughter

58

None

Farmer

Two sons and one daughter who had BA
degrees. The eldest had a permanent job at the
County Educational Bureau; the younger son
had a temporary job at the local township
government; and the daughter had a temporary
teaching job at a primary school in another
province.

Daughter

56

None

Farmer; also
cultivated
vegetables
in a
greenhouse

One son and one daughter who had BA degrees.
The son was teaching at a high school in the
county town; the daughter was teaching in a
primary school in another county of the
prefecture.

Daughter

52

None

Farmer; also
cultivated
vegetables
in a
greenhouse

One son and two daughters. The son finished
primary school, lived in the village, and drove a
taxi. The elder daughter married a maternal
relative and lived in her husband's home. The
youngest daughter was in college.

Son

48

Vocational
education

Government
employee

Two children who studied in regular Chinese
schools. The son failed the college entrance
exam and joined the army. The daughter was in
a Chinese college.

Daughter

44

None

Farmer; also
cultivated
vegetables
in a
greenhouse

One son and two daughters. The eldest daughter
was in college. The son attended a high school
in town. They attended Tibetan schools. The
younger daughter went to regular Chinese
schools and was in a high school in another
county.

Son

42

Primary
education

Farmer; taxi
operator

Two daughters. The oldest was in college and
the youngest was in middle school in the county
town.

Son

40

College

Teacher

Two daughters. The oldest was in a Chinese
primary school and the youngest attended
kindergarten.

Daughter

36

College

Teacher

Two children. The son attended a Tibetan
primary school where his mother taught. The
daughter was 3 years old.
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As the table above shows, all of Lha sgron's sons had formal education, although the
level varied. The third son was taken out of school when he finished his primary education. This
was common in the early 1980s because the commune system42 of China had just dissolved and
privatization was ongoing. Parents needed their children for labor at home. Two sons had a
three-year vocational education, which was provided after an eight-year basic education. Higher
education was unavailable for local students at the time and the students who graduated from
vocational schools were assigned government jobs. The elder four daughters never had any
formal education and married between the ages of 17 and 22, and through arrangement. Lha
sgron told me that she and her late husband did not want to live far from their daughters,
therefore, the first four daughters married men in the same village. The youngest daughter, who
had a teaching job arranged her own marriage with a teacher from another village. The youngest
son, 40 years old and a teacher, also arranged his own marriage. His wife was also a teacher.
Most of Lha sgron's children had arranged marriages. Her children's spouses were either
from within the village or nearby villages. There were also two cases where marriage took place
with first or second generation cousins, from Lha sgron's side. The two youngest children who
had a higher education married when they were around 28. Their spouses were from outside their
village and shared similar educational and career backgrounds. While Lha sgron had nine
children, each of her children had two or three children. Lha sgron's adult grandchildren had only
one or two children. While all of Lha sgron's educated children attended Tibetan schools, some
of her grandchildren, whose parents had government jobs, were sent to regular Chinese schools.
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A basic social unit practiced in China from 1958 to 1979. It was a "type of large rural organization introduced in
China in 1958. Communes began as amalgamations of collective farms; but, in contrast to the collectives, which had
been engaged exclusively in agricultural activities, the communes were to become multipurpose organizations for
the direction of local government and the management of all economic and social activity. Each commune was
organized into larger units: production teams, production brigades, and the commune itself" (Britannica 2013).
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Lha sgron had twenty-one grandchildren (ranging in age from three to over thirty), two of
whom finished or had a few years of primary education. The rest finished or were continuing
their education. Ten out of the twenty-one grandchildren had finished or were pursuing higher
education, and the rest were at various educational levels from primary to high school, with an
exception of one grandchild in the army. Four of the nineteen grandchildren went to Chinese
schools and the others went to Tibetan schools. The remaining two were under 5 years of age.
It is worth noting that all Lha sgron's sons had government jobs except one, who did not
continue his education but stayed home with his parents. His wife married him and moved into
his family when he was 21. They had two daughters. Both daughters attended Tibetan schools.
One was at a college in Xining City, and the other was in a middle school in the county town.
The family primarily lived on farming until several years ago, when the son started driving a taxi
in town. Over the years he managed to own two taxis. He told me that when he started taxi
business it was relatively easy to get the needed permit. However, it had become very difficult
and expensive to obtain the permit. There were a great number of registered taxis with permits
from the county Transportation Management Bureau. Many, including Tibetans from nearby
villages, were engaged in the taxi business. Given the difficulty to obtain permission to drive a
taxi, people often traded with those who already had permission to drive a taxi. Lha sgron's son
had two taxis—he drove one and the other was rented to a Tibetan who paid him 3,000 RMB
monthly. In 2012, he decided to sell one of his taxis along with the taxi permission for 290,000
RMB. The buyer paid him the sum in cash. Lha sgron's son labeled himself as a "farmer" as did
those around him, which carried the connotation of living a hard life. However, as a farmer he
was living a fairly comfortable life. He had a nice wood house in the village, which was still
being upgraded. He also owned an apartment in the county town, which his family only used
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occasionally. His taxi business generated several thousand RMB per month. With the money he
had earned from selling his second taxi, he had a large amount of cash on hand. He planned to
save his money for his daughters' education. He said that though he did not have the opportunity
to receive a good education, he could provide his daughters with this opportunity. He said that he
would support his daughters' education financially, including PhD studies, if they were able to do
so.
The presence of formal education and people's educational pursuits have, together with
caterpillar fungus business and labor work, affected traditional Tibetan life and caused changes
in Tibetan communities. Caterpillar fungus and labor work in construction are the most
significant cash resources and play important role in the local economy. Education is important
because it is a legitimizing venue through which people seek socioeconomic benefits. Education
through established formal institutions integrates Tibetan communities into the national society
of China, bringing close contact with non-Tibetan outsiders and binding students together with
shared values and goals. As a result, education creates diversification in livelihoods and
influences the dynamics of family structure, marriage patterns, identity, gender relations, and
labor divisions.
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Chapter Six: Conclusion
	
  

Formal Education, Tibetan Society, and the State
I was interested in studying the impact of formal education, which was established by the
current Chinese government in the 1950s, in Tibetan contemporary life. In order to do this, I
have focused on three broad themes: formal education, the traditional life of Tibetans, and the
larger Chinese society and the state. Throughout, I have examined Tibetan formal education
since the 1950s, its improvements and expansion, its current function, and people's educational
experiences. By examining these educational aspects I have also discussed Chinese educational
policies, including minority education; the bilingual education model and structural and
linguistic issues that are associated with the model; employment challenges; and Tibetans' views
of formal education, and their use of education as means of seeking a better life.
Since my dissertation investigates social changes, Tibetan traditional life has become a
major component of this paper. I have applied two strategies to approach the subject; one is a
traditional ritual and the other is the use of peoples' personal narratives. A gson chos ritual is
described and analyzed to illuminate the continuation and change of traditional Tibetan life.
Analyzing the ritual is a good way to show a traditional and community-oriented life. In
discussing the gson chos ritual, I have portrayed the traditional social organizations of an
agricultural village, including village and encampment, tsho ba, khyim kha ya or sha nye, and
their contemporary function. By doing so, I have also touched upon social interactions and
boundaries, the role of religion and education, social status and prestige, and the adaptation of
the gson chos ritual to the new socioeconomic context. This paper has also provided a general
description of the current lives of six individual families by using six personal narratives, which
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are used and interpreted with the intention of illustrating how lives of different generations (three
to four generations) within a single family differed. The role of formal education is situated in
this context. I have examined the role of education in the changes that have taken place in the
aspects of family structure, marriage pattern, livelihood, and gender relations.
The third major component of this dissertation is larger Chinese society and the Chinese
state. I have situated my study in the broad national landscape by describing the Chinese
administrative system practiced in Tibetan regions, government-sponsored development projects,
and their impact on Tibetan everyday life, and the Chinese educational structure and policies that
shape Tibetan formal education. Situating this study in the larger Chinese society shows in what
political and socioeconomic contexts Tibetan people live.
Although I initially intended to focus on the specific subject of formal education, the
dissertation has become broad in terms of the topics covered. As mentioned above, in order to
answer my research question, I needed to look into the spheres of education, Tibetan traditional
life, and the Chinese state. Given that Tibetan regions are under China's administration, it is
necessary for me to situate the study of formal education in both Tibetan society and the Chinese
administration. In addition, the study is also placed in a significant timeframe. State-run Tibetan
formal education dates back to the 1950s, and it was impossible to discuss the subject during the
last sixty years without making references to Chinese historical movements, such as the Cultural
Revolution and land reforms. Furthermore, in the 1950s, crucial political events took place in
China, and between China and Tibet. This is a politically sensitive topic given the complex
historical Sino-Tibet relations. Nevertheless, I have tried to provide a clear picture of the Tibetan
communities described in the paper.
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In addition, the inclusion of both agricultural and pastoral Tibetan communities
contributes to the broad scope of this dissertation. This was done to include people who were
representative of the local Tibetan population. These communities have different lifestyles, and
different educational experiences. Without including both communities the discussion on the role
of formal education would have been incomplete. The pastoral community has its own unique
experiences because they live on animal husbandry as opposed to farming, but are also affected
by the grassland fencing and housing projects that the government has implemented. These
projects and settlement in town or urbanization have impacted the life of local Tibetan herders in
crucial ways. Nevertheless, formal education plays an essential role in the current life of Tibetan
farmers and herders.
Tibetan communities are still largely traditional, living community-based agricultural and
pastoral lives. Traditional social organizations of village, encampment, tsho ba, khyim kha ya or
sha nye still have significant functions in Tibetans' contemporary lives. Each of these social
groups has its own unwritten social roles to follow on a daily basis and during special occasions.
People’s participation in each social group and fulfilling their social responsibilities allowed the
values of such traditional organizations continue and evolve in the modern environment. A
village or an encampment as an entity has clear social boundaries. People had a strong sense of
membership, distinguishing themselves from others. Individuals who no longer lived in a
traditional community still traced their original home community to identify themselves.
Religion continues to play a central role in Tibetan lives, and the patron –sponsorship between
community and monastery is maintained. Traditional rituals, such as chos, are also well
preserved, contributing to the continuation of traditional and cultural values.

163	
  
	
  

	
  

The changes that Tibetan communities have undergone in recent years deserve attention.
China’s economic boom since the implementation of political and economic reforms in the
1980s has brought great changes in Tibetan communities. State-sponsored development pushed
such changes to a greater level, and brought modernization to Tibetans. Changes in the larger
national society have enormous influence on Tibetan lives. More economic opportunities, such
as construction work, become available for local people, resulting in a diversified livelihood.
Today, agriculture or animal husbandry is no longer the sole financial resource for Tibetans.
There are more cash earning job opportunities that local people eagerly sought. Temporary labor
migration has become a normal part of Tibetan life. Such changes contribute to the
transformation of traditional Tibetan community to the national society. These changes in
Tibetan communities are not only caused by Chinese modernization, but also the globalization
that much of the world is experiencing. In the contexts of modernization and globalization,
Tibetans were forced to adapt to and survive in a rapidly changing environment. Thus, the
interactions between tradition and modernization, and the ways in which changes take place in
Tibetan communities deserve in-depth studies.
Bridging the Local Community and the Nation
The impacts of formal education on social change in Tibetan communities are twofold.
One is its general function of bridging local Tibetan society with the national society of China.
The other is associated with personal lives of individuals. To begin with the broad role of formal
education, it is vital to point out that school is a prominent national institution that connects
Tibetan communities to the nation. The establishment of the institution in Tibetan areas in the
1950s and its wide acceptance by local residents in recent years link traditional Tibetan
communities, who historically had a restricted lifestyle relying on agriculture and animal
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husbandry, to the state and its governmental administrations. Thus, the most important and direct
impact of formal education is the integration of local Tibetan communities into national society
(Safa 1971).
School is the largest national institution in Tibetan areas where Tibetan children are
brought together to receive the same educational content that is compiled and administered by
the Ministry of Education of China. The curriculum and textbooks, the rhythm of teaching speed
and style, and grading and evaluation methods are all determined by the ministry. Decisions are
handed down from the top to the lower levels of administration. There is no doubt that students
are exposed to new norms and values promoted by centralized curriculum and textbooks. Tibetan
students are introduced to new knowledge and values by learning literary works from both
Tibetan and Chinese authors, new languages like Mandarin and English, and other courses, such
as computer science. Students establish a new sense of self, as someone who is educated and
lives a modern life by attending schools. Formal education, especially higher education, provides
Tibetan students and their families dignity and status. The pride in having education was
apparent when I conversed with numerous Tibetans about formal and higher education.
Formal education is a legitimized entrée to the government system, and consequently a
path to gain political and social power. Social mobility and upward social status, and economic
profits were stressed by Tibetans as fundamental reasons for pursuing education and higher
education. Possessing certain levels of formal education and having linguistic ability in both
Tibetan and Chinese languages are basic qualifications to secure employment in the government
system. A BA degree is generally required to gain a government job in Tongren County. Thus,
the employment and education system together legitimize schooling as the "means to attain
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dignity, wealth, and influence" (Foner 1973:46). Tibetans utilize schooling to achieve their own
economical and socio-political goals.
Educated Tibetans have close and active contacts with the outside world. They spend
most of their time in towns and cities where they attend schools. This is especially true when
they attend colleges and universities in cities, where they have the opportunity to encounter
people with different social and cultural backgrounds. Young Tibetans observe and participate in
new cultural phenomena there. Many Tibetan college students indicated that the years they spent
in college and city were the most important time because they expanded their horizons. Some
stated it was an "eye-opening opportunity" for them to learn about the modern urban world and
form their perspectives for the future. Nowadays, some Tibetan college graduates travel far
beyond their own home area to seek jobs given the difficulties in finding employment locally.
Working and living far from their original home area are new phenomena that people have
embraced under current employment circumstances.
Tibetans who have jobs in towns and cities lived a different lifestyle compared to that of
their parents' generation. They resided in towns or cities where they worked. Meanwhile, they
also kept their social ties with their original homes in villages. Some visited their homes
regularly on weekends and during holidays, such as the Lunar New Year. A few others were
more involved in village life by owning a house there and engaging in agriculture. Both groups
commonly engaged in important village events, such as gson chos rituals and funerals. It was
also common to see some employed Tibetans taking part in village issues like conflicts with
neighbor villages. Therefore, educated Tibetans with government jobs practiced a lifestyle that
involved both the modern world in urban centers and the traditional world in their home villages.
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Clothey's work (2005) illustrates that the Central University of Nationalities (CUN) of
China is "designed to promote the political, economic, and cultural development of minority
areas" (2005:397). Assigning such tasks to minority universities like the CUN is natural, given
the educational theory practiced in China. Yang Xianjiang, a famous educational theorist of
China during the early 20th century, saw political and economic development as the foundation
of education. This notion is still indicative of the Chinese education system today. Central to
Yang's thought is that the educational foundation is subject to change based on the changes of
the political and economic development of the nation (Lu and Chi 2007:17). Clothey indicates
that the CUN aims to promote the political, economic, and cultural development in minority
regions. Students of the university are expected to return to their home regions upon finishing
their studies and serve as liaisons who mediate between local minority communities and the
government. However, before that the state needs to use the education system to integrate
minority students into the mainstream society. Clothey illustrates that in order to obtain such a
goal the Chinese government applies a flexible educational policy for minority students.
Preferential policies, such as lowering the score requirement for entering a university or granting
additional points to minority students' scores, are some examples.
Safa (1971) and Clothey (2005) point out similar concepts of educational institutions as
significant venues to integrate two societies, the local and the national mainstream societies.
They show that school graduates play important roles in bridging the two societies. Clothey
describes them as liaisons between the two societies, while Safa uses the term "broker" in a
similar context. Indeed, in Tongren County, local government employees played multiple roles.
In addition to daily work in office, these people played additional roles in particular situations,
such as grassland disputes and conflict between villages. They became translators between
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government officials and minority people. Being a member of both a minority community and
the government put local minority employees at the center when interaction took place between
the two parts.
School education creates dependency relationships between the local and the national
societies. School graduates bring new concepts and values to their community, and generate
more income alternatives and diversified the interests of individuals. The new standards, values,
and personal interests brought from the outside world help open a local community to
mainstream society. This contributes to the loss of purely local community ties and internal
cohesion, creating new dependency on the national society. As I have stated throughout,
education has become the center of Tibetans' lives. The fact that Tibetan parents viewed a good
education as the most important goal for their children to fulfill was a convincing proof, at least
in my research area in Reb gong. This was especially true for Tibetan farmers. Although Tibetan
herders had a strong sense of the need for education in the modern world, Tibetan farmers were
more enthusiastic about pursuing formal education. They, as some teachers indicated, disciplined
their children so that they would perform well in school. For instance, Tibetan farmers would
rarely allow their children to dropout from school, while Tibetan herders were more accepting.
Several factors explain the differences in educational experiences and concepts between Tibetan
farmers and herders: 1) formal education was introduced to agricultural areas first and, thus, it
has deeper roots in the farmers' lives; 2) compared to pastoral communities, Tibetan villages are
often physically closer to economic centers such as county towns, and thus have easier access to
new and different activities and; 3) Tibetan farmers engage in diversified economic activities
taking place outside their villages, while pastoral communities are relatively more enclosed. As a
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result, agricultural Tibetan villages rely more on the outside world, causing greater dependency
on national society than pastoral communities.
Despite the different educational experiences in agricultural and pastoral communities,
formal education impacts them both. Farmers and herders viewed formal education as the most
reliable method to find alternatives in livelihood. There was little choice in seeking alternative
productive work and livelihoods given the poverty and underdevelopment of Tibetan regions
(Seeberg 2006). Many Tibetan parents commonly regarded farming and herding as a less
desirable lifestyle because of poverty and harsh physical work. They believed that formal
education was a better investment to build better material lives. At the same time, people
connected education to the concept of modernity and often stressed that education was absolutely
necessary in order to live in the new modern world. Tibetan farmers who engaged in labor work
outside villages tended to believe in formal education more strongly. They associated the subject
with their personal experiences and hardships they encountered because of their lack of new
knowledge and language abilities in Chinese. Herders expressed similar opinions, but saw them
as less important. For Tibetans from the pastoral community in this study, pursuing formal
education was more of a result of the changes that happened in their environment. With the
shortage of grassland, people felt driven to seek alternatives in making a living, and securing a
government job with the attendant necessary education became the first and most immediate
investment. Seeberg made similar observations and argues that,
"It is the cultural interpretation of their surroundings and their lives that
influences choices the Zang [Chinese word that means Tibetan] make--in a
declining pastoral economy in an absolutely and relatively underdeveloped,
remote section of a country in the throes of rapid globalization--choosing new
paths and life narratives" (2006:100).
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The author also relates the seeking of new pursuits and livelihoods to resettlement in Tibetan
pastoral areas, and states that school enrollment rate increased following resettlement.
For local Tibetans, education was the most immediate path available to create alternatives
in livelihood and leave traditional farming and herding lives, which they often connected to
underdevelopment, backwardness, and harsh physical work. Both farmers and herders respected
and sought for a rewarding education. The Western Development policy and development
projects of China further illuminated the importance of formal education in minority areas, such
as Tibetan regions. Education development is partial to the western development package.
Educational projects, such as establishing new schools, constructing new school buildings, and
improving the facilities of existing schools, attracted more attention from Tibetans. In addition,
China's Compulsory Education Law, Universal Education, and expansion in higher education
have made the influence of formal education palpable (Seeberg 2006, State Council 2005, Levin
and Xu 2005, Zha 2009). Therefore, pursuing formal education causes increased dependency of
Tibetans on national society and further integrates them into the mainstream Chinese society.
Encountering Modernity
For China, the past three decades have been a new historical era that is marked by its
political and economic reforms. The "Opening Up" of the nation and the switch from a
centralized economy to a market oriented economy initiated in the 1980s have boosted the
economic development of the country, bringing the concepts of modernization and globalization
to the masses of people of the country. Needless to say, Tibetan regions have been affected by
the national political and economic policies. The implementation of state-sponsored projects in
transportation, agriculture, animal husbandry, and education in the region make the changes
taking place at grassroots tangible. These projects have brought economic opportunities for local
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Tibetans, causing a great flow of temporary labor migrants that was unprecedented in the history.
The impacts of such economic activities on family dynamic and people's daily life are substantial.
Meanwhile, China's policies on family planning, and its modernization and urbanization projects,
such as housing and grassland fencing, have brought shifting changes to traditional Tibetan life
as well.
It was interesting to hear how older Tibetans narrated their life stories, distinguishing two
different societies of the "old" and "new." The "old" society was used to describe their life prior
to the arrival of the Communist government in the late 1940s and the "new" society marked
onwards of that time. They tended to associate the "new" society with more recent time to the
1980s, when political and economic reforms started in China. By that time, the ten-year Cultural
Revolution was over, and people saw an end to the commune system of the country. Farming
lands were returned from the commune units to private households. Since the reforms made in
the 1980s, China also started a rapid economic development. Therefore, Tibetans saw a better
and modern society, connecting it to the recent economic development of the nation and Tibetan
regions. Prior to the founding of the current Chinese government, the leadership of local Tibetan
communities was shaped by chieftains, tribe and village heads, nang so, and local lamas.
Chieftains and village heads of different ranks managed social affairs from a basic village unit to
a larger Tibetan region. These village level leaders were under the authority of nang so
institution and Shar lineage, the head lama of the main local monastery. The Chinese government
created a new system of selecting ordinary Tibetans as village leaders, who worked closely with
township governments. As a result, Tibetan communities began to have strong political ties with
the government system. Because of the change in leadership and its tie to the government
administration, dual social organizations were formed in both agricultural and pastoral Tibetan
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communities. Traditional social organizations of village, tsho ba, khyim kha ya or sha nye still
function today, while new social organizations sanctioned by the government, such as
administrative villages in farming areas and da dui and zu in pastoral areas, are in function when
associated with administration
The economic development of China and its development projects carried out in the
western regions have brought changes to Tibetan communities. Ordinary Tibetans were well
informed of the changes taking place in their surroundings and eager to utilize the new
opportunities. Numerous Tibetan farmers routinely engaged in cash-earning labor activities in
towns and cities. With the cash they made from these activities they built or upgraded their
houses, financed their children's education, and consumed other domestic goods. Tibetans
realized more about the necessity of formal education by traveling far beyond their traditional
communities and engaging in various non-farming economic activities. Life narratives and
accounts of pursuing different livelihoods outside a community attest that Tibetan life is more
dependent on the modern world, causing instant and frequent contacts with outsiders. It is in this
context that formal education is put in the center of Tibetans' lives. Underdevelopment, hardships
in farming and herding life, and the lack of alternatives in livelihood affected Tibetans' positive
attitudes towards education.
The nine-year compulsory education policy and expansion in higher education of China
have created better and easy access to formal education. This is especially true for those who
reside in remote, rural areas in the poor regions of the west, where education development lags
far behind the other parts of the country (Postiglione 2006). While educational reforms of China
built easier and more "equal" access to education, decentralized financing in education have
created new difficulties. Underdeveloped regions and provinces, such as Qinghai Province,
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struggle to meet their educational needs and many universities are left to survive on their own.
Fees are charged from students after the completion of the nine-year compulsory education and
higher tuition fees are required at undergraduate and graduate levels. While Tibetans used
education as the main investment for a better future for the younger generation and their
immediate families, the financial burden of education pushed many of them further in their
already hard economic conditions. Nevertheless, Tibetans pursued education actively and their
positive attitudes towards education did not seem to alter, despite the difficulties and obstacles
they encountered in the process. Changes took place in the family structure of Tibetans, with the
practice of new and more variety of livelihoods and the increasingly important role of formal
education,
Dynamics of Family Structure
In Villages A and B, the young and able people, both men and women, spent most of
their time in a year outside their villages, working at construction and collecting caterpillar
fungus. At home in villages were elderly and young children. Such change in family structure
altered the dynamics of families. While able men and women mainly focused on cash resources
of a family, the elderly took charge of responsibilities at home. They took care of young children,
farming, raising domestic livestock, and house chores. This caused a new division in labor and
responsibilities. The new labor division most prominently brought more duties to the elderly,
generating more complaints from them about their current living situation. Furthermore,
traditional power relations in a family were also challenged by the changes in labor division.
Some elders indicated that farming and other duties performed in the village were valued less
because these work could not convert to cash. On the contrary, the work carried out by the young
was viewed more importantly because such work generated cash. Certain old people stressed
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their decreased authority because they were no longer the main financial resources. In a similar
vein, young Tibetan women who engaged in cash earning activities and contributed to the family
cash income seem to have gained more power in their families.
In the pastoral community of this study, the change in family structure was influenced
mainly by grassland fencing project and resettlement followed afterwards. Fencing limited the
number of people who could survive on the land a family possessed, and pursuit of formal
education became a new investment for a different, better livelihood. At the same time,
resettlement and housing projects, which followed the grassland fencing, made education more
accessible. Pastoral people did not only pursue formal education in their local areas, but looked
for schools in other places that provided better quality education. Often, schools with higher
teaching quality and better facilities are located in bigger urban centers, such as township town,
county town, and prefecture town. Thus, some pastoral parents managed to put their children in
township town or county town schools. Such effort also involved finding a new home in towns
and movement of parents, grandparents in most cases, from the original home on the grassland to
the new home in town to take care of the school-age children and grandchildren. This is a new
phenomenon observable in recent years and is common in Tongren County. These adjustments
made for the sake of children's educational needs brought changes in the structure and dynamics
of a family. Traditionally, grandparents, parents, and children lived a herding life together on
grassland. Now, some grandparents and their school age grandchildren started a new life in town,
an environment that was totally different from their pastoral community. Grandparents
shouldered more responsibilities than they used to take care of their daily house chores in town
and be in charge of their grandchildren's educational activities. While attending schools in towns
assured better quality education, some concerns emerged. Some pastoral parents and
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grandparents complained that young children switched their language from a variety of Tibetan
that herders spoke to that of farmers, and tended to change their diet by favoring rice and dishes
that are common in towns over traditional Tibetan food tsamba.
In both agricultural and pastoral areas, family size shrank drastically. While elder
generations had five to six children on average, with the exception of some couple raising as
many as over ten children, most younger Tibetans who were under the age of 50 had one to three
children. Many had only one child. The change in family size was caused mainly by China's
population control policy. Having even fewer children than the policy allowed was encouraged
by the government, and birth rates were monitored and recorded. Government employees
experienced closer supervision in this regard from their work units. Parents were fined for
violating the policy and encountered difficulties when registering a child in the household
registration system (Ch. Hukou), which is important for the child's access to such services as
education and health insurance. However, there were other factors that affected family size.
Some pastoral people related having fewer children to the decreased amount of grassland, and
their concerns over their children's future relying on limited pasture land discouraged them from
having more children. As for some educated Tibetans, having fewer children was preferable
because they wanted to limit their financial burden required by children's education pursuits.
They were well aware that providing a higher education to a child, which most of them planned
to do, cost a fortune. Thus, some educated Tibetans indicated that they preferred to have fewer
children, one child only in some families, so that they would be able to manage their life better
financially. They believed that it would be more beneficial for their children, because with a
small number of children parents would be able to provide better education to them that would
assist them to build a better life. On the other hand, a small family was also connected to the
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concept of "modern" family. Schrempf (2008) records similar observations during her study
carried out in the same Tibetan area, and states that educated Tibetan women developed a
modern life for themselves by living in towns and having fewer children.
Marriage Pattern, Social Status, and Power Relations
Formal education impacts Tibetan marriage patterns. Among the elder generations,
arranged marriages took place at a young age-usually under 20. Marital connections were built
through kinship ties and social network. One married a close relative or a child of their parents'
friends'. In most cases, one's spouse was from the local area, either from the same village or
nearby villages. Contrary to this phenomenon, young Tibetans tended to find spouses on their
own, and often they married at a later age, over 20 to near 30. The new marriage pattern altered
the relatively narrow social and geographical boundaries that existed in old arranged marriages.
Schools and work places in urban centers provided more opportunities to meet people from
different places. Educated Tibetans seemed to discard the possibility of marrying a close relative.
Some viewed it as old-fashioned and strange. The reactions of young and educated Tibetans
towards marriage within kinship ties were not difficult to understand. This type of marriage was
popular and practiced only in some Tibetan areas, which was a taboo in some others. Chinese
marriage law discourages marriage among close relatives. Exposure to different concepts of
"acceptable" marriage influenced young Tibetans' perspectives on the subject.
It was common for educated Tibetans, especially those with higher education, to marry
around the age of 25 or later. Marriage age was affected by the time schooling required. Most
Tibetans finished college around the age of 23 and considered marriage when they secured a job.
Tibetans with higher levels of education generally preferred a spouse with similar educational
and career backgrounds. I often heard from people, both children and parents, that it would be
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good to find someone like “myself” or “themselves,” indicating their children’s educational and
career status. The few college graduates who secured permanent government jobs tended to
marry people with the same career status. Thus, the level of educational attainment, career status,
and in some cases the economic condition of one’s family, contributed to the making of a
marriage. Marrying late was also becoming common among young Tibetan farmers and herders.
A common complaint I heard in both communities was that it had become difficult to find
unmarried young people who practiced similar livelihoods. People said that nowadays most
young people were in schools and there was a declined chance to build a marriage with local
people who lived on farming and herding. This resulted in the delay in marriage among young
farmers and herders. At the same time, families had to reach out beyond their own community in
order for a marriage to take place.
Educational experiences and the level of education divided people into the categories of
“educated” and “uneducated,” and people in each category were aware of this division. People
who did not have or had very little education often showed their respect, and in some cases
admiration, for those who received an education, especially those who completed undergraduate
or graduate education. They thought that the "educated" had the knowledge that they did not
possess and could survive better in the modern world. More importantly, the "educated" had
chances to live a better-off and modern life in towns and cities. Similarly, young Tibetans were
proud of the education they received. Accounts collected from college students, graduates, and
their parents show that the level of one’s education attainment was an important factor that
defined the social status of individuals and their families. The higher level of education one
earned, the higher social status they received in their community. In addition to the role of
education in social mobility and social status, it also impacted the identity of Tibetans.
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Educational experiences labeled people into different groups, and educated Tibetans
differentiated themselves from those who lived on farming and herding in their traditional home
communities. Some college students and graduates characterized themselves as having different
views of the world, as well as having the knowledge and skills to fit in the modern world.
Contested Educational Issues
Tibetan formal education has improved and expanded since its establishment in the 1950s.
The number of schools has multiplied, together with teaching facilities and teaching force, and
education of different levels is made accessible by universalizing nine-year compulsory
education and expanding higher education. These government efforts have made Tibetan
education grow in a rapidly changing socioeconomic environment. While the centrality of
education in Tibetans' lives was striking, the shortcomings of Tibetan education were equally
noticeable.
"Minority education" of China poses much ambiguity because it lacks a consensus on the
definition of the subject and precise policy and documentary guidance. Relevant documents
address minority education as part of the Chinese educational system and the national education
policies shape its base, specific educational needs of minority regions are recognized to a certain
extent and could be incorporated into local education, and minority language is allowed to be
used in school (Yang and Wang 1993:385-388). Two educational objectives, "increasing the
education level of the people and to develop skilled manpower for production," ground Chinese
education policy (1993:385). Educational polices are subject to change due to different needs in
different historical moments. Educational reforms carried out in China in the late 1990s,
including the expansion of higher education, indicate that developing world-class universities
and training university graduates with up-to-date knowledge and skills are necessary to compete
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with developed countries (Levin and Xu 2005). New educational projects, such as "211" and
"985," which divided universities into different ranks for serving national and domestic needs
came along these reforms. The universities involved in these projects are granted the privilege to
receive funding from the central government, while many other universities struggle to survive
on their own. These educational innovations and changes created a new hierarchy in education
and problems regarding education equity (Bai 2006, Zha 2009).
Regional disparities in China have been a popular scholarly subject. The west is the
hinterland that is economically lagged behind the rest of the country, and the same situation
applies to the educational condition of the region. The west as the poorest region is also where
the majority of ethnic minorities reside. Thus, minority education encounters many educational
issues like insufficient teaching facilities and force (Postiglione 2006). As for Tibetan education,
among the issues educational policy and model, structure, and curriculum stand out. Bilingual
education has been practiced as the main model since the 1950s, although how the two languages,
Tibetan and Chinese, were used varied from time to time, and place to place.
In Tongren County, there was poor guidance on the use of Tibetan and Chinese
languages in schooling. The experiences of Tibetan students at different times show that
preference for one language over the other randomly switched from time to time. Changes were
often made on the basis of the personal subjective preferences of the leadership, rather than
objective needs and rationale. Tibetan teachers and students did not have a voice in the
development and change of educational models. The lack of regularity and consistency in
education model impacted students' learning experiences and results. For instance, switching the
teaching language of a subject, such as chemistry, from Tibetan to Chinese left students confused.
Many were unable to adapt to the change due to their limited language proficiency in Chinese.
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They found it extremely hard to study and absorb the terminologies of the subject in Chinese in a
short time. This type of teaching contributed to poor academic performance and many indicated
that they basically lost interest in learning. Students at different stages, from nine-year
compulsory education to higher education, had experienced similar situations. Some Tibetan
students and college teachers stated that because of these issues Tibetan students tended to
perform poorly in both Tibetan and Chinese languages. These teachers felt strongly that in recent
years there was noticeable decline in students' proficiency in Tibetan literature and language.
Providing limited academic programs for bilingual students was an additional issue for
Tibetan college students. Students said that college programs should not only focus on traditional
knowledge, such as Tibetan medicine and Tibetan literature, but also incorporate new knowledge
in the areas of politics, administration, management, and tourism. They thought that colleges
should offer a variety of programs combining the traditional and modern knowledge. However,
the universities that provided programs for Tibetan students from bilingual education
background lacked qualified bilingual teaching force, teaching materials, and other related
teaching facilities to make such innovation and improvement. Furthermore, the educational
structure of China duplicated educational issues.
The Chinese education structure consists of the regular Chinese school system designed
for Han-Chinese and others who are educated in Chinese, and the bilingual school system
designed for ethnic minority students who speak their own language. Usually, students have to
remain in the school system they started with. Tibetan students who begin their education in a
Tibetan school finish their higher education at a university that provides bilingual programs for
Tibetans. Because of this structural obstacle in Chinese education system, Tibetans do not have
access to other most prestigious universities in China to enjoy better educational resources.
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Structural, content, and linguistic issues in Tibetan bilingual education predetermined the
type and quality of education Tibetans received. It also affected their ability to compete with
students who graduated from regular schools when seeking jobs. Having limited knowledge
comparatively and linguistic difficulty in Chinese placed Tibetan college graduates at a
disadvantage and made them weak competitors in the employment system. The way the bilingual
educational model was practiced did not prepare Tibetan students to become high academic
achievers that could survive easily in the modern world. While improvement in bilingual
education is much needed little progress is shown.

181	
  
	
  

	
  

References
Attane, Isabelle
2002

China's Family Planning Policy: An Overview of Its Past and Future. Family
Planning Programs in the Twenty-First Century. Studies in Family Planning
33(1):103-113.

2013

Xining Huo Che Zhan [Xining Train Station].
http://www.baike.baidu.com/view/1861875.htm. Online. Accessed 12/06/2013.

2012

Xining Cao Jia Bao Ji Chang [Xining Cao Jia Bao Airport].
http://www.baike.baidu.com/view/1452889.htm. Online. Accessed 10/13/2012.

Baidu

Bai, Limin
2006

Graduate unemployment: dilemmas and challenges in China's move to mass
higher education. The China Quarterly 185(March):128-144.

Britannica
2013

Commune. http://www.britannica.com/ebchecked /topic/128992/commune.
Online. Accessed 03/18/2013.

Chan, Kin-Man
2009

Harmonious Society. In International Encyclopedia of Civil Society. Helmut
Anheier and Stefan Toepler, eds. Pp. 821-825. New York: Springer.

Clothey, Rebecca
2005

China's Policies for Minority Nationalities in Higher Education: Negotiating
National Values and Ethnic Identities. Comparative Educational Review 49 (3):
389-409.

Cohen, Myron L.
2005

Kinship, contract, community, and state: anthropological perspectives on China.
Stanford: Stanford University Press.

1976

House united, house divided: the Chinese family in Taiwan. New York: Columbia
University Press.

Dalton, George
1971

Introduction. In Economic development and social change: the modernization of
village communities. George Dalton, ed. Pp. 1-35. Garden City, N.Y.

182	
  
	
  

	
  

Dhondup, T. Yangdon
2011

Reb kong: Religion, History and Identity of a Sino-Tibetan borderland town.
Revue dEtudes Tibetaines 20 (4):33-59.

Dong, Yunchuan, and Jianxin Zhang
2007

On the discrepancy of access to higher education in a province with large
ethnic minority population. Frontiers of Education in China 2(1):74-88.

Du, X. M.
2004

Qinghai zang zu jiao yu jiao xue lun wen ji [Collection of theses on Qinghai
Tibetan education]. Xining: Qinghai Nationalities Press.

Farrer, James
2002

Opening Up: youth sex culture and market reform in Shanghai. Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press.

Fei, Hsiao-Tung
1939

Peasant Life in China: A Field Study of Country Life in the Yangtze Valley.
London: George Routledge.

Feuchtwang, Stephan
2001

Popular religion in China: the imperial metaphor. Richmond, Surrey: Curzon
Press.

Foner, Nancy
1973

Status and Power in Rural Jamaica: A Study of Educational and Political
Change. New York: Teachers College Press.

Freedman, Maurice
1962

Sociology in and of China. The British Journal of Sociology 13 (2):106-116.

Fried, Morton H.
1954

Community Studies in China. The Journal of Asian Studies 14 (1):11-36.

2011

An Analysis of the Factors Affecting Student Recruitment and Graduation in
Tibetan Areas. In Xi Zang She Hui Fa Zhan Yan Jiu [Research of Societal
Development in Tibet]. Ma Rong, ed. Pp. 234-254. Min Zu Chu Ban She.

Gelek

183	
  
	
  

	
  

Goldstein, Melvyn C.
2004

A Tibetan Revolutionary: the political life and times of Bapa Phuntso
Wangye. Berkeley: University of California Press.

1989

A History of Modern Tibet 1913-1951: the Demise of the Lamaist State.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Goodman, David
2004

The Campaign to ''Open Up the West": National, provincial Level and Local
Perspectives. China Quarterly 178 (June):317-334.

2004

Qinghai and the Emergence of the West: Nationalities, Communal
Interaction and National Integration. China Quarterly 178 (June):379-399.

Hawkins, John N.
2000

Centralization, decentralization, and recentralization: educational reform in
China. Journal of Educational Administration 38(5):442-454.

Heath, Shirley Brice
1983

Ways with Words: Language, Life, and Work in Communities and
Classrooms. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Horlemann, Bianca
2002

Modernisation Efforts in Mgo log: A Chronicle, 1970-2000. In A mdo Tibetans in
Transition. Toni Huber, ed. Pp. 241-269. Boston: BRILL.

Huang, Shu-min
1989

The Spiral Road: Change in a Chinese village through the eyes of a communist
party leader. San Francisco: Westview Press.

Jing, Jun
1996

The Temple of Memories: history, power, and morality in a Chinese village.
California: Stanford University Press.

Kolas, Ashild, and Monika P. Thowsen
2005

On the Margins of Tibet: cultural survival on the Sino-Tibetan frontier. Seattle:
University of Washington Press.

Ku, Hok Bun
2003

Moral Politics in a South Chinese Village: responsibility, reciprocity, and
resistance. New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, inc.

184	
  
	
  

	
  

Lai, Hongyi Harry
2002

China's Western Development Program: Its Rationale, Implementation, and
Prospects. Modern China 28(4):432-466.

Lamontagne, Jacques
1999

National Minority Education in China: A Nationwide Survey Across
Counties. In China's National Minority Education. Gerard A. Postiglione, ed. Pp.
281-339. New York: Falmer press.

Lareau, Annette
1989

Home Advantage: Social Class and Parental Intervention in Elementary
Education. New York: The Falmer Press.

Levin, Henry M., and Zeyu Xu
2005

Issues in the Expansion of Higher Education in the People's Republic of China.
The China Review 5(1):33-59.

Levinson, Bradley A.U., with Margaret Sutton and Teresa Winstead
2009

Education Policy as a Practice of Power: Theoretical Tools, Ethnographic
Methods, Democratic Options. Educational Policy 23 (6):767-795.

Lu, Youquan,and Yanjie Chi
2007

Educational Philosophy in China: A centennial retrospect and prospect.
Frontiers of Education in China 2(1):13-29.

Luk, Lai Ming
1998

Caterpillar Fungus: A Traditional Medicine.
http://www.herbarium.usu.edu/fungi/funfacts/caterpillar.htm. Online.
Accessed10/02/2012.

Min, Weifang, with Xiaohao Ding and Dongmao Wen and Changjun Yue
2006

An empirical study on the employment of graduates in 2005. Journal of Higher
Education 27(1):31-38.

Ministry of Education
2005

National Report on Universal Education in China (November). Chinese
Education and Society 39 (6):67-95.

Mueggler, Erik
2001

The Age of Wild Ghosts: memory, violence, and place in Southwest China.
Berkeley: University of California Press.
185	
  

	
  

	
  

Murphy, Rachel
2002

How Migrant Labor is Changing Rural China. Cambridge University Press.

Palden, Nyima
2011

Observation and Discussion of Teaching Language in Tibetan Schools. In Xi
Zang She Hui Fa Zhan Yan Jiu [Research of Societal Development in Tibet]. Ma
Rong, ed. Pp. 222-233. Min Zu Chu Ban She.

Parish, William L., and Martin King Whyte
1978

Village and family in contemporary China. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Postiglione, Gerard A., with Ben Jiao, and Sonam Gyatso
2006

Education in Rural Tibet: Development, Problems, and Adaptations. In Education
and Social Change in China: Inequality in a Market Economy. Gerard A.
Postiglione, ed. Pp. 136-159. New York: M.E. Sharpe.

Postiglione, Gerard A.
2007

School access in rural Tibet. In Education and Reform in China. Emily Hannum
and Albert Park, eds. Pp. 93-116. New York: Routledge.

1999

Introduction: State Schooling and Ethnicity in China. In China's National
Minority Education. Gerard A. Postiglione, ed. Pp. 281-339. New York: Falmer
press.

Safa, Helen I.
1971

Education, Modernization and the Process of National Integration. In
Anthropological perspectives on Education. M.L. Wax et al., eds. Pp. 208-222.
Basic Books, Inc.

Schrempf, Mona
2008

Planning the Modern Tibetan Family in China. In Figurations of Modernity:
Global and Local Representations in Comparative Perspective. Vincent Houben
and Mona Schrempf, eds. Pp. 121-151. New York: Campus Verlag.

Seeberg, Vilma
2006

Tibetan Girls' Education: Challenging Prevailing Theory. In Education
and Social Change in China: Inequality in a Market Economy. Gerard. A.
Postiglione, ed. Pp. 136-159. New York: M.E. Sharpe.

Shakya, Tsering
1999

The Dragon in the Land of Snows: a history of modern Tibet since 1947. Penguin
Compass.
186	
  

	
  

	
  

Stambach, Amy
2000

Lessons from Mount Kilimanjaro: schooling, community, and gender in East
Africa. New York: Routledge.

Tsang, Mun C.
2000

Education and national development in China since 1949: oscillating policies
and enduring dilemmas. China Review, Pp. 579-618.

Tsering, Sonam
2011

The Historical Polity of Repgong. The Basics. The Tibetan & Himalayan
Library. http://places.thlib.org/features/23751/descriptions/1225. Online.
Accessed 12/09/2013.

Tuafuti, Patisepa, and John McCaffery
2005

Family and Community Empowerment through Bilingual Education. The
International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism 8 (5):480-503.

Tuttle, Gray
2005

Tibetan Buddhists in the making of Modern China. New York: Columbia
University Press.

Upton, Janet L.
1999

The Development of Modern School-Based Tibetan Language Education in the
PRC. In China's National Minority Education. Gerard. A. Postiglione, ed. Pp.
281-339. New York: Falmer press.

Varenne, Herve, and Ray McDermott
1998

Successful Failure. Boulder, CO: Westview.

Vavrus, Frances
2002

Postcoloniality and English: Exploring Language Policy and the Politics of
Development in Tanzania. TESOL Quarterly 36 (3):373-397.

Wang, Shaoguang, and Angang Hu
1999

The political economy of uneven development: the case of China. Armonk, NY:
Me. E. Sharpe.

Wei, Xin, with Mun C. Tsang and Weibin Xu and Liang-Kun Chen
1999

Education and Earnings in Rural China. Education Economics 7(2):167-187.

187	
  
	
  

	
  

Xie, Z., and B. He
1994

Zang zu gu dai jiao yu [Brief history of ancient Tibetan education]. Xining:
Qinghai Nationalities Press.

Yang, C.K.
1959

A Chinese village in early communist transition. Cambridge, Massachusetts:
M.I.T. (Reprinted in C.K. Yang, Chinese Communist Society: the family and the
village M.I.T., 1965).

Yang, M., and Wang L.
1993

Zhong guo zang zu jiao yu shi lue [Brief history of Tibetan education of China].
Cheng du: Cheng du ke ji da xue chu ban she.

2008

Cultural Exclusion in China: State education, social mobility and cultural
difference. New York: Routledge.

Yi, Lin

Young, Graham
1986

Mao Zedong and the Class Struggle in Socialist Society. The Australian Journal
of Chinese Affairs 7(16):41-80.

Zha, Qiang
2009

Diversification or homogenization: how governments and markets have
combined to (re)shape Chinese higher education in its recent massification
process. Higher Education 58(1):41-58.

Zhou, Minglang
2003

Multilingualism in China: The Politics of Writing Reforms for Minority
Languages 1949-2002. New York: Mouton de Gruyter.

Zhou, Runnian
2003

Zang zu jiao yu [Tibetan education]. Cheng du: Ba shu shu she.

Zhu, Jielin
1990

Zang zu jin xian dai jiao yu shi lue [Brief history of modern Tibetan education].
Xining: Qinghai Nationalities Press.

Zhu, Jielin
1993

Gan ning qing min zu jiao yu shi jian bian [Brief history of minority
nationalities' education in Gansu, Ningxia and Qinghai]. Xining: Qinghai
Nationalities Press.
188	
  

	
  

