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NOTE ON TRANSCRIPTION AND TRANSLITERATION 

 

In the whole dissertation I use Chinese pinyin system for transcription of all Chinese 

names and words. For reader‟s convenience, for Tibetan names I use primarilly the 

Simplified Phonetic Transcription of Standard Tibetan of the Tibetan and Himalayan 

Digital Library (THDL), with exceptions of names that have a customary form of 

transcription in English (such as the names of scholars living outside of Tibet). Other 

Tibetan words are rendered in transliteration according to the Wylie system (A Standard 

System of Tibetan Transcription), which can as well be found in parentheses after the first 

appearance of each Tibetan name. Correct spelling of Tibetan names can also be found in 

the “Glossary of Tibetan Names” in part 7 of this dissertation. 

 For names of Sinophone Tibetan authors I use the Chinese form of their name in 

pinyin, only when mentioned for the first time I have added also the Tibetan forms of their 

names in parentheses, first in THDL and than in transliteration according to Wylie system. 

Some exceptions from these rules are in quotations, where I always maintain the original 

form of transcription. 
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ABSTRACT (ENGLISH) 

 

Proposed dissertation examines a so-far less discussed topic of modern Tibetan 

literature, which is for the purpose of this study defined ethnically, not as based on language 

of literary creation. Because of specific socio-historical and cultural conditions, modern 

literature in the Western sense has not emerged in Tibet until the second half of the 20
th

 

century. The emergence of modern Tibetan literature was, as in case of genesis of other Asian 

modern-style literatures, initiated by an encounter with another culture (i.e. „Western‟, 

„rational‟, „scientific‟ worldview, which was in case of Tibet introduced through the 

communist China). In the beginning of the 1980s, this process was de facto enforced by the 

need (of Chinese as well as Tibetan elites) to establish this literature as an authentic Tibetan 

voice, affirming their will to modernization through Tibet‟s belonging to the PRC. At the 

same time, modern Tibetan literature emerged in a period of certain liberalization after the 

Cultural Revolution, which in Tibet manifested as a kind of „national revival„, oriented 

specifically on restoration of religion and related cultural heritage. During that period this 

literature thus served two seemingly contradictory interests. In Tibetan society it played 

mainly enlightening and didactic role. It on one hand served to assert Chinese dominance in 

Tibet, but on the other hand it served to Tibetan nationalist efforts in the sense of affirmation 

of a distinctive Tibetan cultural and national identity, independent on the inclusive Chinese 

identity. 

Proposed study, based on comparative analysis of three kinds of literature associated 

with Tibet, is specifically focused on the question of modern Tibetan identity and its 

reflection in modern Tibetan literature. In this dissertation, the literature about Tibet written 

by Han Chinese authors is viewed as one of important sources of influence for Tibetan literary 

self-representations in the beginning of the 1980s. This literature (similarly as Western 

colonial literature) used certain stereotypical strategies of representation that are rooted in 

domestic Chinese tradition of representing other, namely subject cultures, which reflect the 

inferior position of Tibet within dominant Chinese social discourse. Through the comparative 

analysis of literary style and technique, motifs, and symbolism of Chinese and Tibetan short 

stories about Tibet from the 1980s, an analysis that is inspired by postcolonial theory of 

literature and by theories derived from Said‟s critique of „orientalism„, this study attempts to 

define the “Chinese image” of Tibet in opposition to the “Tibetan perspective”, which is 

reflected in literary works of Tibetan authors.  
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The “Tibetan perspective” provides certain insight into modern Tibetan identity as it is 

represented in the works of contemporary Tibetan writers. As shown in this dissertation, such 

a discursively constructed identity reflects, appropriates and negotiates various influences, the 

most significant probably being the Chinese representations of Tibet and the stereotypes 

related to it, together with appropriated influences from the domestic tradition, from the 

Buddhism-influenced worldview, through traditional Tibetan identity concept based on 

common religion, language, and inhabited space, to specific cultural patterns rooted in 

traditional style of life. The relation of modern Tibetan literature - be it its Tibetophone part, 

inspired by modern Chinese literature of the May Fourth era, or its Sinophone part, influenced 

by Chinese „avant-garde‟ literature of the 1980s - to tradition, namely to Buddhism, is rather 

critical, and modern literature‟s primary aim is to show a path to modernity without loosing 

the distinctive Tibetan identity. In this sense, modern Tibetan literature played during the 

1980s a significant role in the formation of a secular intellectual discourse about modern 

Tibetan identity.   
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ABSTRAKT (ČESKY) 

 

Předkládaná dizertace se zabývá dosud nepříliš probádanou problematikou moderní 

tibetské literatury, jež je pro potřeby této práce definovaná na základě etnické příslušnosti 

autora, nikoli na základě jazyka literární tvorby. Vzhledem ke specifickým socio-historickým 

a kulturním podmínkám nedošlo v Tibetu ke vzniku moderní literatury v západním smyslu 

dříve než ve druhé polovině 20. století. Vznik moderní tibetské literatury byl, podobně jako v 

případě geneze jiných asijských moderních literatur, iniciován střetem a pronikáním jiné 

kultury („západní“, „racionální“, či „vědecký“ pohled na svět však v tomto případě 

zprostředkovala komunistická Čína). Katalyzátorem tohoto procesu se na počátku 80. let stala 

potřeba (čínských i tibetských elit) ustavit moderní tibetskou literaturu jako autentický hlas 

Tibeťanů potvrzující jejich vůli k modernizaci skrze přináležitost Tibetu k ČLR. Zároveň však 

moderní tibetská literatura začala vznikat v době relativního uvolnění po konci kulturní 

revoluce, jež mělo v Tibetu povahu specifického „národním obrození“, které spočívalo 

především v obnově náboženského života a s ním spojeného zájmu o kulturní dědictví. 

Dobová literatura tak sloužila dvěma zdánlivě protikladným zájmům. V tibetské společnosti 

hrála především roli osvětovou a didaktickou. V tomto duchu měla na jedné straně upevnit 

dominantní postavení Číny a Číňanů v Tibetu, na druhé straně však sloužila tibetským 

nacionalistickým zájmům ve smyslu potvrzení distinktivní tibetské kulturní a národní identity, 

nezávislé na inklusivní identitě čínské. 

Předkládaná studie, založená na komparativní analýze tří typů literatury vztahující se 

k Tibetu, se zabývá právě otázkou moderní tibetské identity a její reflexe v moderní tibetské 

literatuře. Jedním z významných zdrojů literárního vyjádření tibetské identity byla na počátku 

80. let rovněž literatura o Tibetu psaná čínskými autory (autory hanské národnosti). Ta 

využívala (podobně jako západní koloniální literatura) některé stereotypní vzorce zobrazení 

vycházející z domácí čínské tradice vztahu k jiným, především podřízeným kulturám, které 

odrážely podřízené postavení Tibetu v rámci dominantního čínského společenského diskurzu. 

Prostřednictvím srovnávací analýzy literárních postupů, motivů a symboliky čínských a 

tibetských povídek o Tibetu z 80. let 20. století, analýzy inspirované postkoloniální teorií 

literatury a směry navazujícími na Saidovu kritiku „orientalismu“, se tato studie pokouší o 

vymezení „čínského obrazu“ Tibetu v protikladu k „tibetské perspektivě“, která je sdíleným 

rysem děl tibetských autorů.  

Tato „tibetská perspektiva“ poskytuje určitou představu o tom, na čem se zakládá 

moderní tibetská identita, již moderní tibetští autoři ve svých dílech reprezentují a utvářejí. 
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Jak se ukazuje, takto diskurzivně utvářená identita odráží, přizpůsobuje a vyrovnává se 

s různými vlivy, z nichž za nejvýznamnější lze považovat čínský obraz Tibetu a různé 

stereotypy s ním spojené, a dále vlivy přejaté z domácí tibetské tradice, od buddhismem 

ovlivněného pohledu na svět, přes tradiční pojetí tibetské identity založené na společném 

náboženství, jazyce a obývaném prostoru, až ke specificky tibetským kulturním vzorcům 

založeným na tradičním způsobu života. Moderní tibetská literatura, ať už její tibetofonní 

část, inspirovaná čínskou literaturou Májového hnutí, nebo její sinofonní část, ovlivněná 

čínskou „avantgardou“ 80. let, se k tradici, především té buddhistické, staví spíše kriticky, a 

jejím primárním cílem je ukázat cestu k tibetské modernitě, aniž by přitom došlo ke ztrátě 

vlastní identity. V tomto smyslu hrála moderní tibetská literatura v 80. letech významnou roli 

v utváření sekulárního intelektuálního diskurzu o moderní tibetské identitě. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Background     

 

Before Chinese annexation in 1951, Tibet
1
 was an isolated and conservative country 

ruled by religious leaders as expressed through the paradigm of chos srid gnyis ldan (“religion 

and politics joined together”) (see for example Shakabpa 1988, Smith 1996, Goldstein 2007: 

1). The majority of traditional Tibetan literature was a purely religious literature devoted to 

Buddhism, and except for a minor part of folklore there had been no secular literature before 

the arrival of the Chinese. Chinese invasion resulted in an abrupt end to the traditional society 

during the 1950s (Shakya: 1999a). All religious activities were forbidden and all publications 

in the Tibetan language stopped, and until the end of the Cultural Revolution (1966-76) even 

public use of the Tibetan language (including in schools) was not allowed (Bass 1998). As a 

result of these specific historical conditions, Western type „modern literature‟ (Tib. Bod kyi 

gsar rtsom) did not develop in Tibet until very recently, during the 1980s (Hartley 2003, 

Shakya 2004), and it is closely related to the revival of tradition and to the new formation of a 

distinct modern Tibetan cultural discourse during this particular decade. Examination of a 

newly emerging national literature can thus provide important insights into problems in the 

formative process of national consciousness, and can help to clarify important questions 

concerning both collective and individual identity and its reflection in literature. Such 

formative processes of some Asian nations have already been examined (e.g. Anderson 1991, 

Duara 1995), but very few studies have looked at Tibet (e.g. Smith 1996, Anand 2007). 

Recent studies of modern Tibetan literature are restricted only to specific problems 

and so far there has been no research attempting to examine the issue in its complexity, 

considering the influence of development of literature in the PRC in general, or focusing on 

the relation between modern Tibetan literature and the negotiation of modern Tibetan identity. 

The most comprehensive work in the field of modern Tibetan literature has been done by 

Tsering Shakya (Shakya 1999b, 2001, 2004), who has adapted the theory of colonial literature 

for the examination of modern Tibetan literature. Shakya argues that the literature written in 

Tibetan should be read mainly as a “marginal voice” of Tibetans, who are reasserting their 

identity within the Chinese colonial discourse by emphasizing the choice of language (i.e. 

                                                 
1
 I use the denomination „Tibet‟ in its broader sense, not only for the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR), but as 

the so called “great Tibet“ (Bod chen po) (see for example Stoddard 1994: 124), also called “ethnographic Tibet” 

(for example Goldstein 1994: 77), including the traditional “three provinces” (Tib. chol ka sum), that is Ü-tsang 

(dBus gTsang), Amdo (A mdo), and Kham (Khams).  Within the administration of the PRC it includes the TAR 

and the autonomous prefectures and counties outside it, in Qinghai, Gansu, Sichuan and Yunnan.  
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Tibetan instead of Chinese). As a result, his research is concerned only with the literature 

written in the Tibetan language. Among the scholars that have recently examined the Tibetan-

medium
2
 literature of Tibet, and are publishing studies and articles in English, a great 

contribution has been made by Lauran Hartley (2003), who has focused on poetry and literary 

criticism, and by Riika Virtanen, who is working on the literary creation of Döndrup Gyel. 

The Tibetan-medium fiction has been researched by François Robin as well; unfortunately, 

her publications are mostly in French, and are thus for me accessible only with difficulty. 

Other scholars have specifically researched the literature written by Tibetan authors in 

Chinese
3
. Alice Grünfelder (1999) and Patricia Schiaffini (2002) have both examined the 

“hybrid identity” of the Sinophone writers that determined a specific „magical-realistic‟ style 

of authors such as Zhaxi Dawa (b.1959) or Sebo (b.1956). Yangdon Dhondup has published 

articles on Tibetan Sinophone fiction (2001) and poetry (2008). Lara Maconi‟s (2001, 2008) 

research looked at Tibet‟s “diglossia”, and the problems of literary discourse in such a 

“diglossic society”.  

Although since the 1980s a theoretical and critical discourse on modern Tibetan 

literature has developed in the Tibetan language
 4

, Han Chinese scholars and literary critics in 

the PRC pay scarce attention to literature written in minority languages and with a few 

exceptions (Geng 1994) they consider literature in Chinese as the only representation of 

„modern Tibetan literature‟ (this paradox has already been highlighted by Zhang Jun, see 

Zhang 1989). Such neglect is primarily caused by the inaccessibility of Tibetan-medium 

works for linguistic reasons, and by unfamiliarity with the Tibetan cultural milieu. This is the 

case for critics such as Zhang Jun, Zhu Xia, Dan Zhencao, and many others. There is only a 

handful of bilingual Tibetologists (such as Geng Yufang, or the Tibetan scholar Dangzhu 

Angben), who have included Sinophone as well as Tibetophone writers in their research of 

modern Tibetan literature. But significantly, any publications on modern Tibetan literature by 

Han Chinese scholars and critics do not distinguish whether the examined literary works were 

written and published in the Chinese or Tibetan language. This fact manifests the official 

Chinese attitude towards the „minority literatures‟, and contributes to the creation of the 

                                                 
2
 The terms as „Tibetan-medium‟ versus „Chinese-medium‟ (works), and „Tibetophone‟ versus „Sinophone‟ 

(authors/works) are now generally used by Western scholars who focus on modern Tibetan literature, such as L. 

Hartley, L. Maconi, P. Schiaffini-Vedani, F. Robin and others. 
3
 Most PRC and Western scholars consider it to be a part of modern Tibetan literature. However, at the same 

time it is a part of the Chinese “literature of Tibet” (Xizang wenxue), which is characterized not by the ethnic 

origin of the author, but rather by the theme or place of origin of the work itself (see chapter 2.5. of this 

dissertation for „Discussions and definitions‟ of modern Tibetan literature).  
4
 A brief overview of the Tibetan language studies of modern Tibetan literature shall be provided in Chapter 3.3. 
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desired official image of the PRC as a „unified multiethnic country‟ (tongyi duo minzu guojia 

同一多民族国家), where all nationalities are Zhongguoren 中国人. 

My research is in general concerned with the examination of three specific kinds of 

narrative fiction, particularly short stories,
5
 related to Tibet in some way that emerged in the 

PRC during the 1980s. These three kinds of fiction will all be considered in this dissertation 

as formative elements
6

 of modern Tibetan literature in the sense of establishing three 

seemingly independent literary discourses of „Tibetan literature‟, which however 

communicate with each other, and with their specific representations of Tibet contribute to the 

discursive formation of the modern notion of „Tibetanness‟ within the hegemony of the PRC. 

The three kinds of literature under discussion are: 1) narrative fiction written by Tibetan 

authors in vernacular Tibetan language; 2) narrative fiction written by Tibetan authors in 

Chinese, and 3) narrative fiction written by Han Chinese writers about Tibet. Whereas the 

first kind is usually clearly recognized as „Tibetan‟ due to the language used, the 

„Tibetanness‟ of the latter two kinds has been denied by some scholars (e.g. Shakya 1999), 

while at the same time has been accepted by others (for Sinophone literature by Tibetan 

authors see Batt 2001, Maconi 2001, Schiaffini 2002; the Chinese notion of Xizang wenxue 西

藏文学 includes the works of both Tibetan and Han Chinese authors)
7
.  

In my analysis I will focus on those authors and works that are considered to be a part 

of the „canon‟ establishing the three respective kinds of literature. While the works of Tibetan 

authors were „canonized‟ only in recent years by Western scholarship (including Tibetan 

scholars abroad) and through publication of translations, the Chinese-medium works were 

widely discussed inside the TAR/PRC, and re-published in several anthologies (especially the 

„magical realistic‟ short stories) that established the „canon‟ of the Chinese Xizang wenxue, 

but have not gained much attention in Western scholarship (with the notable exception of 

Zhaxi Dawa). The comparative analysis of the texts belonging to these three kinds of short 

fiction written by the foremost authors will attempt to define those traits that determine the 

                                                 
5
 Regarding the amount of published works that are relevant to the examined topic, I do not take into account 

poetry, which is a distinctive genre closely related to the traditional literature of Tibet by its ornamental and 

metaphoric languge (the kāvya tradition), and as such it requires a different methodological and theoretical 

approach than that for fiction. In contrast, short fiction (unlike the novel, which is clearly linked to traditional 

narrative literature), is a completely new genre, which is more or less unburdened by the tradional literary forms 

and classical language, and as such it was created primarily for the purpose of promoting modern ideas and 

values among Tibetan society.  
6
 By this, I am however not suggesting that the literature written by Han Chinese authors in Chinese language in 

or about Tibet should be considered „Tibetan literature‟. It is only one of the significant factors that have largely 

contributed to the Tibetan self-perception and thus self-representation in the second half of the 20th century.  
7
 This will be discussed in more detail in chapter 2.5. 
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„Tibetan nature‟ of the literature by ethnic Tibetan authors, no matter what language they use, 

in opposition to the „Chinese perspective‟ as revealed in the works written by Han Chinese 

authors. This comparative method allows for examination of the subject of modern Tibetan 

literature within a broader context of modern Chinese literature, and as a part of the complex 

process of modernization that - transferred to Tibet through China – initiated the process of 

the new awakening of national consciousness in Tibet during the 1980s. The ultimate goal of 

the analysis is to show how various literary representations of Tibet in the 1980s contributed 

to the formation of Tibetan self-awareness, and how this self-awareness is again re-

represented in „modern Tibetan literature‟. I argue that some of the earlier Han Chinese 

representations contributed, through a complex net of images, influences, appropriations and 

negotiations, to this process almost as much as the Tibetan ones that are thus to be seen as 

kind of reactions to the Chinese „minority discourse‟ in general, or the discourse on Tibet in 

particular. 

 

 1.2. Methodology, Sources and Scholarship 

 

          This project is aimed at examining modern Tibetan literature and related discourses 

within the context of the development of contemporary Chinese literature in the post-Mao era. 

The methodology is based on terminology and theories of postcolonial studies, which will 

enable me to combine literary analysis of selected works of fiction with examination of issues 

such as modernity, identity, hybridity, „translation‟ of ideas between different cultures, 

nationalism etc., as they are being negotiated in the literary discourse related to Tibet. My 

research focuses on short stories published during the 1980s and in the first half of the 1990s, 

mainly in the Tibetan-medium literary journals Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyu rtsal (Tibetan 

Literature and Arts) and sBrang char (Light Rain), and in the Chinese language literary 

magazine Xizang wenxue (Literature from Tibet), as well as in various anthologies
8
 that have 

appeared since then and republished the most influential works. I do not intend to provide an 

exhaustive overview of the three kinds of literature as specified above, as it would be out of 

                                                 
8
 Tibetan-medium literature was, from the early 1980s, published in several literary journals that were 

established in different parts of ethnic Tibet. The two journals mentioned above were of crucial significance, 

especially for narrative fiction, as the rest of the Tibetan-medium journals during the 1980s published mainly 

poetry. The other journals iclude: Zla ser ( New Moon), Bod kyi mang tshogs sgyu rtsal (Tibetan Popular Arts), 

Nyi gzhon (Youthful Sun), lHo kha’i rtsom rig sgyu rtsal (Lhoka Literature and Arts), lHa sa’i skyid chu 

(Kyichu River of Lhasa), and Gangs dkar ri bo (Snowy Mountains) (Shakya 1999: 60). On the other hand, most 

of the Sinophone literature about Tibet was during the 1980s only published in the sole Chinese-medium literary 

journal in the TAR, Xizang wenxue. The selected best short stories were later republished in several anthologies 

(see chapters below).  
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the scope of a single thesis due to the considerable amount of published material. Instead, I 

will work with a certain corpus of works that have been discussed in Chinese and Western 

scholarship about „modern Tibetan literature‟ or „literature from Tibet‟. By examining the 

works that received such critical attention, I seek to compare the „Chinese perspective‟ of 

„Xizang wenxue‟ (西藏文学 literature from Tibet) and „Zangzu wenxue‟ (藏族文学 Tibetan 

literature) as it is reflected in the dominant contemporary Chinese language literary discourse 

in the PRC, with the „Tibetan perspective‟ represented through both the Tibetan and Chinese 

medium fiction of ethnic Tibetan writers, and the related discourse provided by Western 

scholars.  

My thesis is divided into five chapters. The “Introduction” (chapter 1) provides the 

general background concerning the latest research within the topic and introduces the applied 

methodology and terminology.  “Approaching the Topic” (chapter 2) provides necessary 

information on the context of the emergence of modern Tibetan literature, and includes an 

overview of Tibetan traditional literature, an introduction into the development of modern 

Chinese literature (xiandai wenxue 现代文学) in the May Fourth period as well as the 

development of contemporary Chinese literature (dangdai wenxue 当代文学) with emphasis 

on the „post-Mao era‟ (i.e. after the Cultural Revolution). Further I provide information on the 

development of Tibet after the Chinese annexation (or „Liberation‟, jiefang 解放, as it is 

officially referred to in the PRC), where the particular focus is on the social development 

during the „relaxation‟ period after the end of the Cultural Revolution. The final part of this 

chapter provides an introduction into the discourse of „modern Tibetan literature‟ and 

„literature from Tibet‟ within and outside the PRC, and examines the question of audience for 

such literature(s).  

The topic of „modern Tibetan literature‟ will be discussed in two main sections. The 

first section (chapter 3) is more descriptive, and seeks to provide an informed in-depth study 

of the three kinds of literature that constitute the wider field for the examination of modern 

Tibetan literature as clarified above. The second section (chapter 4) is analytical, and is 

focused on more general questions of cultural/national identity as they are reflected in literary 

creation. Here, my aim is to reconstruct the two different perspectives („Chinese‟ and 

„Tibetan‟) on Tibet and Tibetan modernity through an analysis of primary sources, short 

stories in Tibetan and Chinese languages, in order to define a modern Tibetan identity as it is 

reflected in modern Tibetan literature. I see modern „Tibetanness‟ not as a state or a fixed 
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definition, but rather as a process, or a „discourse‟ in M. Foucault‟s sense
9
. It is a discursive 

identity that is continually (re)created through various inner and outer influences, and 

constantly undergoing change. In terms of the most important sources of influence, I see these 

as the various representations of contemporary Tibet in literary works and scholarship, as well 

as other artistic popular or official representations
10

. Here I use Prasenjit Duara‟s 

understanding of „identity‟ as “a subject position produced by representations in relation to 

other representations” (Duara 1995: 7). According to him: “The self is constituted neither 

primordially nor monolithically but within a network of changing and often conflicting 

representations.” (ibid.) My aim is thus to examine such “networks of changing and often 

conflicting representations” that have contributed to the formation of Tibetan identity in a 

certain period of time. 

In my research, I follow the line that was started by the publication of Edward Said‟s 

groundbreaking book Orientalism (Said 1978). Said‟s critique of Western scholarly discourse 

on the „Orient‟, which reflected the uneven power relations between East and West, has been 

frequently applied to China and her relation to her „minority nationalities‟ (shaoshu minzu 少

数民族 ) since the 1990s. The efforts of many Western scholars turned to showing in 

opposition to Said that the „Orient‟ is not “mute”, a passive recipient of representation and 

„othering‟ by the West, but that within the „Orient‟ itself it is possible to find “multiple axes 

of domination” (Schein 1997:72), which are analogical to the domination of the West over the 

East. In other words, the „Orient‟ itself is able to produce „orientalist‟ representations of its 

own internal Others. Such „orientalism‟, which describes the power relations within the 

„Orient‟ itself, has been given various names, such as “oriental orientalism” (Gladney 1994: 

94) or “internal orientalism” (Schein 1997: 73). The (Han) Chinese strategies of „othering‟ 

and exoticization of „minorities‟, the “portraits of primitives” created by the official as well as 

public scene, which at the same time play an important role in the reaffirmation of the Han 

Chinese own dominant identity, have been described in detail by Susan D. Blum (Blum 

1994).  

Such theories presuppose the political domination of the Han over other „nationalities‟ 

of the PRC, which is in the official Chinese rhetoric turned into cultural domination. The Han 

                                                 
9
 See M. Foucault. Archaeology of Knowledge. New York: Pantaheon, 1972. 

10
 I will focus mainly on the production from the PRC. However, there is a certain influence of the Western 

production in both Chinese and Tibetan representations of Tibet, and it will therefore be necessary to mention 

briefly the Western representations of Tibet to analyze their appropriation by Tibetan and Chinese intellecutals in 

the 1980s. It will be done primarily by examination of numerous secondary sources, such as Korom 1997, Dodin 

and Räther 2001, Esposito 2008 etc. 
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are thus officially seen as more „advanced‟, using the Western theories of social evolution 

from Darwin, through Lewis Henry Morgan to Marx and Engels
11

. The cultural as well as the 

actual political domination of the Han within the PRC is manifested through what Stevan 

Harrell has called “civilizing projects” within China (Harrell 1995: 4). The Chinese 

“civilizing projects” are in many aspects similar to the Western colonizing efforts in the East, 

their ultimate goal being „civilization‟, education, and finally the modernization of „backward‟ 

(luohou 落后) and „primitive‟ (yuanshi 原始) „minorities‟. At the same time, China‟s own  

modernization had been realized under similar circumstances under the colonial pressure of 

the West since the second half of the 19
th

 century, and the notion of modernity itself has been 

„translated‟ into China through Western social theories. Thus the Chinese “civilizing projects” 

in the „minority areas‟ are based on the one hand on the domestic Chinese Imperial tradition 

of „civilizing barbarians‟ in the peripheral areas of the Empire, and on the other hand on 

Western theories of social evolution, „translated‟ into the specific Chinese conditions. 

Another influential book that has derived its theory from Edward Said‟s orientalism is 

Donald S. Lopez Jr.‟s Prisoners of Shangri-la: Tibetan Buddhism and the West
12

, published in 

1998. Its publication has incited the same level of heated debates among Western scholars in 

Tibetan studies as Said‟s book did among Western orientalists twenty years ago. The point 

made by Lopez concerning Western scholarship on Tibet is analogical to Said‟s orientalism
13

: 

Tibet is an imagined object of research, a „Shangri-la‟ far from the contemporary reality of the 

region. The image of Shangri-la is inherently connected to Tibetan Buddhism, or rather to 

Western perceptions and representations of Tibetan Buddhism. Shangri-la is the lost 

„heavenly kingdom‟, the last treasure house of ancient wisdom (of Buddhist teachers) that had 

been forgotten in the West a long time ago. The Shangri-la-like image of Tibet is thus 

explicitly positive, but somehow unreal and illusory. Tibet is seen as a “peaceful land devoted 

only to ethereal pursuits” (Lopez 1998: 7), a mere “dream” (in contrast to the “real West”; see 

Norbu 2001: 375) with “no right for history” (ibid.), and thus for modernization, and 

                                                 
11

 L.H. Morgan has in his classical publication Ancient Society, or Researches in the Lines of Human Progress 

from Savagery through Barbarism to Civilization (1877) defined three levels of „civilization„ of human societies: 

savagery, barbarism, and civilization. Under the influence of Morgan‟s therory, Karl Marx, and specifically 

Friedrich Engels (in his book The Origin of the Family, 1884) have devided social evolution into four stages: 

primitive communism, class society (feudalism, slave society, and capitalism), socialism, and communism. 
12

 The name Shangri-la originates in a novel by James Hilton, The Lost Horizon, published in 1933. The name, 

as well as the novel, is inspired by the mythical Tibetan heavenly kingdom of Shambala. The book is a typical 

example of Western orientalist literature. From the 1980s onwards, the Chinese authorities have used Shangri-

la – Paradise on Earth – for marketing purposes, mainly in tourism. Quite recently a Tibetan township in Yunnan 

changed its name from Zhongdian (Tib. Gyelthang) to Shangri-la (Ch. Xianggelila).  
13

 In one of his earlier articles D. Lopez talks about the Western approach to Tibet as about “New Age 

orientalism“ (Lopez 1994). 
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existence in the contemporary world. As such, Tibet remains a subject of pure fantasies that 

heavily influence its contemporary position in the international relations. Tibet is on the one 

hand approached with sympathy by the intellectual and cultural elite as well as by the wider 

public:  

 

“The invasion of Tibet by the People‟s Liberation Army in 1950 was (and often is still) represented as 

an undifferentiated mass of godless Communists overrunning a peaceful land devoted only to ethereal pursuits, 

victimizing not only millions of Tibetans but the sometimes more lamented Buddhist dharma as well.” (Lopez 

1998: 7) 

   

But on the other hand, as an imagined „heavenly kingdom‟, Tibet has always remained 

outside of „real‟ international relations, and far from the actual interest of political elites in the 

West. Scholars in Tibetan studies are then, according to Lopez, nothing more than the 

mouthpieces of such representations of Tibet. Moreover, similarly to what Said has already 

pointed out, the represented tend to accept the „orientalizing‟ representations of themselves. 

As a result, the Tibetan exile community, headed by the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, has 

appropriated the Western representation of Tibet as Shangri-la in order to use it as a weapon 

in its own nationalist efforts aimed at the international arena. 

 In the last ten years since the publication of Lopez‟s book, many Western and exile 

Tibetan scholars and intellectuals have opposed
14

, or further developed certain parts of 

Lopez‟s „Tibetan-orientalist‟ discourse. Some have focused on the Western „orientalization‟ 

of Tibet, as for example the Tibetan exile writer Jamyang Norbu, who talks about “new age 

colonialism” (Norbu 2001: 376), which “disregards the historical development of Tibetan 

society, and the interest of Tibetan people who may be seeking change” (376). Others have 

rather turned to examination of the Tibetan appropriations of „orientalizing‟ Western 

representations, such as Toni Huber (2001) or Peter Bishop, who has argued that “Tibetans 

are not the „silent other‟ [as are the people of Orient in Said]...[they] themselves have not only 

vigorously contested the various Western images of Tibet, but have also participated in their 

construction” (Bishop 2001: 218). A specialist in international relations, Dibyesh Anand 

(2007), then used a method of examining various representations and self-representations of 

Tibet for an analysis of the formation of the Tibetan diaspora identity in India. For him, “[the 

exile] Tibetanness is a product of modernization, colonialism and displacement” (Anand 

                                                 
14

 For a critique of the metaphoric comparison of Western Tibetologist and exile Tibetan intellectuals to the 

“prisoners of Shangri-la”, see Dreyfus 2005. 
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2007: 94), it is a kind of “performance” (ibid., 88) aimed at a certain audience, or a discourse 

that is again and again recreated in a never ending process of appropriations and negotiations. 

 Until quite recently, not many studies have examined Chinese representations of Tibet. 

Since the beginning of the new millennium, only several short articles with quite specific 

focuses have been published, such as Thomas Heberer‟s (2001) study on representations of 

Tibet in Chinese propaganda art from the 1950s and 1960s, or Janet L. Upton‟s (2002) 

analysis of the Chinese appropriations of Tibetan culture in popular music in the 1990s
15

. 

Vanessa Frangville has recently provided a comparison of Western and Chinese 

representations of Tibet in the 1990s in her paper presented at a workshop organized by the 

University of Leeds in May 2008. Her analysis is based on a comparison of two films, a 

famous Hollywood movie, Seven Years in Tibet (1997), and the Chinese love story, Honghe 

gu (Red River Valley, 1997). In the same year, a two volume book Images of Tibet in the 19
th

 

and 20
th

 Centuries edited by Monica Esposito was published in Paris. Among contributors are 

scholars from Europe (and the US), China, and Japan with interest primarily in Tibetan 

Buddhism and its perceptions and appropriations in different countries with different cultural 

environments in different periods. The two volumes comprise parts dedicated to the West, to 

Japan, China, and Tibet, including brief overviews of Tibetan studies in particular countries. 

Only the study by Chinese Tibetologists Shen Weirong and Wang Liping, which examines 

images of Tibetan Buddhism in Chinese literature, is of some relevance for the present 

research. Neither of the studies so far published have, however, examined the influence of 

these representations on the formation of Tibetan identity (within the PRC) during the second 

half of the 20
th

 century. The focus of this dissertation is thus to analyze the “network of 

changing and often conflicting representations” (to borrow P. Duara‟s words again), that is 

Chinese, Western, Tibetan, and exile Tibetan, which emerged during the 1980s, and which I 

believe have influenced the formation of the modern concept of „Tibetanness‟ as it is reflected 

in „modern Tibetan literature‟.  

The actual research starts with an analysis of Han Chinese literature about Tibet as the 

first representations of Tibet in the PRC after the end of the Cultural Revolution. At the same 

time, the „new era‟ (xin shiqi 新时期) was a period when Chinese literature began again to 

draw inspiration from the West as it did during the first half of the 20
th

 century, until the 

interruption caused by the eruption of „literature for masses‟ (dazhong wenxue 大众文学) that 

was, despite the direct influence of Soviet proletarian literature, more reconciliatory towards 
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 Janet L. Upton has presented an evaluation of the discussions incited by the international promotion of the 

Chinese ‟Tibetan‟ music Sister Drum (Ajie gu) by a Han Chinese pop star Zhu Zheqin alias Dadawa. 
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certain aspects of traditional literature. It is thus fully justified to expect that the Han Chinese 

authors in the „new era‟ were inspired by some of the Western concepts in their portraits of 

Tibet, and such inspirations are one of the targets of my analysis. When analyzing the Tibetan 

literature (both Tibetan-medium and Chinese-medium), I have thus to consider all of the 

possible outer (i.e. Chinese and Western) and internal (i.e. traditional and modern, domestic 

and exile Tibetan etc.) influences. 

Secondary sources relevant to the research include Chinese language literary criticism 

of particular literary works, and the English language studies to modern Tibetan fiction. From 

the Chinese studies, the most important is probably Zhang Jun‟s (1989) epilogue to the 

anthology of the „new fiction from Tibet‟ (Xizang xin xiaoshuo 西藏新小说, Feng 1989). 

Zhang Jun is not only one of the critics who contributed to the creation of a „canon‟ of 

Chinese-medium literature from Tibet, but he is also one of the first critics to define what is 

modern „Xizang wenxue 西藏文学‟ as such. He pointed out that the authors of the new 

„Xizang wenxue‟ are not indigenous Tibetans
16

 (tu sheng tu zhang de Xizangren 土生土长的

西藏人 ) (432), but people who grew up in inland China and came to Tibet as adults 

(including some ethnic Tibetan writers such as Zhaxi Dawa and Sebo). Tibetan environment 

and culture thus seemed strange and exotic to them. This was one of the main factors that 

influenced the shape of the „new fiction from Tibet‟. Zhang Jun has defined this fiction as “a 

product of cultural blend” (wenhua hunhe de chanwu 文化混合的产物 ) (435), and 

emphasized the role of “local Tibetan culture” and of the “mysterious atmosphere of Tibet” 

(Xizang shenmi secai 西藏神秘色彩) (437). Zhang Jun himself thus remained within the 

„myth of Tibet‟, in whose construction he himself participated, and whose boundaries have 

still not been surpassed by Chinese literary and art criticism. 

From Western-languages studies on modern Tibetan literature, Tsering Shakya‟s 

articles about the emergence of modern literature in Tibet, published during the 1990s in 

various journals and publications specialized in contemporary Tibetan issues, are of 

considerable importance, in particular his Ph.D. dissertation from SOAS (2004), which 

represents the most comprehensive study on modern Tibetan-medium fiction yet. Tsering 

Shakya‟s interpretation of modern Tibetan-medium literature is clearly based on the theory of 

colonial literature. He is interested mainly in the methods of appropriating the dominant 

Chinese discourse by Tibetan (Tibetophone) authors in order to express their nationalist 
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 It is quite significant that Zhang Jun used for “Tibetans“ a vague term Xizang ren (Tibetans as people living in 

the territory called Tibet) instead of the clear ethnic term Zangzu ren (“Tibetan nationality”, i.e. ethnic Tibetans). 
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feelings. Tsering Shakya has emphasized the role of the choice of language in such nationalist 

efforts of modern Tibetan literature, and all Chinese-medium literature about Tibet is thus by 

him rejected as “colonial”. In his analysis of modern Tibetan literature, Tsering Shakya has 

focused on the influence of traditional Tibetan literature, stressing the continuity of modern 

narrative fiction (especially the full-length novel) with the traditional narrative genres, such as 

the sgrung (epic), rtogs brjod (“narration of real events”) or rnam thar (“stories of 

enlightenment”).  

Among the most significant publications on modern Tibetan literature in recent years 

is the book Modern Tibetan Literature and Social Change, edited by Lauran R. Hartley and 

Patricia Schiaffini-Vedani. This collection of short studies, focused on specific problems of 

modern Tibetan literature by Western and exile Tibetan scholars specializing in the topic, was 

published in 2008 and its editors have clearly turned to the inclusive definition of „modern 

Tibetan literature‟ “covering works by Tibetan authors writing in Tibetan, Chinese, and 

English” (Hartley, Schiaffini 2008: xii). The book aspires to provide information about a wide 

range of questions concerning modern Tibetan literature, “examining literary works and 

discourse in the PRC and in the exile communities in India, Nepal, and the western 

hemisphere” (ibid.). Its introduction by the editors offers a thorough recapitulation of the 

development of Tibetan literature during the 20
th

 century as well as a recapitulation of the 

scholarly research on it. Besides the editors, who are both important researchers in the field of 

modern Tibetan literature on American universities, the contributors include all of the 

scholars who have been publishing articles in English on modern Tibetan literature over the 

last two decades, namely West-based Tibetan scholars Yangdon Dhondup, Tsering Shakya 

and Pema Bhum, European scholars Françoise Robin, Lara Maconi, and Riika J. Virtanen, 

two ethnic Chinese (Hong Kong) US-based scholars Nancy C. Lin and Howard Y. F. Choy, 

as well as two India-based Tibetan intellectuals Sangye Gyatso and Hortsang Jigme whose 

essays in this volume were translated from Tibetan by Lauran Hartley. 

Recently, Patricia Schiaffini-Vedani (2002) and Alice Grünfelder (1999) have both 

examined Chinese-medium Tibetan literature, specifically the work of the Sino-Tibetan writer 

Zhaxi Dawa (A. Grünfelder‟s monography on Zhaxi Dawa is in German). They come to a 

similar conclusion that: first, the Sinophone literature of Zhaxi Dawa should be considered a 

part of modern Tibetan literature because of its specific character; second, that the specific 

character of Zhaxi Dawa‟s work (the „magical realistic‟ style) stems from the hybrid origin 

and background of the author, which, similarly to the colonial education of the Latin-

American magical realist writers, enabled Zhaxi Dawa to look at his „homeland‟ with a new 
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perspective, with the eyes of a native and a foreigner at the same time. P. Schiaffini‟s study 

has made a great contribution with a detailed analysis of the official Lhasa literary scene 

during the 1980s, and helped to clarify many questions concerning the official background of 

modern Tibetan literature as well as its relation to the Chinese-medium „literature from Tibet‟. 

The literary analysis of short stories in Tibetan and Chinese in this dissertation is 

informed by contemporary theories of nationalism and postcolonial critical discourse. 

Initially, Tibetan identity was often seen by Western and exile Tibetan scholars as primordial 

(for example Ekvall 1960, Norbu 1992, Dreyfus 1994, Stoddard 1994). Until the end of the 

1990s, the key question concerning Tibetan identity seemed to be about the „roots‟ of 

Tibetanness, which were usually identified as a common language, culture, and particularly 

religion (i.e. Tibetan Buddhism). This attitude is at the same time in accordance with the 

official Chinese (PRC‟s) adaptation of Stalin‟s Soviet definition of „nationality‟ (Ch. minzu 

民族), which is also defined as primordial (that is fixed) according to Stalin‟s four criteria 

(common language, territory, economic life, and culture). One of the most cited theorists of 

nationalism, Anthony D. Smith has in his book National Identity published in 1991 also 

inclined to the primordial character of identity, when he described the rise of modern nations 

from more primitive communities connected by a sense of a common identity, which he has 

called ethnie. However, for most specialists in the issues of nationalism, the primordialist 

theories of identity of the 1990s have long been surpassed by new approaches, which can be 

collectively called „circumstantial‟. These approaches consider (national) identity as 

something changeable, „fluid‟, or even intentionally „constructed‟.  

Different theories emphasize different factors that have contributed to the formation of 

„identity‟ and potentially to the outbreak of nationalism. For the purpose of this dissertation, 

two important works on nationalism from the 1980s and early 1990s are of special 

significance. The Czech historian Miroslav Hroch (1985) first emphasized the role of 

industrialization and modernization in the rise of modern nationalism (in Europe), which in 

Europe started around the 18
th

 century. According to him, industrialization incited irreversible 

social changes, and enabled the mobilization of masses, which led to the emergence of an 

engaged public community. Such a process did not start in Tibet until the second half of the 

20
th

 century, or more precisely not until the arrival of the reform era of the 1980s. Although 

we cannot talk about industrialization in Tibet (yet), modernization (initiated by China) 
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certainly played a crucial role in the formation of Tibetan national consciousness during the 

1980s (a period which was ended by a series of Tibetan pro-independence demonstrations
17

). 

Benedict Anderson‟s influential book Imagined Communities was published in 1991, 

and is often seen as a springboard for more radical „constructivist‟ theories of identity and 

nationalism. Nevertheless, Anderson has never „imagined‟ the communities (nations) as a 

fantasy or a construct. In his opinion, modern nations developed from certain cultural systems 

(“religious communities” or “dynastic empires” in Anderson‟s words) that preceded their 

emergence. Anderson has emphasized the role of communication (especially the press and 

publishing industry) in forming a sense of common identity among a community of people 

who, even though they do not know each other, still feel connected through a common 

language and common interests. In this dissertation, I have used Anderson‟s notion of an 

„imagined community‟ for Tibetans in a more or less figurative sense, while Tibetans did not 

see themselves as a nation until the very end of the 20
th

 century. Although the old Tibet was a 

distinctive “cultural system”, a religious community connected through a common “sacred 

language” (see Anderson 1991: 12), it was not a united empire ruled by one emperor. Through 

history, until the second half of the 20
th

 century, Tibetans have never been mobilized into a 

unity which would arouse nationalist feelings. It was only the Chinese occupation, the flight 

of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama to India, and the subsequent nationalist agitation that connected 

the „imagined community‟ of people with similar cultural habits, living conditions, and 

specifically religion together into a „nation‟. 

As for the theory of postcolonial studies, I am particularly indebted to Elleke 

Boehmer‟s (1995) comprehensive study Colonial and Postcolonial Literature, where the 

author examines chronologically the literatures from the territories that were until the middle 

of the 20
th

 century under the administration of the British Empire. She has introduced some of 

the key notions of the postcolonial discourse, such as „cleaving to/cleaving from‟ (colonial 

center), „approximation‟ (of the dominant colonial discourse), „mimicry‟, „hybridity‟ etc., 

which are very useful when analyzing modern Tibetan literature, although neither Tibet nor 

China have ever been colonized in a proper sense. Nevertheless, during the 19
th

 century 

Imperial China was forced into an inferior semi-colonial position by the invading Western 

powers (during the so called „Opium wars‟, 1839-1842, and 1856-1860). Such an encounter 

with the West undoubtedly initiated the process of China‟s modernization in a similar way as 

it did in the colonized territories in Asia and Africa. These encounters with foreign powers 
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 For a detailed account of the demonstrations see Schwartz 1994a. 
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were a significant source of new information for Chinese intellectuals, a new philosophy, 

ideology, and science. The whole development of China in the first half of the 20
th

 century, in 

particular after the so called May Fourth Movement
18

 of 1919, was strongly influenced by the 

ideology and values that were „imported‟ from the West, and the period from the 1920s to 

1930s is symbolic of a highly critical revaluation of Chinese tradition. It is thus partially 

justifiable to examine modern Chinese literature with the use of certain aspects and terms of 

the colonial discourse. The contemporary situation of Tibet (which became a target of similar, 

but less successful, colonial efforts of the Western powers as China had at the beginning of 

the 20
th

 century) is, on the other hand, clearly analogous to that of the former colonies of 

European countries in that sense that it is ruled by another nation with a distinctively different 

language and culture (i.e. communist China), whose dominant values and ideology have been 

forced onto Tibetans as the only possible approach to the world. 

In the case of contemporary Tibet and its new literature, similar issues are emerging as 

those connected to the nativist and postcolonial literatures, including the notions of 

„appropriation‟ and „approximation‟ of the dominant discourse by the indigenous writers, and 

the active re-creation of the indigenous history and tradition in order to express nationalist 

feelings. The identification of the processes and strategies used in modern Tibetan literature 

that are similar or analogous to those used by the postcolonial and nativist literature can help 

to clarify the complicated question of modern Tibetan identity, which is the main focus of this 

dissertation.    

 

1.3. The „Unlikely Heroes‟
19

: The Role of Writer in the PRC during the 1980s 

 

 The role of a writer (or an intellectual) in a society is always a very complex issue, 

especially in the case of societies ruled by a non-democratic regime, where the role is to a 

large extent influenced or even dictated by the state and related cultural institutions 

subordinated to it. Although the examination of the role of writer in the PRC during the 1980s 

is not the main concern of this dissertation, it is necessary to provide a short description of the 

problem to fully understand the impact of literary production on the development and general 
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 On the May 4th, 1919, a student demonstration took place in Beijing, in which Chinese students and foremost 

intellectuals protested against the results of the Treaty of Versaille, which, as they believed, was harmful to 

Chinese interests. It broke out into a nation-wide anti-imeperialst cultural and political movement that 

completely changed the face of China. Modern literature that emerged from the so called May Fourth Movement 

will be discussed in more detail in chapter  2.2. 
19

 I have borrowed in an allusion the title of Ezra F. Vogel‟s essay which examines the social role of the writers 

of the May Fourth generation, published in the volume Modern Chinese Literature in the May Fourth Era edited 

by Merle Goldman, (see Goldman 1977). 
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atmosphere of Chinese society. Although the role of a writer (if there were some “writers” at 

all) and intellectual in Tibet was traditionally very different from the Chinese model, as Tibet 

is today an inseparable part of China and shares the same institutions and government tools, 

the situation of writers/writing is very much similar to that in other parts of the PRC. The 

Chinese literary establishment in the 1980s has been examined in much detail by Perry Link 

in his book Uses of Literature (Link 2000), other important sources in this regard include 

books by Geremie R. Barmé, namely in his book In the Red (Barmé 1999). 

 The role of literature, and consequently writers or literate people in general in Chinese 

society has always been enormously important. This was determined historically, as in 

traditional China the country was ruled by a class of literati officials selected through civil 

service examinations, where only knowledge of classical canonical texts and literary abilities 

of adepts were checked, at the expense of practical knowledge. The role of literature (in its 

broad sense of wen) as a tool inseparably interconnected with administration and government 

had a continuity lasting for centuries in Imperial China, and its impact is still evident during 

the 20
th

 century. From among writers, the most important individuals recruited contributing to 

the modernization of China in the first half of the 20
th

 century. Later, for Mao Zedong and his 

communist government, writers and intellectuals were always an important class whose co-

operation was necessary for the successful subjugation of the whole society. The persisting 

importance of literature and its authors in the PRC during the 1980s has been illustrated by P. 

Link in the introduction to Uses of Literature, where he has listed several examples of the 

exclusive position assumed by various kinds of literary activities in Chinese social and 

political life (Link 2000: 6-9). In his opinion, literature in socialist China (of the 1980s) 

occupied “the very central place in life” (ibid., 12). Under such conditions, it is quite 

reasonable to assume that literature played a similarly important role in the intellectual life in 

Tibet in the examined period
 20

. Such an assumption is also confirmed by Lauran Hartley, 

who has in her research focused on Tibetan-medium literary discourse and literary criticism in 

Amdo (see Hartley 2003)
21

. 

 Considering the specific role of literature in Chinese social and political life, it is 

obvious that literary activities and all production are permanently under the control of the 

state and Communist Party. Censorship is thus one of the factors that have to be taken into 
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 By which I do not suggest that the impact of literature reached the broad masses of Tibetan people. Such 

impact had its restrictions, particularly in the general development of Tibetan society and in low literacy rates 

among the Tibetan population, as it will be argued in chapter 2.6. of this dissertation. 
21

 The situation in Tibet and L. Hartley‟s study on Tibetan literary discourse will be discussed in more detail in 

chapter 2.4. 
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account by any scholar with an interest in contemporary Chinese (and Tibetan) literature. P. 

Link and G. Barmé in their books both use the metaphor of the “Chinese socialist literary 

system” (Link 2000: 14) as a “velvet prison”, which is a simile used originally by Hungarian 

writer Miklos Haraszti in his book of the same name to describe the Hungarian socialist 

system of censorship before 1989. The Chinese system was – in comparison with Soviet or 

Eastern Europe‟s systems of literary control - quite specific in that it rarely intervened directly 

in the process of publication, leaving “blanks or obliterations on printed pages” (ibid., 56). It 

used a highly sophisticated method of sneaking psychological pressure rather than clearly set 

bureaucratic tools. As P. Link has characterized it: 

 

“Socialist China did not have the kind of formal censorial organs that other autocratic regimes have 

maintained. Literary control was less mechanical, and more psychological, than it has been elsewhere. It 

depended primarily on the private calculation of risks and balances in the minds of writers, editors, and those 

who supported them.” (ibid., 81) 

 

The control was generally based on self-censorship at the primary level of production and 

publication (i.e. writers and editors), which was carried out „voluntarily‟ due to the fear of 

punishment. As remarked by P. Link, such a system was also highly effective because of its 

„unreadability‟. The rules were usually set very vaguely, and the authors and editors had to be, 

in P. Link‟s words, their “own judge[s] of the foggy and treacherous political-literary 

„weather‟” (ibid.). 

 Any open opposition was almost unthinkable in the Chinese literary system, and 

dissenting ideas were never formulated explicitly. For this purpose, the authors often resorted 

to “historical analogy, fable, allegory, or the like” (ibid., 59), a method that has a long 

tradition in China
22

. In the 1980s it was used with success by Tibetan authors as well, as will 

be discussed later. However, a certain willingness of writers to expose themselves to the 

potential threat of punishment by publishing critical texts (be it in allegorical form or more 

open in more relaxed periods) has been always present in the PRC
23

. This willingness 

(supported by the power of literature in the Chinese society) stems from the key notion of a 
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 Some of the most famous historical examples could be said to include Kong Shangren‟s kunqu opera Taohua 

shan (The Peach-Blossom Fan) from the early Qing period (17th century), Li Ruzhen‟s Jinghua yuan (Flowers 

in the Mirror), or Liu E‟s Laocan youji (The Travels of Lao Can) from the late Qing period (the end of the 19th 

and beginning of the 20th century), and Wu Han‟s historical play Hai Rui ba guan (Hai Rui Dismissed from 

Office) from the beginning of the 1960s (that later led indirectly to the break up of the Cultural Revolution). 
23

 Such „dissenting voices‟ became the focus of several studies by Western sinologists, for example Merle 

Goldman‟s Literary Dissent in Communist China. New York: Atheneum, 1971, or  New Ghosts, Old Dreams. 

Chinese Rebel Voices, edited by Geremie Barme and Linda Jaivin, New York: Random House, 1992.  
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writer‟s „responsibility‟ for the development and well-being of society. It is in accordance 

with an assumption, based on a centuries-old tradition in China that “a literary intellectual has 

a responsibility to help set the world in order” (ibid., 105). Such a role for writers as the 

„conscience of the nation‟ and one of the tools for its rectification has however always been 

double-edged, as on the one hand the writers felt personally bound (and in some periods were 

even officially urged) to portray the real state of society and to criticize its negative aspects, 

while on the other hand their critique was strictly, even if not always clearly, restricted by the 

official guidelines (both ideological and ethical). The writers had thus always to balance on a 

knife-edge in attempting to fulfill their responsibility while keeping „within the lines‟. 

 From the previous characteristics of the role of literature and writers in the PRC it is 

obvious that any piece of literary work is automatically seen as a kind of politically and 

socially responsible act, and that the artistic aspect of literature is in general seen as secondary 

in the PRC. Not considering the traditional role of literature and the „uses of literature‟ in the 

May Fourth era, such an approach was codified during the 1940s by Mao Zedong in his Talks 

at the Yan’an Conference on Literature and Art
24

, where Mao distinguished between 

„political‟ and „artistic‟ criteria for the evaluation of literature and art, and clearly expressed 

the prominence of politics above art. It is nevertheless important to note that (especially 

young) writers during the 1980s were in strong opposition towards the politically engaged 

literature, and sought the artistic expression of more subjective issues rather than writing 

„socially responsible‟ works. It is thus necessary to use different criteria when evaluating the 

works of young „avant-garde‟ Han Chinese authors writing in Tibet in the 1980s, who 

emphasized the literary experiment at the expense of the social impact of their works, and the 

works of Tibetan (Tibetophone) authors who inclined more towards „socially responsible‟ 

literature with less emphasis on the artistic aspect. 

 The situation of literature and the role assumed by writers in the PRC at least until the 

end of the 1980s determine and justify the approach to literary art used in this dissertation, 

and lead us to two important conclusions that shall be considered in the following analyses: 

Firstly, in the PRC, literature has the potential to play an important role in any kind of 

national debate, and is to be seen as an important arena for intellectual discourse on such 

topics as modernization, „national character‟, or national/cultural identity. Secondly, due to 

omnipresent censorship, while analyzing any kind of literary work it is necessary to „read 
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 Zai Yan´an wenyi zuotanhui shang de jianghua 在延安文艺座谈会上的讲话. For an English translation and 

commentary see McDougall, Bonnie. Mao Zedong´s “Talks at the Yan’an Conference on Literature and Art. A 

Translation of the 1943 Text with Commentary. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1980. 
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between the lines‟, and to search for symbols, parallels or allegory, as those are the natural 

(and traditional) means used by authors to express dissenting voices and to deal with 

censorship.       

 

1.4. Clarification of Terms 

 

In this chapter, I would like to list some of the important terms that are being used 

throughout this dissertation, and to define and clarify their meaning as I understand and use 

them. I use the term „identity‟ (from Latin as „sameness‟) more in the sense of 

„consciousness‟ or „awareness of belonging to‟ (a nation, a culture), which is closer to the 

Chinese term yishi 意识 than to two other words used to translate the English word „identity‟, 

shenfen 身份 and rentong 认同. In this sense, I use synonymously the terms „Tibetan identity‟ 

and „Tibetanness‟ (of an author or a work of fiction), as both refer to what is consciously  

presented and perceived as „Tibetan‟ and is clearly recognizable as such (usually in contrast to 

„Chinese‟ or „Western‟).  

The key term „(modern) Tibetan literature‟
25

 is in this dissertation used exclusively for 

literature written by authors of Tibetan nationality, and includes generally literature in all 

possible languages Tibetan writers may use for their literary creation. However, this study is 

mainly concerned with literature (fiction) created and published within the PRC since the 

1980s, which includes fiction in only two languages, Tibetan and Chinese (my use of the term 

„Tibetan literature‟ is thus analogical to the Chinese term Zangzu wenxue 藏族文学, rather 

than Xizang wenxue 西藏文学, which refers to all literature originated and published in the 

TAR). For the literature that is written in the Tibetan language I use the terms „Tibetophone‟ 

or „Tibetan-medium‟ (fiction) synonymously. For works written in the Chinese language I use 

the analogous terms „Sinophone‟ and „Chinese-medium‟ (fiction). The terms „Tibetophone‟ 

and „Sinophone‟ may also refer to authors (i.e. authors who use exclusively the Tibetan, 

respectively Chinese language in their literary creation). By „Chinese literature‟ I mean 

primarily literature written by Han Chinese authors. In the case of literature from/about Tibet, 

this may include all „Chinese-medium‟ literature, but it never includes the Tibetan-medium 

works. These are, however, included in the general term „PRC literature‟, which refers to all 

literature that originated and was published in the PRC.  
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If I use the term „nationality‟, I use it in accordance with the Chinese term minzu 民族 

in the sense of shaoshu minzu 少数民族, i.e. as a „minority nationality‟ (one of the 55 which 

are officially recognized in the PRC). In this sense, I translate the Chinese terms (shaoshu) 

minzu wenxue/zuojia (少数) 民族文学/作家 as „minority literature/writer‟. It refers to all 

literature written by authors who have the status of any officially recognized „minority 

nationality‟ in the PRC, that is literature written in Chinese as well as in any other language 

used within the PRC. Occasionally I use the term „Sino-Tibetan writer‟, which refers solely to 

ethnically and culturally hybrid writers (such as Zhaxi Dawa, Alai, and Sebo), not to all 

Sinophone Tibetan writers. 

For the purpose of this study, the term „outsider‟ is used exclusively in the sense of a 

person who remains outside the culture that is shared by a certain group of people inhabiting a 

certain territory (an ethnic community or a nation). It means that such a person comes from a 

different cultural background, as it is expressed in the Chinese term yiwenhuazhe 异文化者 

(lit. “a person with different culture”). In this dissertation the term „outsider‟ is always used in 

reference to Tibetan culture, unless specified otherwise. In contrast, the people who are 

„inside‟ the group sharing the same cultural background may be called „insiders‟, which is a 

term that I use synonymously with „indigenous‟ or „native‟ (people, culture, literature, etc.).
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2. APPROACHING THE TOPIC  

2.1. Literary Traditions of Tibet 

 

 The vast Tibetan plateau that is on all sides separated from the rest of the world by 

high mountains is an area traditionally inhabited by Tibetans, who call their territory Bod 

ljong and denote themselves as Bod rigs. Tibetans are an ethnic group that can be fully 

described as an “imagined community” in Benedict Anderson‟s (1991) sense: although they 

inhabit a wide area that is due to historical as well as modern political reasons split and 

distributed among the neighboring countries, and do not have one codified standard 

vernacular common language, they posses a common sense of belonging to the community, 

which is based mostly on cultural and religious terms
26

. It was above all the landscape and the 

specific living conditions that determined the economy of the Tibetan plateau and played an 

important role in the formation of the distinctive Tibetan culture.  

When talking about „Tibet‟, it is sometimes necessary to differentiate between „Tibet 

proper‟ (usually called “political Tibet”), and the „great Tibet‟ (Tib. Bod chen po, also 

“cultural” or “ethnographic Tibet”)
27

. The „political Tibet‟ encompasses the area now 

generally called Xizang 西藏 in Chinese, consisting of Central Tibet (Ü-tsang), Western Tibet 

(Ngari), and the western part of Eastern Tibet (Kham), areas that after 1951 became the 

territory of the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR, Ch. Xizang Zizhiqu 西藏自治区, Tib. Bod 

rang skyong ljong; as such established only in 1965). The „(great) ethnographic Tibet‟ then 

also includes areas outside of the TAR, but historically inhabited by Tibetans: Amdo (parts of 

provinces Qinghai, Gansu and Sichuan) and Kham (parts of provinces Sichuan and 

Yunnan)
28

. There are also Tibetan communities that have inhabited the southern slopes of 

Himalayas in Nepal and India for centuries (such as Sikkim, Ladak and Zanskar), but these 

are usually not included in the „great Tibet‟, although they are historically and culturally 

related to Tibetans. The whole territory of the „great Tibet‟ is inhabited by 5.5 million ethnic 
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 Dawa Norbu in his article“´Otherness´ and the Modern Tibetan Identity” has pointed out that such a “pan-

Tibetan identity” based on common religion and culture has been stressed only after the annexation of Tibet due 

to the Chinese presence in Tibetan areas. He has defined it as a “politicized cultural identity” that is constructed 

consciously, as an opposition to the inclusive „Chinese identity‟ (i.e. Zhongguoren, Zhonghua minzu) of the PRC 

government. (Norbu 1992) 
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 The term „political Tibet‟ was used by the British diplomat Hugh Richardson “for the polity ruled by the Dalai 

Lamas” in contrast to the „ethnographic Tibet‟ used “for areas such as Amdo and Kham which were outside the 

state” (see Goldstein 1994: 77). 
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Tibetans, and some 122,000 Tibetans are living abroad, mainly in Nepal, Bhutan, India, the 

USA, and Europe. 

 The historic territory of Tibet is an area with its own cultural and literary traditions 

that were, however, despite the geographical isolation, influenced for centuries by two large 

neighboring countries, respectively cultures, China and India. In general, Chinese influence 

was historically more prominent in the economic, political and partly also cultural spheres, 

whereas India influenced Tibet spiritually, through religion (Kolmaš 2004: 9). Buddhism 

arrived from India before the end of the 7
th

 century, during the rule of King Songtsen Gampo 

(Srong btsan sGam po, 605-650
29

), and gradually gained a predominant role in the formation 

of Tibetan culture. The invention of a Tibetan writing system in the same period enabled the 

emergence of the first written literature in Tibet. Due to the important position of Buddhism 

in Tibetan society, in the case of classical literature (which continued unbroken until the mid-

20
th

 century) Indian influence clearly dominated over influence from China.  

As Lauran Hartley and Patricia Schiaffini-Vedani mention in their “Introduction” to 

the volume of essays about modern Tibetan literature: “A range of classical Tibetan genres 

have their roots in India.” (Hartley, Schiaffini 2008: xvii). The majority of the literature 

influenced by the Indian models was closely connected with Buddhism, such as aphorisms, 

popular stories based on jātaka tales or biographies of Buddhist saints and teachers etc. 

Although before the arrival of Buddhism in Tibet there was also a native, non-Buddhist 

tradition of oral literature connected with the indigenous religion Bön, until the 20
th

 century 

secular literature was almost nonexistent in Tibet (Kolmaš 2004: 11). For centuries, the only 

alternative to purely religious literature were folk stories and fairytales that mostly depicted 

fighting with demons and evil spirits in defense of Buddhism (Cabezón, Jackson 1996: 14). 

Such literature had its roots in traditional oral narration and only quite recently was also 

recorded in written form – as for example the most representative „national narrative‟, the 

Gesar epic, or more recently the stories of „Uncle Tönpa‟ (A khu ston pa) etc. 

According to the traditional classification of classical Tibetan texts, Kolmaš suggests 

listing the classical textual categories in the following order: 

a) Philosophic works (mtshan nyid rig pa) 

 b) Religious works (chos lugs) 

 c) Literary works (rtsom rig) 

 d) Historical works (lo rgyus) 
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 e) Scientific literature (mkhas ´jug, bshad mdzod) (such as encyclopedias, medical and 

pharmacological works, astrology, astronomy, philology and lexicology etc.) 

The only relevant section that can be compared to literature in the sense of Belles-Lettres is 

the category of „literary works‟, which can be further divided into genres: poetry (snyan 

ngag), liturgical songs (mgur) and folksongs (glu), epos (sgrung), drama (zlos gar), Tibetan 

opera (a lce lha mo), novels (sgrung rtsom) and fables, fantastic stories and fairy tales (gtam 

rgyud, bshad srol) (Kolmaš 2004: 14).   

 Written literature appeared in Tibet for the first time with the arrival of Buddhism 

during the period of the Tibetan kingdom established by King Songtsen Gampo in the 7
th

 

century. The earliest works were translations of Buddhist texts from Sanskrit and original 

Tibetan Buddhist works inspired by Indian literature (such as the works of the first Buddhist 

teacher in Tibet, Padmasambhava). Among the earliest texts from the 7
th

 and 8
th

 centuries we 

can also find the first historical records (with an emphasis on the history of Buddhism) that 

were to become the main genre along with Buddhist literature. The popularity of historical 

literature lasted until the mid-20
th

 century, as testified by the writings of Gendün Chömpel 

(dGe ‘dun Chos ‘phel, 1903-51), “the first „modern‟ scholar of Tibet” (Mengele 1999, cit. in 

Hartley 2008: 5), who contributed to the tradition with his unfinished history of Buddhism in 

Tibet, the White Annals (Deb ther dkar po, 1946). The Mirror of Kings (rGyal rabs gsal ba’i 

me long) by Sönam Gyaltsen (bSod nams rGyal msthan) from the second half of the 14
th

 

century should be mentioned as the most important example of an historical work, which 

established the tradition of „ficto-historiographies‟, a combination of historical facts and 

religious legends, fantastic stories and literary fiction, and became a model work for future 

chronicles. 

 However, unlike in China, the popularity of the historical record genre did not lead to 

the development of narrative fiction. In China, there has always been a strong relationship 

between „great‟ history (shi 史) and fiction („small talks‟ - xiaoshuo 小说) and the narrative 

techniques applied in literary fiction were inspired by the narrative character of historical 

chronicles, beginning with Sima Qian‟s “Historian‟s Records” (Shiji 史记)
30

. In Tibet, fiction-

writing developed relatively late, and, apart from the oral narrative tradition, it was much 

more influenced by the Indic-inspired tradition of Buddhist literature (a combination of prose 

and poetry, the use of poetic metaphors etc.) and by biographies of lamas and other important 

religious individuals (see Cabezón, Jackson 1996), as it will be discussed later. Biographies 
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 For the development of fiction-writing in China see for example Zhao, Henry. The Uneasy Narrator. Chinese 
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(for example the biography of the 11
th

 century yogin and poet Milarepa by Tsangnyön Heruka 

[gTsang smyon Heruka, 1452-1507] from the second half of the 15
th

 century) are also often 

mentioned as important examples of the inclusion of colloquial elements (Hartley, Schiaffini 

2008: xviii), which inspired the newly emerging modern Tibetan narrative fiction in the 

1980s. 

At this point, it is interesting to mention Victor H. Mair‟s (1983) theses about the 

origins of Chinese narrative fiction in (Indian-imported) Buddhism. V. Mair claims that the 

arrival of Buddhism into China caused what he calls a “narrative revolution in Chinese 

literature”, which made the fiction “so radically different from what went before that it may 

be considered to represent a virtual discontinuity in the narrative tradition” (Mair 1983: 1). 

Among the main “qualitative differences” brought by the Chinese encounter with Indian 

narrative tradition through Buddhist text he has pointed out “the highly imaginative quality” 

(ibid.) of the new fiction, its episodic plot structure, use of colloquial language, and 

prosymetric form. He has thus argued that: 

 

“...., before the introduction of Buddhism, there was no tradition of consciously created fictional or 

dramatic narrative in China, the two being opposite sides of one coin because of their common origin in 

Buddhist performing arts.” (ibid., 23) 

 

Even if V. Mair‟s study deliberately overemphasized
31

 the influence of the Indian 

world-view (see Idema 1983) and of narrative Buddhist texts on the development of Chinese 

narrative fiction, and overlooked the impact of domestic Chinese narrative tradition (apart 

from historical chronicles, there are such „fabricators‟ as Zhuangzi and such texts as Soushen 

ji, marking the beginning of the xiaoshuo in China), the arrival of Buddhism admittedly 

played an important role in the formation of Chinese narrative genres in vernacular language. 

This inevitably arouses the question of why the same factor did not lead to a similar 

development in Tibet, where the narrative fiction developed much later, was much more 

influenced by the Indian poetic rather than vernacular tradition, and never completely 

separated from its original religious character. The only possible clue might be the religiosity 

of Tibetan society, which prevented the transformation of religious literature into purely 

secular literature. 
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 Among all the Tibetan traditional genres, classical poetry (snyan ngag) has always 

played a very significant role. Even contemporary poetry, therefore, is much more strongly 

rooted in tradition than fiction is. The majority of Tibetan poetry written before the 1950s was 

notably influenced by Indic kāvya theory, as elaborated by the 7
th

 century Sanskrit poet 

Dandin
32

. The kāvya theory developed in close relation to Indian theatre and thus pays special 

attention to expressing a range of emotions that should be evoked in classical poetry by 

“poetic figures (rgyan), which are based on either phonological considerations (sgra rgyan) or 

semantic considerations (don rgyan).” (Hartley, Schiaffini 2008: xix) Apart from the kāvya 

theory, there were also Tibetan domestic poetic theories, such as that of Sakya Pandita Künga 

Gyentsen (Sa skya Pandita Kun dga’ rGyal msthan) from the first half of the 13
th

 century 

(ibid.). Although classical poetry was closely related to religious questions, since the end of 

the 17
th

 century, when the Sixth Dalai Lama Tsangyang Gyatso (Tshang dbyangs rGya mtsho, 

1683-1706) published his lyrical love songs that were the first truly secular piece of literature 

in Tibet, secular poetry started to appear with increasing prominence on the Tibetan literary 

scene. 

 Tibetan narrative tradition is represented mainly by two classical genres of literature 

that can, according to Tsering Shakya, be (in certain sense) “compared to the modern novel in 

form” (Shakya 2004: 119): one rooted in the indigenous oral tradition and mythology (sgrung, 

which can be translated as “story” or “epic”), and the other that has appropriated divergent 

exogenous influences (rtogs brjod, “the narration of real events” or rnam thar, “the stories of 

enlightenment”). The first mentioned genre is represented by the Gesar epic (gLing rje ge sar 

rgyal po´i sgrung, The Epos of Gesar, the King of Ling), a long narrative poem that combines 

prose with verse, where “the prose forms an introduction to action and the drama”, while 

“[t]he actual actions and dialogue between the protagonists are in verse” (Shakya 2004: 121). 

The latter of the mentioned genres, with Ramayana as a model narrative, has its roots in India, 

but for centuries it served as the paragon for Tibetan narrative „high literature‟. Unlike the 

Gesar epic, which was transmitted only through oral narration and was addressed to the 

illiterate lay community, the Indian-influenced Buddhist „stories of enlightenment‟ were in 

written form and aimed at the literary elites and learned people, who were acquainted with 

poetic conventions. As such, this genre stands at the beginning of Tibetan classical narrative 

prose, and was very influential until the mid-20
th

 century. Here also, the verses (that were 

inspired by the Indian kāvya tradition of the Sanskrit literature) were used as a „direct speech‟, 
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that is for the monologues and dialogues of the protagonists, and were seen as the main part of 

the narrative, conveying the important message of the text. This became a convention that was 

not changed until the rise of the new literature in the 1980s. 

During the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries, a new genre related to secular matters and 

composed and performed by laymen started to flourish – the „Tibetan opera‟ (A lce lha mo). It 

combined a recitation of poetic texts with the sung opera arias, where the classical written 

language was replaced by vernacular expressions. Originally the operas were performed at 

rural festivals and were adapted for the uneducated audience. The stories were inspired by 

Indian jātaka tales, but took place in a typical Tibetan surrounding and possessed a 

distinctively Tibetan flavor. Although the operas conveyed the promotion of Buddhist virtues, 

they are an important source of information about the everyday life of lay society in the pre-

communist Tibet, and as such should be considered a part of its secular literary tradition with 

an inclusion of vernacular elements. As an example of the Tibetan opera, we can mention the 

famous Life-Story of Nangsa Öbum, Dakini from a Good Family (Rigs bzang gi mkha’ ‘gro 

ma Snang sa ‘od ‘bum gyi rnam thar) about a beautiful and virtuous female devotee of 

Dharma, who returns after her death to this world to disseminate Buddha‟s teachings. The text 

proper has combined prosaic passages in colloquial language, which form the frame narrative, 

with the verses that were sung in classical literary Tibetan. The verse passages convey the 

main message of the text and usually adopt a didactic function. These conventions are 

inherited from the earlier classical literature, as shown above. The use of verse in Tibetan 

classical narrative genres can be summarized in two points: First, the poetic form is used to 

substitute the direct speech of the protagonists to express their thoughts and emotions; second, 

the verses serve to eulogize the moral virtues of the main protagonist and to disseminate 

Buddhist principles and morality. 

Similar characteristics can also be applied in the case of the first Tibetan „novel‟ Tale 

of the Incomparable Prince (gZhon nu zla med kyi gtam rgyud) by Tsering Wanggyel (Tshe 

ring dBang rgyal, 1697-1763), and other 18
th

 century examples of secular literature, such as 

the Tale of the Moon Cuckoo with Blue Neck by Tagphupa Lozang Tänpä Gyaltsen, the Story 

about the Life of Siblings Dönyö and Döndub by the Fifth Panchen Lama etc. All of these 

texts are composed in the prosymetric form, engage various religious, fantastic and fairytale 

motifs, and have moralizing or didactic function. The language is classical literary Tibetan, 

but with colloquial elements. The Tale of the Incomparable Prince, also known as the Tale of 

the Incomparable Youth, as the only Tibetan „novel‟ draws inspiration both in form and 

content mainly from the rtogs brjod genre. The story itself is an imitation of the story of 
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Rama, where the main plot and motifs are clearly a Tibetan adaptation of the Indian epic. As 

Tsering Shakya has remarked, in many aspects the Tale of the Incomparable Prince  is much 

closer to the Western romance, which “deals with heroes whilst the novel is concerned with 

men”
33

, than to the novel as “in subject matter, characterization and style it deals with myth 

and reflects upon past life” (Shakya 2004: 133). This is a general characteristic of the 

restricted number of secularized pieces of classical Tibetan literature as a whole: it is never 

concerned with the present and it is never mimetic or subjective in the sense that it is 

interested neither in actual historical developments, nor in the subjective experience of an 

individual man. If there is anything to be said about an actual situation or about contemporary 

society, it is always expressed indirectly, through an allegorical form, as is the case with the 

19
th

 century „fables‟, such as the anonymous “Fable about Birds and Monkeys” (Bya sprel gyi 

gtam rgyud) or “Story about a monk and a mouse” (Sgom chen dang rdza cig gi lo rgyus) by 

Lödö Tsulthim. Such „fables‟, in which different animals take human characteristics or 

personify human virtues and evils, maintained their popularity even until the 1980s, when the 

well known allegoric works “Tale about birds” (Bja sgrung) and “Dispute between Tea and 

Beer” (Ja chang lha mo’i rcod gleng bstan bcas) from the first half of the 20
th

 century 

inspired some contemporary authors to express their opinion on the political situation in an 

allegoric form, as it will be discussed later (see also Shakya 2004). 

From this short overview of traditional Tibetan literature and its genres, it is apparent 

that after the arrival of Buddhism with its world-view, philosophy, and Buddhism-related 

influences on literature from India from the 7
th

 century onwards, until the impact of modern 

Chinese literature around the middle of the 20
th

 century, Tibetan literature was not exposed to 

any exogenous influences that could have lead to its modernization/secularization. Moreover, 

unlike in China, classical Tibetan literature itself hardly showed any signs of tendencies to 

modernization, as Chinese literature had, at least since the beginning of the Qing dynasty, as 

argued for example by Milena Doleželová-Velingerová (1977). The arrival of modern Tibetan 

literature is thus clearly indebted to the encounter with a foreign power (i.e. China), without 

which its development could have taken a completely different turn. 
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2.2. The Dawn of Modern Chinese Literature and China‟s Modernization 

 

 Similarly as in other Asian countries, China‟s modernization, which was closely 

interconnected with the emergence of modern literature, was initiated by unwelcome 

encounters with the powerful West
34

. For China such encounters started before the mid-19
th

 

century, and resulted in a series of fatal defeats during the First (1839-42) and Second (1856-

60) Opium Wars. As a consequence, China was forced to accept harsh conditions that enabled 

further intrusion of Western powers into its own territory. These imperialist or semi-colonial 

efforts by Great Britain, France, Germany, Russia and other countries on the territory of Qing 

China had, over a long term perspective, a positive effect on the gradual modernization and 

democratization of China, which however could not start until the fall of the Qing Empire in 

1911. The establishment of the Chinese Republic was preceded by several attempts to 

implement reforms, especially in the fields of education, state administration and the military, 

as well as by endeavors to establish a constitutional monarchy, but such attempts came too 

late to save the weakened Qing dynasty. 

As argued by Zlata Černá (1976), the unfavorable situation of China in the second half 

of the 19
th

 century, and the social changes that were incited by it, initiated the emergence of 

modern literature, which as a result took inspiration from the „more advanced societies‟, 

Western powers, and Japan, which often played the role of a mediator of thoughts and 

tendencies. Modern Chinese literature is thus to be seen as directly influenced by 

contemporary Western philosophical, ideological, and literary concepts. In contrast to Černá 

et al. (1976), where primarily the „extrinsic‟ factors that led to the emergence of modern 

literature in China are examined, Milena Doleželová-Velingerová (1977) has in her study 

“The Origins of Modern Chinese Literature” emphasized the „intrinsic‟ factors more. She has 

argued that two phenomena stemming from the development of Chinese literature since at 

least the early Qing dynasty (i.e. around the 17
th

 century), namely the assertion of vernacular 

language (baihua 白话), and the rising popularity of fiction (xiaoshuo 小说), contributed 

significantly to the emergence of modern literature, which can by no means be attributed 

solely to exogenous influences. 

 During the preparatory period and within the whole process of China‟s modernization, 

literature played a significant role, and was viewed by the indigenous intellectual elite as “one 
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 In the Czech language, these encounters of ancient Asian cultures (China, Japan, India, and Iran) have been 

examined by a collective of authors (Zlata Černá for China, Věra Kubíčková for Iran, Miroslav Novák for Japan, 

and Dušan Zbavitel for India) using a comparative method to describe the social and political changes that 

accompanied the emergence of modern literatures in respective countries (see Černá et al. 1976). 
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of the most effective tools for the transformation of life conditions” (Černá et al. 1976: 179). 

Unlike in Tibet (and other countries, such as Iran), in China traditional (including canonical) 

literature was not connected to religion, but rather to ethic and moral values based on the 

atheist pragmatic teachings of Confucianism. As such, it was closely bound together with the 

official ruling class and played a crucial role in the choice of government officials for almost 

two thousand years. Classical literature (in Chinese identified as wen 文), which included 

mainly poetry and essays (together with other prosaic non-fiction genres, such as historical 

and philosophical writings, letters, proposals to the court etc.), was written in an ancient 

language wenyan 文言 and was filled with allusions and quotes from classical texts several 

hundreds years old. The full mastery of wenyan required many years of study, and literature, 

respectively official service, was thus only accessible to members of wealthy local feudal 

elites (the gentry). Other literary genres, namely drama and narrative fiction, which both had 

their roots in popular tradition and oral narrative genres, were traditionally seen as inferior to 

the official „high literature‟ in wenyan. Due to its origin in popular narrative genres, narrative 

fiction was written in the vernacular language baihua, which was much closer to 

contemporary spoken Chinese than wenyan, although it had developed from the language that 

was used for translating Buddhist texts before the Tang dynasty (618-907). Such „popular 

literature‟, even when during the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing dynasties it was in fact created 

by the educated literati class and was de facto elevated to the status of „high literature‟ 

through its esthetics and function, never gained the high status of wen.  

 During the preparatory stage of the development of modern Chinese literature (xiandai 

wenxue 现代文学) around the end of the 19
th

 century, the requirements of the reform elites 

focused on two main points, which corresponded to actual literary tendencies in that time, 

namely the change of literary language and re-evaluation of the hierarchy of literary genres. 

The reformers requested with an increasing intensity that the old literary language wenyan 

should be substituted by the vernacular language baihua. Hand in hand with the change of 

literary language went the idea that the old classical literature was an anachronism, which 

could not assist in bringing progress to the stagnating society. The classical essays were to be 

substituted by a new progressive genre, the (political) novel. Such a high evaluation of the 

novel (in contrast to its domestic inferior position), for which inspiration was drawn from 

Japan, which was much more successful in its modernization efforts than the late Qing China, 

was a result of the encounter with the more developed West, where the (realist) novel was 

flourishing at that time. Literature, and the novel in particular, were mistakenly viewed by 
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Chinese intellectuals as the key factors in Western modernization and positive social 

development.  

The required reform of literature in China (as for anywhere in Asia) was thus 

motivated by merely pragmatic goals, closely connected to the newly emerging nationalism 

and nationalist efforts to strengthen China and liberate it from imperialist subservience. As 

pointed out by M. Doleželová: “Its spokesman viewed the novel as a major way to enlighten 

and educate people about new social and political institutions.” (1977: 31) The new 

vernacular language, closely related to the contemporary spoken language, would enable 

agitation, providing the broad masses with access to the knowledge and ideology that should 

be disseminated through literary works. For this purpose, the novel seemed to be the most 

suitable genre, because it was popular and widely read by people
35

. The esthetic function of 

literature was thus in general suppressed in favor of its didactic and educational functions. 

 During the whole preparatory period, and even during the late Qing reform movement 

(1895-1911), literature as such underwent only less visible (but evolutionarily important) 

changes. In 1896, Liang Qichao with other reformists pronounced a “revolution in poetry” 

(shi jie geming 诗界革命), which started the new poetry movement and brought with it new 

poetic methods and themes (see Černá 1976: 126; Doleželová-Velingerová 1977: 27). A 

“revolution in fiction” (xiaoshuo geming 小说革命), which was supposed to change the shape 

of the Chinese novel completely, soon followed, and initiated a boom in political novels in 

China in the first decade of the 20
th

 century. Authors such as Li Boyuan (1867-1906), Wu 

Woyao (1866-1910) or Liu E (1857-1909) published their satirical and socially critical novels, 

which continued in the tradition established by the classical Qing novel Rulin waishi 

(Unofficial History of the Scholars) by Wu Jingzi (1701-1754), but brought some new 

narratorial devices and clearly pro-reform ideas to Chinese literature.  

Also of great significance to the preparatory period was modern (i.e. Western style) 

education and journalism
36

. As early as the 1870s, some newspapers started to publish articles 

in various versions of a simplified and vernacularized form of wenyan, such as the so-called 
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 The positive evaluation of the novel as the most progressive genre which can be used for the reformist goals 

was first formulated by Liang Qichao (梁启超, 1874 -1929) in his “Foreword to the Publication of a Translated 

Political Novel” (Yi yin zhengzhi xiaoshuo xu 译印政治小说序), attached to the Chinese version of a Japanese 

novel  by Shiba Shiro. A more systematic formulation of the same proposition by Liang Qichao appeared in 

1902 in the exile reformist journal Xin xiaoshuo (新小说，New Fiction) under the title “About the Relation 

between Fiction and Social Order” (Lun xiaoshuo yu qunzhi zhi guanxi 论小说与群治之关系) (see for example 

Doleželová-Velingerová 1977: 32). 
36

 The first newspapers in China started to be published during the 1870s. Western type schools, at the beginning 

often established by foreign missionaries, flourished mainly in the 1880s and 1890s. See Černá 1976: 120-121. 
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„easy wenli‟ “largely used by foreign missionaries” (Doleželová-Velingerová 1977: 20), or 

Liang Qichao‟s hybrid „new style‟ (xin wenti 新文体). Only slightly later, the first newspaper 

appeared “using a pure written baihua” (ibid.). Many of the new periodicals (namely Shen 

bao, or Shanghai news) functioned as an open arena for the discussions of pro-reform 

intellectuals. At the beginning of the 20
th

 century, the new press assumed an important role in 

the reform movement and this trend continued during the whole May Fourth era
37

. 

 In 1915, one of the most radical reformists, Chen Duxiu 陈独秀  (1879-1942), 

established the most influential periodical of the following decade, Qingnian zazhi, later 

renamed and better known as Xin qingnian (新青年, New Youth), in which he started to 

publish articles supporting his idea of “literary revolution” (wenxue geming 文学革命). In the 

fall of the same year it published Chen Duxiu‟s treatise on the history of modern European 

literature
38

, which introduced his evolutionary theory of literature, which was in sharp 

contrast to the traditional concept of literature based on recycling the old classical works. In 

1916, Hu Shi 胡适 (1891-1962) published his “Modest Proposal to the Reform of Literature” 

(Wenxue gailiang quyi 文学改良诌议) in Xin qingnian, where he radically rejected the old 

classical literature in wenyan and advocated the new, plain literature in baihua. In February 

1917 Chen Duxiu published his most radical article, “On Literary Revolution” (Wenxue 

geming lun 文学革命论), where he applied his evolutionary theory of literature and suggested 

that the new era required new literature, and that it was necessary to completely break away 

from the tradition. This year (1917) is thus often seen as the “convenient starting point of 

modern Chinese literature” (Doleželová-Velingerová 1977: 17). Nevertheless, although many 

“substantial changes in the literary and language situation” took place already in the years 

immediately preceding this date, as argued by M. Doleželová-Velingerová (ibid.), it still took 

several years before the radically new literature started to emerge in practice. 

 The new literature that started to be published only gradually after the May Fourth 

Movement of 1919 finally brought radical changes into the practice of Chinese literary 

creation. Primarily, it came out with a new fictional genre, the short story (duanpian xiaoshuo 

短篇小说)
39

, the dominant genre of the 1920s, which was, since around the same time, 
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 The „May Fourth era‟ is generally considered to be the period after the May Fourth Movement of 1919 until 

the break out of the anti-Japanese war, that is the 1920s and 1930s.  
38

 “Xiandai Ouzhou wenyi shi tan” (现代欧洲文艺史谈,Discussion of the History of Modern European 

Literature). Xin qingnian, Vol. 1, Nos. 3-4. 
39

 Though there were genres in traditional Chinese literature that are comparable to the short story (Tang novella 

in wenyan and some chuanqi stories in baihua from the Ming and Qing period in particular), the modern short 

story was considerably different in language, structure, and themes from anything produced in China before, and 
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accompanied by another new genre, the modern essay (sanwen 散文), and in the late 1920s by 

the Western-style „realistic‟ full-length novel (changpian xiaoshuo 长篇小说). The short 

stories now written completely in baihua introduced new literary styles inspired by the 

development of literature in Europe – classicism, romanticism, realism, and naturalism, and 

new narrative methods, such as the hiding of information that was revealed only gradually due 

to changes of focalization, or the form of a fictive diary etc
40

. The themes were also radically 

different from those of the traditional literature. Most effort was devoted to a critique of 

certain aspects of tradition and certain social phenomena stemming from traditionalism and 

conservatism. To begin with, the critique mainly rejected the „cannibalistic‟ Confucian 

morality
41

 and the dull and ignorant masses that blindly accept their cruel exploitation, eager 

to see blood of their own compatriots. Many attacks of the May Fourth generation writers 

were aimed at the traditional institution of family, which with its Confucian principles of filial 

piety and obedience (xiao 孝) deprived people of their individual freedom, then seen as the 

crucial precondition of liberation from the burden of tradition. During the 1930s, criticism 

was aimed more and more at the feudal and bourgeois classes and their exploitation of the 

proletariat and poor peasants. This brought with it criticism of „bourgeois individualism‟, 

which started to be seen as egoism, and consequently there was a transition from the 

liberation of the individual from the tenets of the old society to a mass consciousness, which 

sought to deny individuality for the benefit of the broad masses of people.  

In the literature of the May Fourth period there were thus two clearly opposite 

tendencies present, these being first analyzed by Jaroslav Průšek, who talked about the 

„lyrical‟ and at the same time „synthetical‟ character of the classical literature, and the „epic‟ 

and „analytical‟ character of the new literature (Průšek 1980: 41). As pointed out by Průšek, 

and later by others, the “May Fourth writers [were] inheritors of two tendencies [i.e. the 

lyrical versus the epic character] from traditional literature” (Lee 1993: 365). If the „epic 

character‟ inherited from the traditional narrative fiction (xiaoshuo) clearly prevailed during 

the May Fourth period in the dominant genres of short story and novel, the „lyricism‟ of 

classical literature in wenyan (classical poetry, shi, and essays, specifically the highly personal 

                                                                                                                                                         
was clearly inspired by the Western short narrative fiction. Only the short pieces of popular fiction of „mandarin 

ducks and butterflyes‟ that had already emerged during the 1910s can be seen as a forerunner of the modern 

short story from the 1920s. For a thorough study of this kind of popular fiction see Link, Perry. Mandarin Ducks 

and Butterlies: Popular Fiction in Early Twentieth Century Chinese Cities. Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1981.  
40

 Such narrative devices had in fact already been used in the previous decade by the authors of popular fiction, 

but did not appear in more conservative „serious literature‟ until the beginning of the 1920s. 
41

 As decĺared in Lu Xun‟s well known words that “Confucian morality eats people” (li jiao chi ren 理教吃人). 
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biji) continued during the first half of the 20
th

 century in the essayistic work of many writers, 

but found its reverberation in short stories as well (authors such as Fei Ming or Shen 

Congwen, but also in some of Lu Xun‟s short stories, and in the work of romantic writers 

such as Yu Dafu).  

On the other hand, the „analytical‟ character of the new literature was something new 

that differed radically from the „synthetical‟ methods of the old literature (both classical and 

popular). As pointed out by Průšek, the old literature operated with “signs or symbols, and 

through them evoke[d] a certain mood rather than giv[ing] an exact description of a particular 

phenomenon or state” (Průšek 1980: 42), whereas the new literature attempted “to depict 

reality truthfully, to understand and describe the relationships and connections between 

individual phenomena” (ibid.). As a matter of fact, Průšek‟s students and successors (i.e. 

Milena Doleželová-Velingerová, Leo Ou-fan Lee, or David Wang) soon revealed that the 

May Fourth writers also often worked with „signs and symbols‟ rather than being purely 

mimetic „realistic‟ writers following the tradition of Western realism (this is particularly true 

about Lu Xun, but to a certain extant it is present in the work of almost the whole of the May 

Fourth generation of writers – Lao She or Shen Congwen are probably the most striking 

examples). 

However, since the 1930s, the „lyricism‟ that during the May Fourth period was 

inseparably connected to the “emphasis on individual emancipation” (Lee 1993: 365) gave 

way more and more to the „epic‟ character of literature engaged in a “program of nation 

building and social reform” (ibid.). This tendency finally led to an “eruption of crowd”
42

 in 

the socialist realist „literature for masses‟ (dazhong wenxue 大众文学), which occupied the 

dominant position in Chinese literature from the 1940s to the end of the Great Proletarian 

Cultural Revolution (wu chan jieji wenhua da geming 无产阶级文化大革命, 1966-76).  

 Even if the literature of the May Fourth generation writers showed some (more or less 

subconscious) continuity with traditional literature, in general it turned radically against 

Chinese tradition, while appropriating uncritically almost anything from the West. The most 

important sources of literary inspiration for them were the greatest realist writers, such as 

Dickens, Tolstoy, Gogol, Turgenev, Balzac, Falubert, as well as Zola‟s naturalism. Marston 

Anderson has described May Fourth realism as completely imported from the West
43

, and 
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 This notion was used by Marston Anderson in his book The Limits of Realism: Chinese Fiction in the 

Revolutionary Period (Anderson 1990: 180). 
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 In my understanding, it was the theoretical approach of realism (i.e. princip of mimesis), which was 

“completely imported from the West”, rather than its actual realization in literature, because as already noted 



 43 

based on the same mimetic tradition as Western literature (see Anderson 1990: 200). The 

literary style, narrative techniques, and even esthetics, motifs and allusions (as suggested by 

Průšek 1980: 49) were often taken from European literature. In this sense, the May Fourth 

period seemed to be “a brief aberration” (Lee 1993: 361) before the “Great Return”
44

 to 

tradition and its popular literature with the arrival of socialist realism in the 1940s, which then 

dominated Chinese literature for almost four decades. As early as the first half of the 1930s, 

some of the leftist writers and critics (such as Mao Dun or Qu Qiubai) urged that the “old 

[narrative] forms” (jiu xingshi 旧形式) be used for creating the new popular literature that 

was to serve for propaganda purposes among illiterate peasants. At the same time, the literary 

revolution of the May Fourth period was rejected as the „Westernization‟ of Chinese 

literature, whereas the „old forms‟ were seen as „more Chinese‟. The legacy of the May 

Fourth (critical) „realism‟ was however once more to be shortly revived immediately after the 

Cultural Revolution, when it was “restored as a corrective to the Maoist excesses of 

revolutionary romanticism” (Lee 1993: 362).  

 When talking about modern Chinese literature of the May Fourth era, it is important to 

note that, in sharp contrast to the later conditions after the foundation of the PRC, the 

ideology and interests of various groups of Chinese intellectuals (even of those leftists 

speaking on behalf of the „broad masses of workers and peasants‟) were advocated and 

supported not through official professional institutions, but through independent literary 

societies and their journals. One of the earliest and most important of such societies was 

Wenxue yanjiu hui (文学研究会, „Literary research society‟, usually translated simply as 

„Literary Association‟)
45

, founded in 1921. Although it was active only for some four years, it 

was very influential and the literary magazine Xiaoshuo yuebao (Short Story Monthly) 

published by the Association was among the most crucial periodicals of the 1920s. Among 

the founders were future well-known writers, such as Mao Dun, Ye Shaojun, Xu Dishan or Lu 

Xun‟s brother Zhou Zuoren. This society‟s aim was to study Western literature and to create 

new Chinese literature that would help to promote the New Culture Movement started after 

                                                                                                                                                         
before, „realism‟ of the Chinese May Fourth literature differs strikingly from its European paragon – in very 

much the same way as the „realism‟ of the 1980s does, as it will be discussed later.  
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 This notion was used by Cyril Birch in his influential essay “Change and Continuity in Chinese Fiction” 

(Birch 1977). Naturally, such simplyfying evaluations have to be approached with a highly critical examination, 

because the “Great Return” represented an actual return to tradition only in several specific aspects (such as the 

use of the so-called „old forms‟, or the critique of the May Fourth‟s „Westernization‟ of Chinese language and 

literature). 
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 For detailed information on literary societies and journals during the May Fourth era, see Michel Hockx‟s 

publication Questions of Style: Literary Societies and Literary Journals in Modern China, 1911-1937 (Hockx 

2003). 
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May Fourth 1919. The members of the Literary Association promoted Western-style critical 

realist literature (“art for life‟s sake”) and thus stood in opposition to another important 

literary society of the 1920s, Chuangzao she (创造社 , Creation Society), which in the 

beginning inclined towards romanticism, and advocated “pure literature” or “art for art‟s 

sake”. The society is well-known for its gradual shift from the original „literary revolution‟ to 

„revolutionary literature‟ with a strong leftist orientation. The two most significant founding 

members of the „Creation Society‟ were the originally romantic poet Guo Moruo and the 

fiction writer inspired by the Japanese „I-novel‟ (watakushi shosetsu) genre, Yu Dafu. Other 

influential literary societies of the 1920s were, for example, the leading “bourgeois” poetic 

group Xinyue she (新月社, Crescent Moon Society) with Hu Shi as the spokesman and the 

poet Xu Zhimo as its most noted member, or the communist Taiyang she (太阳社, Sun 

Society) established in Shanghai in 1927. 

In 1930 the „China League of Left Wing Writers‟ (Zhongguo zuoyi zuojia lianmeng 中

国左翼作家联盟) was founded in Shanghai, soon joined by the most of the well-established 

writers headed by the „father of modern Chinese literature‟, Lu Xun. At its inaugural meeting, 

the members “consciously took the standpoint of the proletariat in its fight against capitalism 

and imperialism and they accepted the world outlook of Marxism-Leninism” (Průšek 1980: 

53). The founding members included, besides Lu Xun, Yu Dafu, Feng Xuefeng and Zhou 

Yang among others. The League broke up in 1936, and in 1938 was superseded by the „All 

China Resistance Association of Writers and Artists‟ (Zhonghua quanguo wenyi jie kangdi 

xiehui 中华全国文艺界抗敌协会) founded under the leadership of Lao She. The aim of the 

Association was to bring together all Chinese writers and artists in a united resistance against 

Japanese aggression. Although it associated the majority of Chinese writers of the May Fourth 

period across a wide political spectrum, all of the members agreed on the basic principle of 

socially engaged patriotic literature, and the leadership of the Association emphasized the 

leftist orientation inherited from the League of Left Wing Writers. After the foundation of the 

PRC, this organization was de facto turned into the new China Writer‟s Association 

(Zhongguo zuojia xiehui 中国作家协会). 

Among the writers of the May Fourth generation, the highest position of the „father of 

modern Chinese literature‟ is generally attributed to Lu Xun
46

 (鲁迅, 1881-1936). Because his 

work was also highly valued by the Chinese communist government after 1949, Lu Xun 
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 For detailed biographical data and an analysis of Lu Xun‟s work see Lee, Leo Ou-fan. Voices from the Iron 

House: A Study of Lu Xun. Bloomingtong: Indiana UP, 1987. 
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remained the main paragon of modern Chinese literature created in the „old society‟ (under 

the KMT Republican government), literature that was (unlike the new literature created in the 

PRC) based on social criticism, irony, and satire. The conditions of Lu Xun‟s literary creation 

were thus decisive for the character of his work (emphasizing the negative aspects), while the 

conditions in the „liberated‟ society of the PRC required a new approach, emphasizing the 

positive aspects of social reality in China more. Lu Xun therefore became the most likely 

paragon for the emergence of modern Tibetan literature, which was, in its first stage, partially 

to be based on the same critique of the „old society‟ in Tibet. 

Lu Xun‟s literary work includes two books of short stories
47

, various kinds of essays 

and literary criticism, free verse poetry, as well as poetry in classical style. The most radical 

attitude towards Chinese tradition is expressed in his short stories, however the motifs, 

metaphors and narrative methods used in Lu Xun‟s narrative fiction are often theorized in his 

critical essays. Lu Xun devoted his life to critique of the Chinese „national character‟ (minzu 

xintai 民族心态), which was in his opinion the root of China‟s backwardness in comparison 

to the West or to Japan. The „national character‟ of Chinese people was in Lu Xun‟s eyes 

determined by the pragmatic and false Confucian morality, which caused the Chinese people 

to be selfish and ignorant towards the suffering of others. Lu Xun saw the Chinese nation as 

mentally „sick‟, and literature was for him a „medicine‟ to cure people‟s hearts. His fiction is 

permeated with motifs, metaphors, and symbols that refer to Lu Xun‟s interpretation of the 

Chinese „national character‟, which is seen as inseparably connected to the Chinese 

(Confucian) tradition. 

The key motif in Lu Xun‟s short stories is that of cannibalism. It appeared in his first 

short story in baihua, in “Kuangren riji” (狂人日记，A Madman‟s Diary), written in 1918 

and published later in the collection Nahan. The short story is to be read as a kind of 

manifesto of modern literature in baihua. The prologue, written in wenyan, states that the 

„diary‟ was written by a sick man who finally recovered from his „illness‟ and returned to 

normal life. The text of the diary itself is written in baihua and consists of several „diary 

entries‟, in which the „sick man‟ describes his hallucinatory visions where people around him 

eat human flesh. The diary ends with the plea of the „madman‟ to save at least the children, 

the only human beings, he hopes, not yet to have tasted the flesh of other human beings. 

Cannibalism is here a clear symbol of the old morality, which makes people insensitive to the 
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suffering of others. The motif of cannibalism appeared also in another short story from Nahan, 

in “Yao” (药，Medicine)
48

. 

 Another important motif in “Kuangren riji” is that of the „madman‟. The „madman‟ is 

here obviously someone who has the ability to penetrate the hypocrisy and hollowness of the 

Confucian morality, and is thus able to see the actual state of Chinese society. The „madman‟ 

has in this way rejected the official „reading‟ of reality, and provided a new, enlightened 

perspective. This reading is suggested by the composition of the story – the prologue in 

wenyan represents the „official perspective‟, whereas the diary in baihua, the „true language‟ 

of the people represents an alternative reading that corrects the official one. A similar 

character of an enlightened „madman‟ appears, for example, in the short story “Chang ming 

deng” (长明灯 ，Eternal Lamp) from Panghuang. Here the „madman‟ is obsessed with the 

idea of extinguishing the eternal lamp in the temple in his home village. While he attempts 

again and again to penetrate into the sacred space of the temple, the villagers protect the lamp 

inside from being blown out. Again, the „madman‟ is the only one in the village community 

who is able to see through the superstitions which obfuscate people‟s minds, but his effort to 

cure his compatriots and bring real light into their lives is in vain. Hand in hand with the 

motifs of cannibalism and madness go motifs of physical illness or deformity (as they appear 

for example in the short stories “Yao” and “Kong Yiji” 孔乙己). Such deformity refers to the 

„sick state‟ of Chinese society as a whole.   

In most of Lu Xun‟s short stories there is a basic conflict between an individual and a 

mass of people who have excluded the individual because of his „otherness‟. Sometimes the 

individual is similar to the „enlightened madman‟ (as in “Yao”), sometimes he is just different: 

an old-fashioned castaway in “Kong Yiji”, a captured criminal in “Shi zhong” (示众，A 

Public Example), or a cocky idiot Ah Q in “Ah Q zhengzhuan” (Ah Q 正传，A True Story of 

Ah Q). The crowd of people that goes against the individual, though, is always the same: dull, 

ignorant, and potentially aggressive. The crowd symbolizes the mass of Chinese people 

brought up in traditional society. In its indifference, the crowd is cruel, ruthless, and easily 

manipulated. As implied by Lu Xun, China‟s process of modernization cannot be successfully 

finished unless the masses of people are educated in basic human values, such as compassion 

and thoughtfulness. 
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Lu Xun is on the one hand radical in his attitudes towards tradition (which is the 

aspect of his work emphasized by the official critique in the PRC), but on the other hand, in 

many of his works he shows deep doubts and hesitation about the possibility of really 

changing the Chinese „national character‟ (i.e. his famous metaphor of the „sleepers in an iron 

house‟ from the preface to the first edition of Nahan). One part of his work is clearly „epic‟, 

but the other is „lyrical‟, where he looks at the old China with deep nostalgia. It is not only in 

his poems and subjective essays, but in some of the short stories as well (i.e. the famous 

„homecoming‟ stories such as “Guxiang” 故乡/ Hometown, or “Zai jiulou shang” 在酒楼上/ 

In the Wineshop), where Lu Xun seems to be caught up in painful memories, between past 

and present, two completely different worlds. This uncertainty inevitably stems from his own 

in-between position between the old and new China: from a local gentry family, educated in 

Confucian classics as well as in modern science (during his study in Japan), he became one of 

the first promoters of modern Chinese literature, but inherently still inclined towards the old 

esthetics and lyricism. 

  Among the May Fourth generation of writers, hardly anyone besides Lu Xun had as 

much of an impact on the literature of the 1980s as Shen Congwen (沈从文, 1902-1988) did. 

Shen Congwen, a native of West Hunan, was a leading author of so called „native soil 

fiction‟
49

 (xiangtu wenxue 乡土文学). In his travelogues and narrative fiction he returned to 

the (imaginary and lost) landscape of his childhood, which he depicted with a lyrical nostalgia 

that went against the general spirit of the May Fourth era. His style, sometimes characterized 

as „critical lyricism‟ (Wang 1992), combines a utopian nostalgia for the imaginary lost world 

of childhood far from the modernized and urbanized world with an ironic distance from the 

represented landscape and people. The West Hunan of his imagination was often represented 

as a timeless place of mythical quality, where the life of people drifted slowly towards an 

unchanging eternity, as for example in Shen Congwen‟s key work, the novel Biancheng (边

城，Border Town), published in 1934. Shen Congwen did not belong to the group of 

important leaders of the May Fourth generation and preferred to stand aside from the 

ideological debates of the 1930s and 1940s. He ceased writing during the Second World War, 

and after the establishment of the PRC, he remained in seclusion, publishing occasional 

scientific works on ethnography or art. His literary work, however, was „discovered‟ in the 

early 1980s with the new trend of „searching for roots‟ and Shen Congwen became one of the 
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most revered authors of the May Fourth era by writers of the Post-Cultural Revolution young 

generation. 

Shen Congwen (and his disciples such as Wang Zengqi) was one of the most 

important paragons of the Chinese „root-searching‟ literature of the 1980s, as his „native-soil 

fiction‟ provided young authors with a specific esthetics of an “imperfect paradise”
50

, which 

combines nostalgia for the past with social and cultural critique. At the same time, Shen 

Congwen established a modern Chinese tradition of representing the „cultural Other‟ in 

literary works, which in the 1980s inspired not only „root-searching‟ authors, but also authors 

writing about minorities as well as some „minority writers‟ representing their own traditional 

culture. Shen Congwen‟s hybrid (Miao-Han) origin and background (a native of West Hunan 

educated in Beijing and for many years living there) makes him a stranger in his own 

homeland, and allows him to represent the marvelous landscape of his childhood from the 

point of view of an insider and outsider at the same time. Not surprisingly, his work shares 

some common characteristic traits with some of the Sinophone Tibetan authors with a 

similarly hybrid origin, whose work shall be analyzed later in this dissertation. At the same 

time, his “imaginary nostalgia” for the irretrievably lost imagined world of childhood that 

transforms nostalgia into exoticism (see Wang 1992: 251) is not dissimilar to the 

representations of Tibet in the works of some Han Chinese authors who used Tibet as a locus 

for their own „search for roots‟, as will be shown later in this dissertation. 

If there is something in common for all of the writers of the May Fourth generation, it 

might be the “obsession with China” C. T. Hsia talked about in his introduction to the first 

edition of A History of Modern Chinese Fiction: 1917-1957 published in 1962
51

. C. T. Hsia 

saw in the literature of the May Fourth generation a “burden of moral contemplation: its 

obsessive concern with China as a nation afflicted with a spiritual disease and therefore 

unable to strengthen itself” (Hsia 1999: 533). Such a representation of China stemmed from 

the newly rising Chinese nationalism and from the efforts for China‟s modernization 

motivated by a desire to resist the more developed West. This image of Chinese as a „sick‟ 

nation disappeared during the anti-Japanese resistance, when it was substituted with another 

image, that of national unity and strength. After the foundation of the PRC, socialist realism‟s 
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emphasis on positive aspects of reality delayed the return of the „obsession with China‟ for 

several decades, but certain intellectual trends of the 1980s brought the debate about the 

Chinese „national character‟ back
52

. 

 

2.3. Literary Developments in the PRC in the Post-Mao Era 

 

 Unlike in classical times, when literature in Tibet was influenced mainly by trends 

inherited from India, in modern times the strengthening of political relations to China resulted 

in authors searching more and more for inspiration east of the Tibetan plateau. The first 

literary contacts had already been made by the 1930s in the eastern and north-eastern parts of 

ethnic Tibet, where the Chinese Communist Party led by Mao Zedong passed through Tibetan 

territories during their Long March on the way to the new base at Yan‟an. At the same time, 

more and more Tibetan boys from border areas of Amdo and Kham started to attend Chinese 

village schools that were run by the Chinese Republican government. The first generation of 

Tibetan Sinophone poets (such as Yidan Cairang 伊丹才让, Tib. Yi dam Tshe ring) arose out 

of these circumstances (see Dhondup 2008: 33-34). Since then, Tibetan literature has slowly 

started to draw literary inspiration from China and after 1951 it reflects the same trends and 

campaigns that appear in inland China. For a good understanding of the conditions that 

accompanied the emergence of modern Tibetan literature in the 1980s, it is thus necessary to 

provide first an introduction to the development of contemporary Chinese literature (dangdai 

wenxue 当代文学) after 1949. 

 Literature in China from the early 1940s until the end of the Cultural Revolution had 

to conform to the dictate of Mao Zedong‟s crucial speech given in May 1942 in Yan‟an, 

known as Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Arts. In this speech, whose main aim 

was to criticize those writers and artists who were not in line with the Party‟s ideology, Mao 

Zedong provided clear answers to questions concerning literary creation. All literature and 

arts should serve only the masses (of workers, peasants, and soldiers), and thus have to be 

easily understandable and should convey a clear ideological message. Literature then was 

viewed mainly as a political and ideological tool, and as such it was supposed to serve 

didactic and propagandistic purposes, its esthetic function and literary quality were put aside. 

Mao urged writers to “expose [the] duplicity and cruelty” of the enemy and to “praise [...] the 

masses of people, their toil and their struggle, their army and their Party” (McDougall 1980: 
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2). This requirement led to the abandonment of the critical realism of the May Fourth era and 

to the creation of a new literary style, the highly utopian „socialist realism‟. 

During the whole of the period after the foundation of the PRC until the end of the 

Cultural Revolution, all literature that was published was written in this utopian socialist-

realist style, which was later modified to be a blend of „revolutionary realism‟ with 

„revolutionary romanticism‟ (Ch. liangge jiehe 两个结合, lit. „combination of two‟) that 

emphasized the idealistic character of literary works. In Mao Zedong‟s eyes, literary work 

should stress the positive aspects more, rather than criticize the negative sides of the reality of 

the PRC. To get literature closer to the masses, as requested by Mao Zedong, much of the 

literature of that period utilized the traditional forms (the so called „old forms‟, jiu xingshi) of 

popular Chinese literature, such as oral narration, folk songs or popular theater. Later, during 

the Cultural Revolution, only a few books could be read and published
53

. Besides books of 

Mao Zedong‟s quotations, the only officially promoted literature was the so called „model 

operas‟ (yangbanxi 样板戏) with revolutionary content, but formally inspired by popular 

theater and Beijing opera. 

 Following almost twenty years of stagnation starting from the „Great Leap Forward‟ 

(1958-60) until the end of the Cultural Revolution after Mao Zedong‟s death in 1976, Chinese 

literature gained a new vigor. During the so called „new era‟ (xin shiqi 新时期), and within 

the space of a few years at the end of the 1970s and beginning of the 1980s, many new trends 

and ways of expression started to flourish on the Chinese literary scene
54

. New translations of 

Western literary works and theory soon emerged, and new narrative techniques and themes 

started to find their ways into unofficial
55

, and slowly also into official literature. It was this 

relatively relaxed atmosphere during the short period of the early 1980s that allowed the 

emergence of Tibetan „cultural revival‟, which affected different levels of social life in Tibet – 

religion, education, minority policy and also literature, as will be discussed in the next 

chapter. 
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 The first pieces of literature that appeared in the PRC after the Cultural Revolution, 

and that are included in the so called „new era literature‟ (xin shiqi wenxue 新时期文学), 

were short stories known as „scar literature‟ (also called „wounds literature‟, Ch. shanghen 

wenxue 伤痕文学), published after the new leadership of the Communist Party headed by 

Deng Xiaoping launched its program of Four Modernizations (sige xiandaihua 四个现代化) 

in 1978. The „scar literature‟ that borrowed its name from a short story “Shanghen” (伤痕, 

The Scar) by Lu Xinhua (published in 1978 in the official prominent literary magazine 

Renmin wenxue) was an officially supported kind of literature, which dealt with the 

traumatizing experience of the Cultural Revolution. Along with criticism specifically aimed at 

the so called „Gang of Four‟ (siren bang 四人帮) and its role during the Cultural Revolution, 

it helped to promote Deng Xiaoping‟s new policy of „reforms and opening‟(gaige kaifang 改

革开放), promising a new bright future under the Party leadership. The protagonist of the 

short story “Shanghen” is a young girl, Xiaohua, who returns to Shanghai after years spent in 

the countryside during the Cultural Revolution. On the train, she recalls the events from the 

beginning of the Cultural Revolution, when her mother had been labeled a counter-

revolutionary, and Xiaohua condemned and left her. After the denouncement of the „Gang of 

Four‟, Xiaohua‟s mother was rehabilitated, and Xiaohua hurries back home to reconcile with 

her mother, but arrives only a few hours after her mother‟s death. Although she is 

heartbroken, while walking along the brightly illuminated Nanjing Street in Shanghai, 

Xiaohua is clearly aware that it was the „Gang of Four‟, who caused the scars in their hearts, 

and expresses a strong belief in a better future under the flag of the Communist Party and its 

new leadership. 

 The short stories in „scar literature‟ are still narrated in the idealizing socialist-realist 

style of the previous era and are imbued with ideology; nevertheless, they are the first 

examples of a literature that attempts to open a discussion about the traumatic experiences of 

the Cultural Revolution and their psychological impact on an individual. Although their 

message is somewhat naive, these stories gained a lot of attention from readers inside the 

PRC, who responded very positively to personal stories of people victimized during the 

Cultural Revolution, and „scar literature‟ was largely accepted as a mass catharsis of the 

traumatic events (see for example Link 2000: 17). In this sense it was much more successful 

than another officially promoted kind of literature that appeared at about the same time, the 

„reform literature‟ (gaige wenxue 改革文学), which responded more directly to the new 

reform policy of the Communist Party. The most representative work of „reform literature‟ 
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was Jiang Zilong‟s “Qiao changzhang shangren ji” (乔厂长上任记, Director Qiao Assumes 

Office, 1979), about a young factory manager who is struggling to implement the new 

reforms against the resistance of the old cadres in the factory. 

 Soon after its emergence, the critical voice of „scar literature‟ was reinforced by new, 

more general critical views provided by the authors of both the middle-aged and the young 

generations, who came up with many new „schools‟ (pai 派) of literature that continued to 

flourish until the end of the 1980s, which introduced not only new themes addressing current 

issues, but also new literary styles and narrative techniques. The so called „retrospective 

literature‟ (fansi wenxue 反思文学), published mainly by older authors born during the 1930s 

and 1940s, attempted to examine the traumas of the Cultural Revolution within the wider 

context of the political development of the PRC since its establishment. Its authors reminisced 

about and idealized the heroic revolutionary years of the anti-Japanese and Civil wars and the 

early period following the establishment of the PRC in 1949 as a „golden era‟, when the ideals 

of revolution were pure and unspoiled by aggressive political campaigns, and compared this 

period with the later years of political struggle of different fractions defending the personal 

interests of their leaders. Many of these authors had been persecuted by numerous political 

movements, starting with the Anti-Rightist Movement (fan youpai yundong 反右派运动)
56

 in 

1957. Commonly mentioned examples of model stories of „retrospective literature‟ are Ru 

Zhijuan‟s “Jianji cuole de gushi” (剪辑错了的故事, A Mis-edited Story, 1979) and Shen 

Rong‟s “Ren dao zhongnian” (人到中年, At Middle Age, 1980). Both stories by two female 

authors recall the revolutionary ideals of the early 1950s in a sober realist style, and contrast 

them with the period of the Cultural Revolution and afterwards, when the ideals are lost and 

people exhausted, with no hope for a better future. The title of “A Mis-edited Story” was 

chosen intentionally to defend the „experimental‟ form of the story, where two time layers are 

mingled together, contrasting the two periods directly: the „golden era‟ of the early 

revolutionary years and the period of the Great Leap Forward, when the ideals changed to 

serve the purpose of personal interests. 

The short stories written by Wang Meng, who held the office of the Minister of 

Culture during the 1980s, are also thematically associated with „retrospective literature‟; 
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however, his literary style already shows a kind of departure from the „neo-realist‟ style of the 

immediate post-Cultural Revolution literature. Wang Meng was one of the young writers 

persecuted during the Anti-Rightist Movement in 1957 as a consequence of the publication of 

his early short story “Zuzhibu xin laide nianqingren” (组织部新来的年轻人, A Young 

Newcomer in the Organization Department, 1956). He spent many years in the countryside, in 

remote areas such as Xinjiang, to be rehabilitated only after the Cultural Revolution. From 

that time on, he held political functions, as well as leading positions within the Chinese 

Writers‟ Association. In the early 1980s he published short stories inspired by his own life-

experiences. Wang Meng was one of the first experimentalists with „modernism‟ (xiandai 

zhuyi 现代主义)
57

 and modernist narrative techniques in contemporary Chinese literature. His 

stories such as “Ye de yan” (夜的眼, The Eyes of Night, 1979) or “Hudie” (蝴蝶, The 

Butterfly, 1980) experimented with such narrative techniques as the stream of consciousness, 

inner monologue or free indirect discourse etc.  

The later appropriation of modernist techniques by a significant group of writers arose 

around the mid-1980s as a heated debate about modernism in China that further stirred up the 

emergence of new literary styles and movements. This period, noted for the „modernism 

debate‟ and „searching for roots debate‟, is known as „cultural fever‟ (wenhua re 文化热)
58

 in 

the PRC. During this „cultural fever‟, together with the involvement of the „modernist‟ 

literary style, authors posed more and more subjective questions within literature, and for the 

first time since the May Fourth Movement of the 1920s, Chinese literature started to show 

interest in individuals instead of society as a whole. During the first half of the 1980s, new 

kinds of psychological prose started to emerge, and the young generation of authors born in 

the 1950s in particular were inclined to subjectivism and to experimenting with new forms 

and narrative techniques. Two kinds of literature that emerged around the year 1985 were 

both inspired by Western modernist literary trends: the „root-searching literature‟ (xungen 

wenxue 寻根文学) and the „avant-garde literature‟ (xianfeng wenxue 先锋文学)
59

. 
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Generally, any literary work that abandoned the realist narrative style, or experimented 

with new techniques at that time was labeled as „avant-garde‟ (xianfeng or qianwei 前卫). 

Chinese literary avant-garde was not a real literary movement; rather it was a broad category 

that included mostly young writers who searched for new themes and ways of expression. A 

significant group of authors that were inclined to subjectivism started to write and publish 

short stories, in which in an abstract way they expressed the feelings of individuals jailed in 

the cage of collective identity, who are struggling to preserve their personality and their 

privacy. These authors, with the Cultural Revolution still in their minds, described the terror 

of life in a totalitarian society and the loneliness of people who are afraid of each other and 

unable to communicate. For example, the female writer Can Xue uses modernist narrative 

techniques as a stream of consciousness, to compose horror-like stories that confuse reality 

with dream, visions and hallucinations. Her stories, inspired by Freudian psychoanalysis, 

examine the psychology of socially excluded people, enclosed in their own world of symbols, 

which offers them a refuge from traumatized society. The early stories of Yu Hua also dealt 

with similar feelings and shocked its readers with scenes of horror that were full of violence 

and deformed bodies. 

In contrast to these stories of totality and post-modern estrangement, a group of 

authors of the same generation started to search for different means to describe the 

relationship between an individual and a society. They came up with „root-searching 

literature‟
60

, whose aim was to examine the basic elements of society and culture. Their 

primary aim was to create a new and essentially Chinese literature that could represent the 

culture of ancient Chinese civilization and introduce it to the world. At the same time, their 

literature paradoxically arouse as a radically critical voice in regard to the traditions of 

Chinese civilization and Chinese „national character‟. This movement was not only a reaction 

to the „cultural dessert‟ of the Cultural Revolution, but it was also a reaction to the May 

Fourth Movement‟s modernization project. These authors again rejected the May Fourth 

Movement as a „Westernization of Chinese culture‟, and turned back to the more remote past 

and to the remote areas of China in search of the roots of Chinese „national traditional culture‟ 

(minzu chuangtong wenhua 民族传统文化). In their literature, they used traditional, as well 

as ethnographic motifs as a means of expression of their fascination with the „primitive 

simplicity‟ of life in the countryside, far away from the modern urban civilization, which 

according to them lacked the primordial „Chinese flavor‟ they appreciated.  

                                                 
60

 Probably the most comprehensive introduction to „Root-searching literature‟ is Lydia Kasarello„s book Totems 

of Life: The Chinese Root-searching Literature, unfortunately unavailable in English. See Kasarello (2000). 



 55 

Nevertheless, the literary style used by the „root-searching‟ authors was, similarly to 

„avant-garde literature‟, inspired much more by Western literature and literary criticism than 

by native tradition. Although some of them made attempts to experiment with traditional 

forms and narrative methods (i.e. a writer of an older generation, and a disciple of Shen 

Congwen, Wang Zengqi, from younger authors Jia Pingwa), or more often with language 

(using elements of more archaic forms of expression or even classical Chinese, and use of 

dialects) (i.e. Li Rui or A Cheng), they mostly adopted the same Western modernist narrative 

techniques as the experimental „avant-garde‟ writers. They often abandoned the linearity of 

narration, combined several temporal layers, mixed reality with dream and visions, and 

present with past, or were inclined towards a circular conception of time. In general, the „root-

searching‟ stories turned back in time and space to search for the very basis of human 

civilization, and emphasized the most primitive instincts and needs to find general human 

conditions that had little in common with actual Chinese traditional culture. Modernist 

narrative methods thus served this purpose much better than experimentation with traditional 

narrative techniques. 

Many of the „root-searching‟ authors turned for inspiration to the peripheral areas of 

China, and even to the areas inhabited by the „minority nationalities‟, where they hoped “to 

find a spiritual as well as artistic inspiration to counter-balance the trends toward 

commercialization and Westernization [in central China]” (Ying 2005: 19).  It was partly 

because most of them spent a few years in such areas during the „rustification movement‟ 

(shangshan xiaxiang 上山下乡) in the second phase of the Cultural Revolution, and partly 

because they admired the „exotic primitivism‟ of life they found in the minority areas. Some 

of the „root-searching‟ works tended to idealize or even romanticize the traditional way of life 

of minority nationalities, and described them with the use of stereotypical clichés (such as 

Zhang Chengzhi‟s short stories taking place in Inner Mongolia), others used the exotic Other 

to examine more general questions of human life and death. Therefore, whereas Han 

Shaogong found the cultural Other in his native Hunan, where he was (like Shen Congwen 

half a century earlier) searching for surviving traditions of the ancient state of Chu among the 

mountain tribes, A Cheng was inspired by exotic nature and people of Xishuangbanna in the 

south of Yunnan, while Ma Yuan and Ma Jian went to Tibet, whose landscape, religion and 

mythology provided them with inspiration for their short stories. Within this „root-searching 
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movement‟
61

, for the first time Tibet became one of the favorite topics in modern Chinese 

literature, and for the first time was depicted more or less positively, with an emphasis on the 

indigenous cultural traditions. Without any doubt, for some Han Chinese authors, Tibet in the 

1980s became a part of a broader cultural discourse, which emerged as a reaction to the 

Chinese crisis of identity. As will be examined later, for some authors it provided only an 

exotic local color in which the tragedies of the everyday life took place (Ma Jian), while 

others were inspired to a creative and original utilization of the specific elements of Tibetan 

cultural and religious traditions and mythology (Ma Yuan).  

A similar concern for the Chinese „national character‟ as that brought about by the 

„root-searching discourse‟ of the mid-1980s was expressed in a six-part documentary series 

broadcast by Chinese Central Television (CCTV) in 1988 under the title River Elegy (He 

shang 河殇)
62

. The series at the same time revisited the „obsession with China‟ of the May 

Fourth generation with its nationalistic concern that motivated the authors to represent China 

not only as „spiritually unhealthy‟, but even as „a dying civilization‟. Its authors (scriptwriters 

Su Xiaokang and Wang Luxiang, director Xia Jun, and the „spiritual father‟ providing the 

concept Xie Xuanjun) made a highly controversial documentary about history and the future 

of Chinese civilization, which incited heated debates on the topic, and which found many 

supporters as well as opponents in the PRC. They showed Chinese civilization as a declining 

„yellow‟ civilization (the metaphor of the „dying Yellow River‟, the source of Chinese 

civilization and culture) of „sheep‟ in contrast to the flourishing „blue‟ Western civilization of 

„wolves‟. The history of China is here presented as a history of failures, when China closed 

itself down to information from the outside world, which gradually led to its isolation and 

stagnation. The Great Wall, one of the most powerful symbols of Chinese civilizations, or the 

prohibition of sea expeditions of the admiral Zheng He during the Ming dynasty are seen as 

the steps of the final failure of the „yellow race‟ during the 19
th

 century (which has, however, 

according to the authors, continued during the whole of the 20
th

 century as well). At the end, 

the authors suggest, that any river has to flow into the „blue sea‟ in the end, and that the 

Chinese civilization will sooner or later be absorbed by the „blue‟ wolfish Western 
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civilization. But this moment could be the start of a new era for China, the first step towards 

great economic success. 

Although the aim of the authors was to promote Deng Xiaoping‟s policy of „reforms 

and opening‟, for the time they went too far in their promotion of Western capitalism and 

commercialism, and their interpretation of the history of Chinese civilization as well as re-

interpretation of some of China‟s significant symbols (i.e. the Yellow River, the Great Wall, 

the dragon etc.) and they met with great indignation among members of Party leadership 

(significantly, the series was supported by the then premier Zhao Ziyang, who was removed 

from the post during the Tian‟an men protests). The series was banned immediately after the 

June 4
th

 massacre of 1989 and the authors were prosecuted together with the intellectuals 

involved in the demonstrations. Although the series was one of the early signs of the new 

wave of rising Chinese nationalism, at the same time it was inevitably a manifestation of a 

kind of identity crisis that was typical for the intellectual milieu in the PRC during the 1980s. 

The 1980s in the PRC was a highly creative period, in which many new kinds of 

literature and new literary styles flourished. It was also a period that could be characterized by 

a more liberal atmosphere and by relative freedom of creation (though interrupted by several 

restrictive campaigns aimed against dissemination of the „bourgeois liberalism‟ „imported‟ 

from the West
63

), while the authors were at the same time still officially supported and 

funded. In the PRC, more or less professional writers who had a certain number and quality of 

publications were members of the China Writers‟ Association (Zhongguo zuojia xiehui 中国

作家协会), which had a more prestigious national level as well as provincial and municipal 

branches
64

. Membership of the Association, although “highly coveted” by writers for 

significant privileges, “did not carry professional status” (Link 2000: 121), which was 

enjoyed only by a relatively small number of merited members („first class writers‟, yiji zuojia 

一级作家). But the Association had a de facto monopoly on all literary production in China, 

because it set up the editorial boards of official literary magazines as well as of big publishing 

houses, who made decisions about which works will be published and about the salary and 

royalties for the authors. In this way, the Association had control over creative writing in the 

whole PRC.  Paradoxically, the situation during the 1980s was in general quite convenient for 

creative writing because of the relatively liberal Party policy on the one hand, and the still 

strong position of the Association on the other. 
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The favorable situation changed abruptly after the Tian‟an men massacre on July 4
th

 

1989 stopped the liberalization process. The tightened political conditions from the beginning 

of the 1990s gradually lead to an increasing commercialization of the Chinese cultural and 

literary sphere. One of the reasons for the gradual market-orientation of writers was a stronger 

censorship (or rather “self-censorship” – see Link 2000: 56). After the massacre, it was no 

longer possible to discuss politically sensitive issues openly (including related historical 

issues and discussion about the Chinese „national character‟
65

), and writers thus turned to 

more popular and politically „safe‟ themes. Another reason was that the funding of 

professional writers from official sources slowly ceased, and they started to be paid according 

to actual book sales. The authors thus turned to the kinds of literature that could ensure them a 

wider readership and a higher commercial income. 

 

2.4. The Development of Tibet in the Second Half of the 20
th

 Century and Conditions for 

the Emergence of Modern Tibetan Literature 

  

         The history of Tibet in the second half of the 20
th

 century can be divided into two 

periods that are separated by the ten-year long intermezzo of the Cultural Revolution. The 

first period began with the so called „peaceful liberation‟ (heping jiefang 和平解放) of all 

Tibetan areas by the Chinese People‟s Liberation Army (PLA). The areas outside of „political 

Tibet‟ under the actual authority of the Dalai Lama‟s government were „liberated‟ during the 

fall of 1949 and incorporated into four Chinese provinces (Qinghai, Gansu, Sichuan, and 

Yunnan). „Political Tibet‟, or the territory that was to become the Tibetan Autonomous 

Region (officially established in 1965) was not taken under direct Chinese control until 1951. 

In May 1951 the so called „Seventeen Point Agreement‟ was signed by the Chinese 

communist government and representatives of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama in Beijing, which 

allowed the Chinese troops to enter Tibet peacefully. The Agreement secured a de facto 

autonomy for Dalai Lama‟s Tibet, as the traditional system of government was to remain 

untouched if Tibetans collaborated with the Chinese communist government. „Political Tibet‟ 

was also to be kept safe from the „democratic reforms‟ (minzhu gaige 民主改革) and socialist 

transformation (including collectivization and land reform) that were launched in inland 

China almost immediately after the foundation of the PRC. The conditions of the Seventeen 

Point Agreement were, however, applied only on the territory of the future TAR; those areas 
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outside experienced the same policy during the 1950s as other „minority areas‟ and the rest of 

China. This fact led to a series of violent uprisings in Amdo and Kham during the 1950s, 

while the TAR “remained relatively calm until 1958” (Smith 1994: 64)
66

. 

         During 1958, most Tibetan areas outside of the TAR were collectivized, and class 

struggle was initiated, which was aimed primarily at removing and denunciating local Tibetan 

leaders and Buddhist monks and lamas. The subsequent revolts in Amdo and Kham incited 

similar protests in Central Tibet, which led to a Tibetan uprising against Chinese occupation 

in the first months of 1959. Shortly before the Chinese clampdown on Tibetan resistance, the 

Fourteenth Dalai Lama escaped to India in March 1959, where he sought asylum. 

„Democratic reforms‟ started to be implemented in the TAR almost immediately after the 

revolt. From 1960 onwards, all Tibetan areas went through similar development as the rest of 

the PRC. However, the Cultural Revolution had an absolutely devastating effect on Tibetan 

culture and identity (the prohibition of all religious activities, and devastation of monasteries 

and cultural relicts, the prohibition of the public use of Tibetan language, disruption of the 

traditional life style in rural areas etc.), and de facto represented an attempt to completely 

sinicize Tibet. 

         During the 1950s and 1960s, literary production in Tibetan areas was extremely sparse. 

The conditions were not yet ripe for the emergence of modern Tibetan literature. It is thus a 

generally accepted fact that the tradition of secular literature in Tibet was not established 

before the Chinese „Liberation‟, and the first literature written in the vernacular language 

concerning the daily lives of ordinary people did not emerge until the second half of the 20
th

 

century, only with a number of exceptions, after the Cultural Revolution in particular (see 

Hartley 2003: 3, Shakya 2004: 1). It is important to note that in the majority of non-Western 

regions the emergence of modern literature was initiated by colonial encounter with the West, 

which is also the case for modern Chinese literature, as has been discussed in previous 

chapters. Due to its geographical and political isolation, Tibet‟s cultural development 

remained untouched by the exogenous influences imported to India, East and South East Asia 

by Western imperialism during the 19
th

 century. The concept of modernity was thus 

implemented in Tibet only after its annexation by China in the 1950s.  

         This means that conditions were not conducive to the emergence of modern literature 

before this period (see Shakya 2004: 10), as Tibetan civilization had never been seriously 
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contested and had never had to be massively and openly confronted with the influx of modern 

Western rationality that would have led to a natural formation of a secular cultural discourse 

and to the creation of a modern realistic (or mimetic) literature. Modern literature was thus 

„imported‟ together with the enforcement of the concept of modernity by communist China. 

This concept of modernity, which brought many social and cultural changes and caused a 

„rupture‟
67

 in Tibetan tradition, as suggested by Tsering Shakya (2004: 66), was completely 

new, and was introduced almost exclusively through China, because until the beginning of the 

1980s any translations of Western literature or any books introducing the discourse of 

modernity were not available, and the only foreign language accessible to the general Tibetan 

public was Chinese. In fact, the first significant direct contacts with Western concepts and the 

„world-view‟ represented by Western civilization were made possible only by the 

establishment of Tibetan diaspora communities after the Dalai Lama‟s exile in 1959
68

. 

          As will be argued, the development of modern Tibetan literature is closely bound up 

with the development of modern and contemporary Chinese literature. The literature in 

Tibetan mirrors the phases of literary development in the PRC with a certain delay since the 

1950s, while at the same time drawing inspiration in some particular matters (nationalistic 

effort for modernization, vernacularization of language, selective critique of tradition, need 

for self-assertion and education etc.) from the beginnings of modern Chinese literature in the 

May Fourth era. The actual emergence of modern Tibetan literature in the 1980s was 

preceded by several preparatory steps, initiated directly by social-political development in the 

PRC, which are of great importance to the character of the first Tibetan literary works in the 

1980s. To create a new modern literature, it was necessary to completely change not only the 

language and the literary style, but also the literary code and the character and function of 

literature. In the case of Tibetan literature, all of these changes were forcibly initiated and 

were inspired by the requirements set by the development of contemporary Chinese literature 

after 1949, which was until the end of the Cultural Revolution under the guidelines of Mao 

Zedong´s Talks at the Yan’an Conference on Literature and Art.  

         Two important issues that during the 1950s and 1960s could have enabled the 
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emergence of new socialist literature serving propaganda purposes in Tibet had to be 

considered by Chinese propaganda workers and Tibetan cadres in all Tibetan areas: the 

creation of vernacular language, and finding a convenient literary form for the specific 

conditions of a highly religious and mostly illiterate Tibetan society. Because socialist 

literature should be aimed at the broad masses (defined as workers, peasants and soldiers, 

which for Tibet had to be changed to peasants and nomadic or semi-nomadic herdsmen), it 

had to be fully comprehensible, and thus written in a vernacular (colloquial) language, 

understandable to uneducated people. As for the content, the main function of literature was 

didactic and ideological; therefore, literature had to represent the „real life‟ of lower classes, 

and serve for their education and ideological indoctrination. As in inland China, for a writer it 

was thus necessary to create a good balance of two complementary tools: “exposing” (the 

crimes of enemies) and “extolling” (the contributions of the revolutionary heroes). 

Propaganda literature in Tibetan areas thus focused on „exposing‟ of the evils of the old feudal 

society on the one hand and on „extolling‟ the positive role of the Chinese PLA in the 

„liberation‟ of Tibetan serfs. The literary form was defined by Mao Zedong‟s request to pour 

“new wine into old vessels” (jiu ping, xin jiu 旧瓶新酒). In accordance with this request, the 

use of the so called „old forms‟ was encouraged, and the literature, which was in its form 

inspired by indigenous popular oral literature, was thus highly appreciated. 

Although during the 1950s, until the flight of the Dalai Lama to India in 1959, Tibet 

proper had escaped the direct influence of Chinese „democratic reforms‟, the border areas of 

Amdo and Kham had to conform to the reforms launched by the government of the PRC. The 

first „secular literature‟ in this period emerged in the border areas of eastern Tibet in the form 

of new Tibetan poems, both in Chinese and Tibetan, that praised the Communist Party, its 

leaders and its policy. Such poems were strongly influenced by the old poetic traditions, and 

evoked traditional religious poetry eulogizing Buddhist teachers and important lamas (see 

Hartley 2008, Dhondup 2008). In general, the majority of literature published in Tibet in the 

early communist era were poems written by Tibetans in the Chinese language. As pointed out 

by Tsering Shakya (2004), the first modern Tibetan-medium piece of fiction was the novella 

Ye shes Lha mo dang mgar ba Stobs rgyal (Yeshe Lhamo and the Blacksmith Topgyel, 1959).  

Nevertheless, for the next twenty years it was the only work of fiction composed in Tibetan
69

. 

This early period was followed by almost absolute silence during the Cultural Revolution, 
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which was accompanied by the ban of the public use of the Tibetan language. The crucial 

period for the emergence and the initiatory development of modern Tibetan literature thus 

started only after the end of the Cultural Revolution and after the death of Mao Zedong in 

1976.   

 

During the „new era‟, the situation in Tibet was very similar to that in inland China. 

Due to the loosening of Party policy after the Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh Party 

Congress, and especially after the visit of Party Secretary Hu Yaobang to Tibet in May 1980, 

many projects of „cultural revival‟ in Tibet started during the early 1980s. These included the 

support of Tibetan language education
70

, and Tibetan language publications, the revival of 

religion and the restoration of the monasteries
71

, and even newly established communication 

with the exile community that allowed to visit relatives abroad. During this period, many 

Tibetan writers engaged in new literary projects, and new literature in both Tibetan and 

Chinese languages started to be published. At this early stage, the newly emerging modern 

Tibetan literature and relevant literary criticism became (the only) discussion forum for the 

(intellectuals‟) debates about modernity, the future of the Tibetan nation and about the new 

modern identity of Tibetan people. As asserted by Lauran Hartley:  

 

“Tibetan literary criticism during the 1980s and 1990s served an important role in the definition of 

Tibetan national character, the delineation and constitution of a Tibetan „past„ and „present„ as well as the 

production of cultural values.“ (Hartley 2003: 2)  

 

Whilst the majority of society in Tibet (supported by official authorities) was actively 

engaged in the reconstruction of Tibetan (religious) tradition during the 1980s, from 

rebuilding monasteries to publishing classical texts (religious, historical, and literary), the 

secular intellectual elites (represented by scientists, scholars, and writers) were equally 

actively searching for a new definition of Tibetanness based on values other than those 

derived from Buddhism. This led to the emergence of what A.A. Moon calls “secular 

nationalism” (Moon 1991c: 15) in Tibet during the 1980s. In their „secularized‟ discussions, 

new Tibetan intellectuals (probably not coincidentally mostly from Amdo) naturally 

approximated Chinese ideology along with the notions of Tibetan „backwardness‟ and 

                                                 
70

 Education in Tibet will be described in a separate chapter of this dissertation (2.6.). For more information see 

Bass 1998, Kolås 2005. 
71

 See for example Goldstein, M.C. and Kapstein M.T. (eds.). Buddhism in Contemporary Tibet: Religious 

Revival and Cultural Identity. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998. Slobodník, M. Mao a Buddha: 

Náboženská politika voči tibetskému buddhizmu v Číně. Bratislava: Chronos, 2007. 



 63 

„underdevelopment‟, and argued for a modern rational scientific approach to the world. 

However, this was not a mere parroting of Chinese ideological phrases, as they were 

motivated in their effort by similar nationalist reasons as the Chinese intellectuals of the May 

Fourth era: their ultimate aim was the modernization and self-assertion of Tibet. The 

intellectual discourse about Tibetan identity during the 1980s thus clearly shifted from 

religious to secular (see Hartley 2003: 3), and literature (and literary criticism) became the 

main arena for secular negotiations. In this regard, Tibetan intellectuals had an indigenous 

paragon in the person of the Amdo monk Gendün Chömpel (1903-51), a monastic „rebel‟ who 

as the first Tibetan intellectual emphasized the need for Tibet‟s modernization and introduced 

basic Western knowledge into Tibet
72

. The first of his great successors in the 1980s then was 

the „founder of modern Tibetan literature‟ from Amdo, Döndrup Gyel, who inspired many 

young Tibetan scholars of his generation or younger (among them, for example, a prominent 

PRC-based scholar, Döndrup Wangbum [Ch. Dangzhu Angben] and one of the most 

significant exile scholars, Pema Bhum, both also from Amdo). 

L. Hartley has attributed this process of secularization of Tibetan identity discourse in 

literature to the influence of contemporary Chinese “antitraditionalist movements”
73

. As she 

informs us, Tibetan secular intellectual elites more or less equated „modernization‟ with 

„sinicization‟ (and with „Westernization‟), but at the same time sought to “maintain the 

nationality characteristics in literature and art” (ibid., 50). They adopted a method of 

“adopting and discarding” (Tib. blang rdor) (ibid.), or simply to „adopt the good things‟ and 

„discard the bad things‟ from both Tibetan tradition and modern China (or the West). L. 

Hartley has called this approach “selective tradition”, a notion which is derived from Eric J. 

Hobsbawms „invented tradition‟
74

, a „tradition‟ that is appropriated to serve nationalist goals. 

This also evokes the similar approach of reform Chinese intellectuals in the second half of the 

19
th

 century, when they „selectively‟ picked practical knowledge from the West to support the 

Chinese cause, while emphasizing the need to preserve Chinese national/cultural essence, as 

pronounced in a well-known phrase by one of China‟s 19
th

 century reformers, Zhang 

Zhidong: “Chinese learning as a core, Western learning for practical use” (Zhong xue wei ti, 

Xi xue wei yong 中学为体，西学为用). Similar concern for the „national essence‟ was also 
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expressed by Tibetan intellectuals in the 1980s, as is evident from both theoretical debates and 

literary production.  

The short period of the 1980s provided more freedom for such identity-bound 

discussions, but – as in inland China – it was not to last long. The Chinese leaders would 

never have imagined the force of potential Tibetan nationalism, which erupted together with 

the newly revived (although still very much restricted) religious freedom. As a direct 

consequence of the process of liberalization and reforms, and especially of the relatively 

benevolent Chinese religious policy in Tibet, from the spring of 1987, Lhasa (in particular the 

old „Tibetan‟ centre around Barkor and the Jokhang temple) became the stage for a series of 

demonstrations organized mostly by monks from the three big monasteries around Lhasa
75

. 

The demonstrations were repeatedly violently suppressed by the Chinese armed forces, and 

several Tibetans were killed over the two years until March 1989. These happenings quickly 

made Barkor a sacred space and the everyday religious practices of ordinary people became 

gestures of protest (see Barnett 1994). The succession of these events apparently “brought an 

end to what should have been, and almost was, a decade of reform and liberalization in Tibet” 

(Barnett 1994: 238). Shortly before the first pro-democratic demonstrations started in Beijing 

in spring 1989, a large scale demonstration took place in Lhasa at the beginning of March, in 

commemoration of the thirtieth anniversary of the Dalai Lama‟s exile. On March 9, martial 

law was imposed on Lhasa and surrounding townships, which lasted until the end of April 

1990. Similarly to inland China, these violent events abruptly stopped open discussion on the 

Tibetan literary scene for the best part of the next ten years, and imposed tight controls on all 

aspects of life in Tibet, including education, publication and religious activities. 

     As already mentioned above, except for one Tibetan-medium novella from the end of 

the 1950s and poems written mainly in Chinese, almost no literature was published in Tibet 

until the end of the Cultural Revolution. It is generally acknowledged that modern Tibetan 

literature did not begin until the end of the 1970s, shortly after the Third Plenary Session of 

the Eleventh Party Congress in 1978 (see for example Shakya 2008: 64). Around this time, 

the first literary journals started to appear, with the Chinese-medium literary magazine Xizang 

wenyi 西藏文艺 („Tibetan Literature and Arts‟, in English usually referred to as Literature 

from Tibet)
76

 established in Lhasa in 1977 as the first official literary periodical in the TAR. It 
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should be noted that any periodicals were practically non-existent in Tibet before the Chinese 

annexation, probably because of the non-existence of larger towns and cities which would 

provide readers for such publications. The first Tibetan language newspaper was published in 

1904 in Ladakh by a foreign missionary, and in 1926 another missionary established the 

influential periodical gSar gyur me long (The News Mirror)
77

 in Kalimpong, where the early 

Tibetan reformer rebel Gendün Chömpel for example, and some other reform-oriented 

intellectuals living in India published articles during the 1930s. However, the first newspaper 

in Tibet proper did not appear until at least the 1950s. Unfortunately, as far as I know, there 

are no available sources presenting the periodicals established and published by the Chinese 

government in Tibetan areas since the 1950s, but it is nevertheless evident that until the end of 

the 1970s there was no special literary periodical published in Tibet, and that all periodicals in 

Tibet until that time were published by the Chinese authorities (i.e. not as a Tibetan initiative). 

This situation clearly supports the supposition that there were no natural conditions for the 

emergence of modern Tibetan literature in Tibet before the arrival of the Chinese, and that the 

concept of modern literature as such was introduced to Tibet, or even enforced on it, from the 

outside, through the Chinese occupation, which makes the Tibet‟s situation radically different 

to the China‟s situation on the eve of the emergence of modern Chinese literature. 

Moreover, as both Tsering Shakya and Patricia Schiaffini have observed, at the time of 

the establishment of the first literary journals in Tibet, there were no Tibetan writers in the 

TAR who could publish their works in the newly founded magazines, and for the next few 

years only the works of Han Chinese authors were published
78

 (see Shakya 1999: 59, 

Schiaffini 2002: 22). The main aim of the editors of the newly created Xizang wenyi was thus 

the very establishment of modern literature in Tibet and the setting of an example for new 

Tibetan authors of what the new literature should look like. During the first years of its 

existence, the magazine mostly published works of socialist realism that sought to legitimize 

the „peaceful liberation‟ of Tibet in the 1950s after the traumatic experiences of the Cultural 

Revolution. This was strikingly different from the literary developments in inland China at the 

same period, where most of the new literature was devoted to criticism of the ultra-leftist 

policy of the Cultural Revolution and of the Gang of Four. The editors of the magazine also 
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placed emphasis on publishing political editorials, celebrating important anniversaries and 

introducing new Party policy on Tibet. Only around the mid-1980s did a new generation of 

young authors (both Han and Tibetan) appear who completely changed the face of the then 

already renamed Xizang wenxue. 

The first Tibetan language magazine Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyu rtsal (Tibetan Arts and 

Literature) was established three years later in 1980, also in Lhasa, and for several issues it 

even had to accept Tibetan translations of short stories and poems written originally in 

Chinese by few Tibetan authors (Shakya 2008: 65). Both magazines were published officially, 

by the Tibetan Branch of Chinese Writer‟s Association
79

 (Zhongguo zuojia xiehui Xizang 

fenhui 中国作家协会西藏分会 ), which played an active role in the organization and 

promotion of modern Tibetan literature in both Tibetan and Chinese. Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyu 

rtsal was founded with the aim of promoting literary creation in vernacular Tibetan, and its 

first issue was meant to “establish guidelines on the style and content favored by the Party” 

(Shakya 1999: 59). Similarly as in the case of the Chinese-medium Xizang wenyi, according 

to the editors of Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyu rtsal new Tibetan literature should focus on criticism 

of the “„dark period‟ of feudal exploitation” (ibid.) rather than on the recent excesses, which 

would cast a negative light on the Chinese rule in Tibet since the „Liberation‟. 

Due to much stricter political control in the TAR in comparison to other Tibetan areas, 

the Lhasa literary scene (as practically the only center of cultural production in the TAR) 

during the 1980s was quite specific. It was represented more by Han Chinese and Sinophone 

Tibetan writers who were members of official cultural institutions than by Tibetophone 

authors who mostly did not have any official status (there were only a handful of middle-aged 

Tibetophone writers who were part of the official establishment, as will be discussed later). 

For this reason, the main Tibetan literary discourse took place in areas outside of the TAR, 

mainly in Amdo
80

. In the summer of 1981 in Xining (Qinghai), an inaugural conference on 

Tibetan literature was held, in which a de facto official political decision was made to 

„establish‟ modern Tibetan literature in Tibetan (see Hartley 2003: 166). Among the 

contributors was the vice-director of the TAR Propaganda bureau, and later the chairman of 

the Tibet Writer‟s Association, Lhakpa Püntsok (Lhags pa Phun tshogs, Ch. Laba Pingcuo 拉

巴平措, b. 1942), who himself published several pieces of Tibetan-medium fiction in the 
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early 1980s. This fact seems to suggest that there was no Tibetan-medium literature before 

1980, and that its emergence at that time was more or less an official decision of the political 

authorities.  

Not much later, in Amdo, the Qinghai Writer‟s Association in Xining founded a 

second Tibetan language literary magazine, sBrang char (Light Rain), which was to become 

the “premier literary journal in Tibet”
81

 and actually “establish the foundation of modern 

Tibetan literature” (Shakya 1999: 60). The editors of sBrang char purposely attempted to 

accept only literary works written originally in Tibetan (no translations from Chinese) 

(Shakya 2008: 66). Exceptions were, however, made for some „model works‟, with most 

representing the translations of modern (xiandai) Chinese short stories (particularly Lu Xun) 

and translations of Western literature, both fiction and theoretical literature (mainly Russian 

authors – Chekhov, Dostoyevsky, Gogol, then French realistic authors and Western „classics‟ 

like Shakespeare), through Chinese translations.  

At least in the beginning, there was obviously a lack of original Tibetan literary works, 

as also attested by L. Hartley, who estimates that only one third of the literary works 

published in Tibetan-medium journals during the 1980s was original Tibetan production, and 

many of the published works had actually already been written during the Cultural Revolution 

(Hartley 2003: 178). The rest of the publications were translations from Chinese or from 

Western languages. Unfortunately, there are no available statistics on the exact number of 

Tibetan works published in Tibetan-medium magazines during the 1980s. L. Hartley and 

Pema Bhum have both estimated that around ten thousand original Tibetan works (including 

short stories, poems, and essays) were published during 1980s and 1990s (ibid., 3). However, 

Heather Stoddard in her article about Tibetan publications from the 1980s quoted official 

statistical data published in Tibet Daily in October 1990. According to the article, among the 

members of the Chinese „Association for Minority Writers‟ there were only thirty Tibetan 

writers in 1990 (including the Sinophone writers, such as Zhaxi Dawa, Yangzhen or Sebo). 

And reportedly some 600 pieces of literary works written by Tibetan authors (“including short 

stories, reports, prose collections and thirty-one long novels”) were published over the whole 

of the 1980s. The material does not provide any information on whether it is the number of 

works published solely in the TAR or in the whole PRC, and neither does it mention the 
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number of works in Tibetan or in Chinese (see Stoddard 1994: 146). The disproportion 

between the data provided by H. Stoddard and L. Hartley might indicate a rapid increase in 

the number of Tibetan works published in the 1990s (probably due to the rising number of 

commercial publications), even if general conditions were much less convenient than those in 

1980s, as confirmed for example by Tsering Shakya: 

  

“Since 1994, there has been even stricter control over work produced by [Tibetophone] Tibetan writers. 

The fever of creative energy that was unleashed in the early 1980s has worn out, and writers are more cautious 

and unwilling to stick their heads above the parapet.” (Shakya 1999: 66) 

 

One of the first generally recognized (by Tibetan scholars) works of modern Tibetan 

literature was Döndrup Gyel‟s (Don grub rGyal, b. 1953) poem “Lang tsho‟i rbab chu” (The 

Waterfall of Youth)
82

, published in 1983 in sBrang char, which was enthusiastically accepted 

by its Tibetan readership (see Shakya 2008: 77, Bum 2008). Not only was it the first poem in 

a free verse composed in vernacular language, but it was also a piece of work that introduced 

a completely new perspective on Tibetan modernity. According to Tsering Shakya, the poem 

“contained a bold and nationalistic politic statement” (Shakya 2008: 77), and was a “turning 

point” in Tibetan nationalistic debates about tradition and modernity. With his poem, 

Döndrup Gyel created a model for new free verse poetry, which is at the same time often 

politically engaged and expresses controversial opinions more directly than prose does.  

In around 1983, the first short stories written originally in Tibetan also started to be 

published. The very first Tibetan-medium stories (often translated from Chinese) published in 

the three years after the foundation of the first magazines were burdened by ideology, and the 

authors were only starting to negotiate the possibilities and limits of the new type of literature 

that were basically set with the publication of the first issues of Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyu rtsal 

and sBrang char. Thus at the beginning of the 1980s a typical Tibetan-medium short story 

criticized the evils of the old feudal society and eulogized the Chinese „peaceful liberation‟ of 

Tibet.
83

 It wasn‟t until the mid-1980s that a new kind of story emerged that mirrored the 

Chinese „scar literature‟. In Tibetan, such stories were called “the stories of the wounded 

                                                 
82

 Of course, it was not the first literary work of Tibetan-medium modern literature, but it was among the first to 

be recognized as „Tibetan‟ because of its nationalist message. Works published earlier were either translations 

from Chinese or works that served Chinese propaganda. 
83

  Tsering Shakya mentions “A Story of Three Sisters“ (Bu mo spun gsum gyi rnam thar) by Lhakpa Püntsok 

aka Kalzang Namdröl (sKal bzang rNam grol) as an example of an early modern Tibetan short story. 
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mind of Tibet” (Bod kyi sems rma’i sgrung gtam)
84

 (Shakya 2008: 75). This kind of short 

stories, similarly to the Chinese „scar literature‟, criticized the crimes of the Gang of Four and 

expressed hope in a better future.  

Unlike in China, where full-length novels have not played a significant role in early 

post-Cultural Revolution literary production, and the majority of the important works of the 

1980s were short stories or novellas, in Tibet, full-length novels started to be published at the 

same time as the first short stories. The first Tibetan-medium modern novel, sKal bzang me 

tog (An Auspicious Flower) by Jampel Gyatso (´jam dpal rgya mtso, Ch. Jiangbian Jiacuo), 

written in a socialist realist style and originally in Chinese
85

, was published in 1982 (the 

Chinese version was published two years earlier). 

 

In the early 1980s, a community of young Chinese writers, painters and other artists 

gathered in Lhasa and formed a „Lhasa Salon‟ that gave raise to a new kind of literary works 

about Tibet in the Chinese language (the so called „new fiction from Tibet‟, Xizang xin 

xiaoshuo 西藏新小说86
). The members of this „salon‟ were also the main contributors for the 

Chinese-medium journal Xizang wenxue. The majority of the members were Han Chinese 

(writers Ma Yuan, Ma Lihua, Tian Wen, Jin Zhiguo, Liu Wei, and others), but a few Tibetan 

authors writing in Chinese also became a part of this community (Zhaxi Dawa and Sebo are 

both in fact half-Tibetan, half-Han). These writers were in closer contact with the inland-

Chinese literary scene, and started to publish works influenced by the modernist trends 

popular at that time in China. Ma Yuan was one of the vanguards of avant-garde fiction in 

China, and his short stories were permeated with a strong „Tibetan flavor‟. He utilized 

elements of Tibetan mythology and popular religious beliefs to compose surrealistic stories 

representing encounters with an exotic Other, and was therefore associated with the „root-

searching movement‟ due to the similar aesthetics (see Kasarello 2000). Sebo‟s short stories 

were also inspired by the Chinese „modernism‟ of the 1980s and Zhaxi Dawa became famous 

as a Tibetan “magical-realist writer” (see Schiaffini 2002). As will be examined later, the 

simple literary style of Tibetan-medium fiction differed markedly from the modernist style of 

Chinese-medium fiction, and obviously, contact between the two communities was 

“sporadic”, as Lara Maconi has remarked (Maconi 2008: 178). 
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 Tsering Shakya has quoted “Tibetan critic Gopo Lin from Kham“ (Shakya 1999: 51) as the source of this 

notion. 
85

 According to Tsering Shakya, the Tibetan version was not a translation, but an authorial version, which 

differed slightly from the original version in Chinese (see Shakya 1999). 
86

 Xizang xin xiaoshuo is also a title of the first anthology of Chinese short stories about Tibet, edited by the 

female writer and editor Feng Liang and published in Lhasa in 1989 (Feng 1989). 
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The declaration of martial law in Lhasa in 1989 resulted in a definitive end to the 

Sinophone Lhasa literary scene. Most Han Chinese writers left Lhasa at the end of 1980s or at 

the beginning of the 1990s, and most of them stopped writing altogether. As a consequence, 

the Chinese-medium journal Xizang wenxue went through an existential crisis in the mid-

1990s. The Tibetan-medium literary scene seemed undisturbed, but the fragile nugget of 

freedom the writers had enjoyed in the previous decade had definitively disappeared. The 

center of literary creation shifted more and more towards Amdo and Kham, where the most 

publications appeared during the 1990s. 

 

2.5. What is „Modern Tibetan Literature‟?  Discussions and Definitions 

 

 From the very beginning of modern Tibetan literature after the foundation of the first 

literary magazines, there has been a burning debate among Tibetan intellectuals (as well as 

Western scholars) about: what exactly Tibetan literature is (see for example Maconi 2008: 

174, Shakya 2008: 66). As Tsering Shakya argues, the main questions concern the “defining 

factor(s)”: “[Should it be] the language, the ethnic origin of the author, or the subject matter?” 

(ibid.). Initially, official authorities clearly inclined towards the inclusive definition. As the 

most important defining factor was considered the place of origin and the subject matter of the 

literary work
87

, that is, all of the works that were produced in Tibet (generally restricted only 

to TAR) or whose stories took place in Tibet (even when the authors and protagonists were 

Han Chinese) were labeled as „Xizang wenxue‟ 西藏文学, that is „Tibetan literature‟ in the 

sense „literature from Tibet‟. This is clearly testified to by the publishing policy of the 

Chinese language journal Xizang wenxue, where (immediately after its foundation almost 

exclusively) works by Han Chinese authors were also published (also because any translations 

of modern literature from Tibetan into Chinese are rare, and the magazine‟s publishing policy 

was restricted only to Chinese-medium works). Chinese anthologies of „literature from Tibet‟ 

of this period also include works by both (Sinophone) Tibetans and Han Chinese88. This 

approach by the Chinese authorities in the TAR can be clarified by a brief examination of the 
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 The first Chinese „definition‟ of „Xizang wenxue‟ was in fact a combination of these two factors, the subject 

matter and the place of origin of the work. That is, only the works that were written within the Tibetan areas (de 

facto restricted only to the TAR) and that at the same time were about Tibet were considered as such. It was 

literally unthinkable that someone who wrote in Tibet would not write about Tibet.   
88

 Xizang xin xiaoshuo. (New Stories from Tibet). Lhasa: Xizang renmin chubanshe, 1989. (Edited by Feng 

Liang); Lingting Xizang. (Listening to Tibet). Kunming: Ynnan renmin chubanshe, 1999. (Edited by Long 

Dong); Neither of them is edited by a Tibetan, but both editors are somehow related to Tibet. Feng Liang is half 

Han, half Yi from Sichuan who lived for many years in Lhasa, Long Dong is a Han who married a Tibetan (the 

writer Yangzhen). 
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membership of the Tibet Writer‟s Association, which was newly established in the fall of 

1981. Party member and high official Lhakpa Püntsok was appointed as chairman. He was the 

author of several Tibetan-medium works, although he did not start to publish literary works 

until 1981. There was only one Tibetan (Sinophone) writer included amongst the vice-

chairmen, Yeshe Tenzin (Ye shes Bstan ´dzin, Ch. Yixi Danzeng 益希单增, b. 1942). Others 

included the poet Wang Chengdong (汪承栋, b. 1930), actually a Hakka from Hunan, who 

entered Tibet as a member of the PLA in 1956, and Ye Yulin (叶玉林, b. 1932), also a PLA 

member who fought in the Korean war, and had published several novels and essay 

collections from Tibet since 1962. Apparently, there simply were not any Tibetophone 

Tibetan writers at the beginning of the official promotion of „modern Tibetan literature‟. 

On the other hand most Tibetophone writers and native Tibetan scholars and critics 

consider the choice of language as the main defining factor, as again attested by the 

anthologies 89
 of „modern Tibetan literature‟ that were published by Qinghai Nationalities 

Publishing House in Xining (i.e. not in the TAR, or „Xizang‟). These anthologies include 

almost exclusively works written in Tibetan, and mostly by Tibetans
90

. The importance of the 

language choice is further emphasized by the inclusion of a few Tibetophone authors of 

Mongolian nationality (all living in the Amdo region, such as i.e. Tsering Döndrup, Tse ring 

Don grub). Western scholars tend to apply the criterion of ethnicity more, and consider works 

both in Tibetan and Chinese languages (and also English) written by native Tibetans as 

„Tibetan literature‟. This view is supported by the undeniable fact that “today Tibet is a 

diglossic society” (Maconi 2008: 174), as Lara Maconi asserts in her study of this 

phenomenon, and thus, as an official language, Chinese plays a dominant role in everyday life 

in Tibet, and is an important part of education curricula (as is English in Tibetan diaspora 

communities in India and in the West).  

     As Lara Maconi admits, “the negotiation of linguistic idiom is never a neutral matter” 

(ibid.), and it always has complex political implications. Language is one of the important 

constituent parts of Tibetan identity, a “symbol of [...] belonging” (ibid.), along with religion 

and cultural values and practices (see Norbu 1991). However, the „language debate‟ gained 

prominence only with the rise of modern Tibetan nationalism in the second half of the 20
th
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 „Gyur med. (ed.) Bod kyi deng rabs rtsom rig dpe tchogs. (Collections of Contemporary Tibetan Literature, 2 

vol. ). Xining: mTsho sngon mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 1991.  

sBrang char lo „khor 20 dpe tchogs. sGrung gtam rlabs kyi gsegs ma. (20 Years of Light Rain. Short Story 

Collection I, II). sBrang char rtsom sgrig khang gis bsgrigs (ed.). mTsho sngon mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 2001. 
90

 There are a few exceptions, such as the publication of translation of the Sinophone writer Zhaxi Dawa„s short 

story into Tibetan language in the anthology „Gyur med (1991). 
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century, as a means for negotiating a modern „national/cultural identity‟ for Tibetans. 

Historically, there has never been a single common vernacular language shared by all 

Tibetans inhabiting the area of the ethnographic Tibet, and cultural communication was 

ensured by a shared literary language, classical Tibetan, which was used for religious and 

cultural purposes not only in Tibet, but also by other nationalities professing the same religion 

(such as Mongols, Buryats and Tanguts), and thus played a role similar to medieval Latin (see 

Vostrikov 1994
91

, cit. in Maconi 2008: 176). The current „language debate‟ was initiated only 

after the Chinese annexation of Tibet, when bilingual Sino-Tibetan education was 

implemented in all Tibetan areas, and especially after the Cultural Revolution, during which 

Tibetan was officially forbidden as one of the „four olds‟ (si jiu 四旧)
92

 that are harmful to 

modern development. The Tibetan language was considered “unpatriotic and elitist” (Maconi 

2008: 174), above all due to its system of addressing people of different social status and the 

use of honorific words. Since the economic reforms of the 1980s, political reasons for Tibetan 

diglossia were replaced by economic reasons, because “Tibetans educated in Chinese have 

had a better chance of gaining a higher education and a more rewarding professional career” 

and “[l]earning Chinese generally increases one‟s wealth and status” (ibid.). 

 Under these conditions, “two parallel and linguistically distinct spheres of Tibetan 

literary activity” (Maconi 2008: 176) developed naturally in Tibet in the 1980s, which were 

relatively independent of each other, did not in general share ideas and influences, and 

“[l]iterary communication and exchange between the two have been rare” (ibid.). The 1980s 

were a period when „minority‟ identities started to be negotiated throughout the PRC, and 

„minorities‟ also became a „hot topic‟ for Chinese literature. Sinophone minority writers of 

different nationalities were supported and encouraged to publish works, and they were 

thought to represent the marginal voices of the underdeveloped societies that are now 

flourishing under the Party leadership. Many of these writers started to reconsider their 

identities and tried to gain a deeper understanding of their native cultural traditions
93

. In the 

first half of the 1980s, the „root-searching movement‟ provided some of them with theory and 

aesthetics, through which the exoticism of the native culture could be represented in the 
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 Vostrikov, A.I. Tibetan Historical Literature (transl. by Harish Chandra Gupta). Richmond: Curzon, 1994. 
92

 During the Cultural Revolution, the campain “Destroy Four Olds“ (pohuai si jiu 破坏四旧) was directed 

against old customs, old culture, old habits, and old ideas. Practially anything „Tibetan‟ fell within the “four 

olds”. 
93

 One of the first „minority writers‟ who became famous in China in the early 1980s was senior Mongolian 

author Malchinkhu (Ch. Malaqinfu, b. 1930). Another example is the author of Evenk nationality, Wure‟ertu (b. 

1952) whose short stories were published in national literary magazines and were awarded prizes for best 

Chinese short stories (quan guo youxiu zuopin jiang 全国优秀作品奖) several times. 
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dominant language of the majority society, who were not familiar with it. It should be noted 

that most of these „minority writers‟ were brought up and educated during the Cultural 

Revolution, and in comparison to the previous generation did not have the chance to be 

educated in their native languages and to learn about their own cultural traditions. This is the 

reason why so many Tibetan writers of this generation were using Chinese as a medium for 

their literary creation during the 1980s. However, Tsering Shakya quotes a Tibetan 

intellectual Serchang Püntsok Trashi, who in 1989 estimated that only 5% of Tibetans were 

able to read in Chinese (Shakya 2004: 80)
94

. Beginning in the 1990s, when a new generation 

educated in Tibetan appeared on the literary scene, the literary activity of the older generation 

of writers literate only in Chinese ceased, because negotiations of identity in literature shifted 

from cultural issues more to language. As Lara Maconi has noted: “Literary observers in the 

PRC have noticed among the youngest generation of Tibetan writers a trend toward writing in 

Tibetan more than in Chinese” (Maconi 2008: 176), which is a phenomenon that can be 

ascribed to several reasons. The two reasons that I see as being most significant are: First, the 

general literacy rates in Tibetan language are currently much higher that they were in the early 

1980s due to reforms implementing Tibetan-medium education since the 1990s, which means 

there has been a significant growth in potential readership for young authors; Second, 

although most young Tibetan intellectuals are now bilingual, they may consciously choose to 

write in Tibetan for patriotic reasons, to promote Tibetan-medium literature and the 

preservation of Tibetan culture. 

 Mutual contacts and influence between the two parallel literary scenes in Tibet during 

the 1980s (and until very recently) were almost non-existent. Translations of modern Tibetan 

literature from Chinese to Tibetan were very rare
95

, and except for a few self-made 

translations, almost nothing was translated from Tibetan to Chinese
96

. Co-operative projects 

that include both „linguistic territories‟ tend to appear more often in Tibetan areas outside of 

TAR, particularly in Amdo. The reason for this might be that the coexistence of Tibetans, Han 

Chinese, and other nationalities (Hui, Qiang, Mongolian) has had a history going back several 

hundred years in this region, and it is thus seen as much more natural than in Central Tibet, 

where Han and Hui are often seen as invaders by local Tibetans. A Sino-Tibetan anthology of 

literature from the Hainan (Tib. Tsolho) prefecture of Qinghai province was published in 
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 This is probably a reset of the generally low literacy rates, especially in rural areas. This problem will be 

discussed in the following chapter. 
95

 One of the few Sinophone Tibetan writers whose works were translated into Tibetan is Zhaxi Dawa. 
96

 Some translations appeared occasionally in Xizang wenxue, and there are translations of several Tibetan novels 

(gTsug gyu by Penjor probably being the first). Quite exceptionally, Chinese translations of Tibetan medium 

stories were inculuded in anthologies:  Xue (1991) and Huang (1999) have included several.  
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1999 (rDor sbis 1999). It is bilingual and includes original Chinese and Tibetan texts by 

writers of Tibetan nationality.  

Literary criticism and scholarship concerning modern Tibetan literature in the PRC 

has also been divided into two parallel sections, and as a rule, articles in Tibetan concern only 

Tibetophone literature and articles in Chinese take into account only Sinophone writers. One 

of the rare exceptions, and possibly the “first study in Chinese of both Tibetophone and 

Sinophone writers” as pointed out by Lara Maconi (Maconi 2008: 185), is Geng Yufang‟s 

Zangzu dangdai wenxue (藏族当代文学  Tibetan Contemporary Literature), published in 

1994. Geng is a renowned Chinese Tibetologist who for many years taught Tibetan language 

and literature at the Central Nationalities Institute in Beijing. In contrast to many other 

Chinese materials on „Tibetan literature‟, Geng used the adjective „Zangzu‟ („Tibetan 

nationality‟) rather than „Xizang‟ in the title. As a specialist in Tibetan literature, he was 

clearly aware of the paradox of the Chinese use of „Xizang wenxue‟ as „literature from Tibet‟. 

However, the use of the term „Zangzu‟ may also show a possible shift in the official 

perception of modern Tibetan literature since the early 1980s, or at least may signalize more 

attention being paid to the question of ethnicity by Chinese authorities. Since the 1990s, even 

in Sinophone discourse on Tibetan literature, more emphasis has been put on the ethnic 

criterion, and the term „Zangzu‟ („Tibetan‟ in the ethnic sense) has gradually prevailed over 

the formerly used adjective „Xizang‟ („Tibetan‟ in the sense of belonging to the place).  

This shift of emphasis is perceptible in more recent publications as well, for example 

the four volumes (short story, novella, poem, essay) series of the Manishi Zangdi Wencong     

(玛尼石藏地文丛 Mani-Stone Tibetan Areas Literary Collection, published in Chengdu) 

(Sebo 2002), which contains only literary works by authors of Tibetan nationality, and 

partially also translations from Tibetan. The title intentionally replaces the word „Xizang‟ with 

the word „Zangdi‟ (emphasizing Tibet as a place inhabited by the Tibetan nationality, and 

including not only TAR, but also other Tibetan areas in the PRC). It is notable that in this 

anthology, the names of the authors in Tibetan writing and a table of contents with Tibetan 

titles appeared for the first time. Such a „purely ethnic‟ approach may be explained by the fact 

that the series was edited by the Sinophone Tibetan writer Sebo, who wished to make it really 

„Tibetan‟ from a Tibetan and not Chinese point of view
97

. 

 Although the official Chinese perception as well as its terminology concerning modern 

Tibetan literature have undergone significant changes over the past three decades, and 
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 Personal interview, July 2006, Chengdu. 
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continues to shift towards more clearly defined terms, it might still be confusing. Therefore, 

Western scholars have more or less agreed on an adapted terminology, and usually 

differentiate between the „Tibetan literature‟ (Tib. Bod kyi rtsom rig, Ch. Zangzu wenxue), as 

literature by Tibetan authors, sometimes in the narrow sense as literature in Tibetan language, 

and the „literature of/from Tibet‟ (Ch. Xizang wenxue, no such term is used in Tibetan), as 

literature about or from Tibet. It has been applied in the translation of the titles of the two 

Lhasa literary magazines as well: Tibetan Literature and Arts (Bod kyi rtsom rig rgyud tsal) 

and Literature from Tibet (Xizang wenxue). In my dissertation, I use the Chinese term „Xizang 

wenxue‟ and its English translation „literature from Tibet‟ in its broad sense as Chinese-

medium literature by both Tibetan and Han Chinese writers from/about Tibet. The English 

term (modern) „Tibetan literature‟ is secured exclusively for literature by ethnic Tibetan 

writers (in Chinese or Tibetan). 

 

2.6. Who is the Literature for? On Questions of Readership in Tibet 

 

Considering the complex linguistic situation in Tibet, it is obvious that the question of 

the readership of modern Tibetan literature is very complicated. Nevertheless, clarification of 

this question can help to answer many other questions concerning literary language(s), literary 

code(s) as well as the function(s) of literature created by different authors in different 

conditions, and with different motivations.  

Similarly to many postcolonial or „third world‟ areas, the general literacy rates (both in 

Tibetan and Chinese) are considerably low in all Tibetan areas. After the de-facto prohibition 

of Tibetan language education during the Cultural Revolution (see Bass 1998: 36, Kolås 

2005: 95), at the beginning of the 1980s a new education plan for the TAR was created, and 

similar plans were devised for other ethnic Tibetan areas as well. The new plan was supposed 

to reflect the „specific conditions‟ of the TAR, and some reforms were implemented 

gradually, including more emphasis on Tibetan language education and training of local 

Tibetan cadres to substitute Han Chinese cadres recruited from the inland (see Bass 1998: 51-

52).  But, as shown by Catriona Bass, during the first half of the 1990s literacy rates in the 

TAR
98

 were still far below the average of the PRC, and were even lower than the average 

educational level of all “non-Han” nationalities in the PRC. 
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 Kolås and Thowsen have quoted official Chinese sources, according to which in 1990 73.8 per cent of all 

Tibetans in the TAR were illitarate. (Kolås 2005:106) 
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“In 1990, of the TAR‟s Tibetan and other non-Han nationalities, 21.92 per cent had received primary 

education, compared with the national figure for non-Han nationalities of 43.47 per cent. Furthermore, the higher 

the educational level, the greater discrepancy between the TAR and China as a whole. In 1990, 2.96 per cent of 

Tibetans and other non-Han nationalities in the TAR had received junior secondary school education compared 

with 18.8 per cent of the non-Han population of China, and 26.44 per cent of the total population of China.” 

(Bass 1998: 11-12) 

 

     In the same period, only 0.09 per cent of Tibetans in the TAR received a university 

education in comparison to 0.42 per cent of all non-Han nationalities in the PRC, and to 0.63 

per cent of the whole population of China (ibid.).The situation in Amdo and Kham was 

similar, as documented by Å. Kolås and M. Thowsen, and implementation of Tibetan 

language education there faced even larger problems than in the TAR (see Kolås 2005). 

 In fact, during the 1980s, Tibetan-medium instruction was carried out mostly in 

primary schools in more remote rural and pastoral areas; in urban areas, Chinese-medium 

instruction gained more prominence
99

. In rural areas, the main problem was often not the 

inaccessibility of (Tibetan language) education, but rather the lack of interest of the nomads 

and peasants, who refused to send their children to boarding-schools that were often several 

days‟ walk away, and where their children had to stay permanently during the school year (as 

stated by Goldstein 1994: 101, Bass 1998: 86, and by Kolås 2005: 101 in the case of ethnic 

Tibetan areas outside of the TAR)
100

. All secondary schools in the TAR provided only a 

Chinese-medium curriculum during the 1980s and early 1990s (Bass 1998: 147), with only a 

limited number of Tibetan language lessons. This fact considerably disadvantaged Tibetan 

children, who received only Tibetan language education in primary schools. 

Tertiary education was almost inaccessible for Tibetans in the TAR until the year 

1985, when the Tibetan University in Lhasa was established (by transformation of the TAR 

Teacher‟s College) as only the second institute of higher education in the region
101

, and the 

only one that also provided a program conducted in Tibetan language
102

. Before this time, the 
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 In fact: “From 1984 onwards, primary schools were divided according to nationality.“ (Bass 1998: 147) This 

practically meant that Tibetan children were to study in Tibetan language primary schools and Chinese children 

in Chinese schools.  But, as pointed out by C. Bass, many Tibetans used „back-door‟ connections to enroll their 

children in Chinese schools to enable them to access further ecuation. 
100

 According to C. Bass, only 17 per cent of rural school-age children in the TAR were enrolled in primary 

school education in comparison to 67 per cent for the whole TAR, and in more remote areas the numbers were as 

low as 10 per cent (ibid.). 
101

 The first one was the TAR Agriculture and Animal Husbandry School in Kongpo. Two further institutes of 

higher education under the jurisdiction of the TAR and established during the 1980s are the TAR School of 

Traditional Medicine and the Tibet Nationalities Institute in Xianyang (Bass 1998: 184). 
102

 However, in reality the situation was much more complicated, as described by C. Bass. The Tibetan-medium 

programmes (Tibetan language, Tibetan arts, and Tibetan history) lacked qualified teachers and teaching 
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only access to Tibetan-medium higher education for Tibetans had been provided through 

several „nationalities institutes‟ (minzu xueyuan 民族学院) outside of Tibetan areas, with the 

Central Nationalities Institute (Zhongyang minzu xueyuan 中央民族学院) in Beijing having 

already been established in the 1950s. Other similar institutes were founded in all 

administrative centers of important „minority areas‟. For Tibet, it was in Chengdu (Southwest 

Nationalities Institute), Lanzhou (Northwest Nationalities Institute), and Xining (Qinghai 

Nationalities Institute). According to C. Bass, the number of students enrolled in tertiary 

education in the TAR oscillated during the 1980s and early 1990s between 1,000 and 3,000 

students, while the ratio of Tibetan to Han Chinese students has notably shifted in favor of the 

Han since 1976 (Bass 1998: 184, 186). 

Even before the Cultural Revolution, selected Tibetan children (mainly the children of 

poor peasants and nomads, and children of Tibetan cadres) had been sent to inland China for 

education in special minority schools, where they were educated in Chinese. This trend was 

restored in 1985 for the best Tibetan students to facilitate their successful enrollment in elite 

universities in inland China (see Bass 1998: 149-153)
103

. Some of these students then 

continued their studies at Chinese universities, and established a new generation of Sinophone 

Tibetans. Despite the government‟s plans for Tibetan language education in the TAR and 

other ethnic Tibetan areas, with the gradual implementation of the economic reforms and after 

the „opening up‟ (kaifang 开放) of Tibet since the beginning of the 1990s, Chinese language 

education gained more value, and many Tibetan parents decided to send their children to 

Chinese schools, instead of Tibetan, for economic reasons. Most schools in the TAR, as well 

as in other Tibetan areas, now offer the choice of two parallel curricula, one in Chinese and 

one in Tibetan. Literacy in Chinese language has become a necessary condition for a 

successful career, whereas Tibetan is often seen as „useless‟ (see Kolås 2005: 130) (i.e. for 

economic reasons, which does not mean that it is seen as „useless‟ by intellectuals and cultural 

workers who are often engaged in programs for promoting Tibetan language). 

Due to a considerably large rural (i.e. often illiterate) population proportion in Tibet
104

, 

and considering educational conditions in all Tibetan areas, it is obvious that the potential 

readership of modern Tibetophone literature is considerably restricted. This is also confirmed 

                                                                                                                                                         
materials. Moreover, Han Chinese students were enrolled in these programmes, and it was practically impossible 

to teach the classes in Tibetan (Bass 1998: 235). 
103

 According to C. Bass, 13,000 Tibetan students studied in special secondary schools in inland China between 

1985 and 1994 (150). 
104

 Åshild Kolås has with reference to several official Chinese sources estimated that “only about 10 – 15 per 

cent [of Tibetans] live in urban areas” (Kolås 2003: 18), which means that the majority of population live as 

farmers and herders. 
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by Lauran Hartley, who pointed out that there is an “absence of a widespread reading culture 

in Tibetan areas of the PRC” and that literature as such still belongs to the sphere of „high 

culture‟, not accessible for the broad masses (Hartley 2003: 45)
105

. During the 1980s, 

literature was only read by a few Tibetan intellectuals and scholars actively engaged in 

cultural issues, themselves mostly writers or publishers of modern Tibetophone literature
106

. 

Apparently, most intellectual effort during the 1980s was devoted to the revitalization of 

Tibetan tradition, Buddhist as well as pre-Buddhist, and to the publication of classical Tibetan 

texts (see Stoddard 1994: 133, Hartley 2003: 49), rather than to the new literature that had 

only started to emerge. On the other hand, thanks to the new educational plan since the 

beginning of the 1980s, modern literature gradually found its way into the school textbooks 

(see Upton 1999). Secondary school and university students thus became an important part of 

the readership, and those authors and texts that were selected for textbooks immediately 

became generally known. As shown by Janet L. Upton, Gendün Chömpel‟s and Döndrup 

Gyel‟s texts are among most popular used for the secular education of Tibetan children, and 

Döndrup Gyel in particular became a hero of modern Tibetan literature after his works 

appeared in school textbooks. As pointed out by J. Upton, modern literature has clearly 

become a significant tool in the official promotion of (Tibetan language) literacy in all 

Tibetan areas (Upton 1999: 23). As such, it has contributed to the construction of a modern 

and strictly secular identity for young educated Tibetans, an identity which is desirable not 

only for the reform-oriented Tibetans, but for Chinese authorities as well. 

As for the readership of the Sinophone Tibetan literature, its position within the PRC 

was – as was that of any other „minority literature‟ – marginal. It was published mainly in 

local literary magazines (predominantly in Xizang wenxue), or in Minzu wenxue (Minority 

Literature), a magazine dedicated to „minority writers‟. Only Zhaxi Dawa and later Alai 

published in important national magazines, such as Zuojia, Shouhuo, Renmin wenxue and 

others. In addition, most of the anthologies were published in local Minzu chubanshe 

(Nationalities Publishing Houses) in Lhasa or Chengdu. Besides Zhaxi Dawa (and Alai from 

the second half of the 1990s), the rest of the Sinophone Tibetan writers remained more or less 

unnoticed by Chinese literary criticism, as well as by the majority of Chinese readers of 

                                                 
105

 Notable exceptions with slightly wider readership are some popular historical full-length novels in Tibetan, 

such as  Secret Tale of  Tesur House by Wangdu Tailing (published both in Tibetan and Chinese in literary 

journals between 1994 and 1996, English translation published in 1998 by China Tibetology Publishing House), 

which, with their simple language and literary style, follow the example of the pre-Cultural Revolution „mass 

literature‟, but attract Tibetan readers with descriptions of life in the „old Tibet‟.  
106

 Lauran Hartley expressed an opinion that the most of authors of the Tibetan-medium literature were teachers 

or students from high schools and colleges. The most active literary discourse during the 1980s took place at 

Qinghai Nationalities Institute in Xining (Hartley 2003: 34).  
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literature. The general readership of such literature is probably even smaller than that of 

modern Tibetophone literature: published in Tibet, it is not read by Tibetans, but it remains 

overlooked by the Chinese. Again, the statement that Sinophone Tibetan literature is produced 

for a small number of authors, literary critics, and publishers is certainly not far from the 

truth.  

Considering the limited access (as well as interest) of readers to both Tibetophone and 

Sinophone modern Tibetan literature, it is clearly possible to see these two kinds of literature 

as two separate, relatively closed discourses about the past, present, and future of Tibet, led by 

relatively small groups of intellectuals. The authors with their writings actively and 

consciously contribute to the discussions, while at the same time attempting to address a 

wider audience. The basic difference between the two discourses is that the Tibetophone is 

oriented inside the Tibetan community, whereas the Sinophone is oriented outwards, towards 

the Han Chinese majority. These opposite tendencies determine of course not only the 

language, but also the character, as well as the general ideology of the works, as we will see in 

subsequent chapters.   

It is, however, important to emphasize that the situation described here was possible 

only in the 1980s, after the relative post-Cultural Revolution liberalization and opening up, 

and before the arrival of the “aggressive” commercialism of the 1990s, as already pointed out 

by Heather Stoddard: “In 1990-92 the character of publications changed as a more aggressive 

economic climate developed in Tibet, with the implementation in early 1992 of „fast-track‟ 

economic reforms and „opening up‟.” (Stoddard 1994: 133) The increasing need to earn 

money gradually led the writers (not only in Tibet, but in the PRC as a whole) to produce 

literature oriented towards mass readership rather than the more sophisticated intellectual 

literature that was published in the previous decade. As a result, many local Tibetan literary 

journals were closed during the 1990s for a lack of readers, as they were not able to secure 

commercial income after government subsidies ceased.   
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3. LITERATURE OF „CHINESE TIBET‟ AND „TIBETAN LITERATURE‟ 

3.1. Colonial and Nativist Literature: The Case of Tibet? 

 

             West-based Tibetan scholars, such as Yangdon Dhondup or Tsering Shakya, define 

literature written about Tibet in the Chinese language, regardless of the ethnicity of the 

author, as “colonial literature“, and compare it with the literatures from former colonies of the 

British Empire. Tibetan literature is then seen as “the literature of marginalized, oppressed 

people“, as a reaction to dominant Chinese cultural and literary discourse and to Chinese 

“colonial presence” in Tibet (Dhondup 2001: 10). Such a definition of Chinese „literature 

from Tibet‟ requires deeper examination based on an analysis of a larger corpus of literary 

works, and on a comparison of works by Tibetan writers with literature by Han Chinese 

authors. Such a comparative analysis will provide a theoretical construct, within which it will 

be possible to theoretically define two opposite views present in the „literature from Tibet‟, 

the „Chinese perspective‟ (“colonial”) and the „Tibetan perspective‟ (“native”). 

        Elleke Boehmer, in her study of colonial and postcolonial literature from former 

territories of the British Empire, defines some important characteristic traits of colonial 

literature. According to her, the main theme of colonial literature is a “reflection of colonial 

mission” or a “colonial drama” (Boehmer 1995: 60), that is, a literary representation of the 

colonial process of civilization of a „barbarous and wild‟ colonized landscape from the point 

of view of the colonizers. The main protagonists of colonial literature are thus always the 

colonizers, never the colonized. The representation of both, the colonizing and the colonized, 

is usually highly stereotypical. Within such “stereotypical reproduction” (ibid. 79) there is a 

sharp contrast between “the self” and “non-self”, or “the (cultural) Other”. The „colonial 

mission‟ clearly has masculine aspect, emphasizing heroism, physical strength and adventure. 

On the contrary, the colonized natives are, through the process of „othering‟, usually depicted 

as feminine, weak, backward, savage or animal, and are often represented through female or 

children characters. The aim of the „colonial mission‟ is to help the „primitives‟, who are not 

able to rule themselves, and to impose on them the colonizers‟ own notions of civilization, 

education, science, politics, religion, together with forms of rationality that are seen as 

universal and thus necessarily acceptable also for the colonized people. Another important 

concept is that of the “savage mind” of the indigenous inhabitants based on the theory of 

social Darwinism, which justifies and legitimizes the colonial mission. The representation of 

natives as “savages” serves as a “reversed self” of the colonizers, and helps to reassert the 

colonizers‟ own identity in contrast to the colonized Other.   
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        Among the typical forms of representation of the colonized landscape, of particular 

importance is the so called “traveling metaphor”, which enables an alien space and people met 

during the journey to be depicted as an unknown territory in the a form of a travelogue. Such 

a depiction of natives often takes the form of a voyeuristic “colonial gaze“ that includes 

„scientifically‟ motivated „observation‟ of the colonized people, or “peeping“ into their 

private lives. In colonial literature, the natives are often a source of doubts, uncertainty and 

(moral/sexual) temptation, therefore the most typical motifs of colonial literature are various 

native customs, rituals, and superficial manifestations of cultural otherness that are considered 

primitive and barbarian, especially some sexual/marriage customs. Motifs appear that 

symbolize the subordination and weakness of the colonized, such as motifs of illness, physical 

deformation and madness, as well as metaphors of the colonized landscape as alien, hostile, 

desolate, unpredictable and feminine (see ibid., 93-94). 

       As a direct reaction to the dominant literature of the colonizers, in many colonized 

territories an indigenous “nativist literature” emerged, whose authors belong to the colonized 

nation that is struggling for its revival. This “nativist literature” is often closely related to 

local nativist/nationalist movements. Thus it emphasizes tradition and the „original culture‟ of 

the colonized nation, and in this way it attempts to revive or reconfirm the identity of the 

natives. The indigenous culture is depicted as rich, pure, authentic, often without any trace of 

the colonial presence. Thus nativist literature often shows interest in mythology and its 

(re)creation, in reinterpretation of national history, revival of native religion and in the use of 

traditional literary genres. However, at the same time all these „authentic‟ and „original‟ 

native values are already in some way influenced by the colonizers‟ presence, and the natives 

appropriate parts of the colonial discourse, adapt them, „translate‟ them into the native 

discourse and thus “hybridize” them (ibid., 123). During such a “process of approximation” 

(ibid., 104), the natives are “mimicking“ the dominant culture in an attempt to “cleave from“ 

the colonial traditions and its modes of representation, while at the same time they are 

“cleaving to“ those traditions and their influence. In this way they reevaluate their own 

indigenous traditions and on this basis consciously create a construct of national cultural 

tradition and history that serves as a means for the search for their identity and its reassertion. 

In nativist literature thus idealized depictions of native landscape appear, representing the 

“mythical motherland“, a place imbued with ancient myths and rituals, and it emphasizes the 

“lost spiritual tradition embedded in the unspoiled pastoral past“ (ibid.). Thus a typical genre 

is historical narrative that accentuates the pureness and wilderness of the native space and 

people. 
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        The above stated characteristics of the colonial and nativist literatures that are rooted in 

the traditions of the former territories of the British Empire can offer a methodological 

approach for a more detailed analysis of motifs and narrative patterns of modern literature in 

Tibet. But at the same time, the specific conditions of China and its development should be 

taken into account. First: Modern Chinese literature itself emerged from the colonial world at 

the end of the 19
th

 century, as a manifestation of the national revival of the Chinese people 

and of their own negotiation of modernity. As such, during the 1980s it inspired newly 

emerging Tibetan literature, not only in the way it approached modernity, but also in the 

endeavors aimed at the creation of the modern vernacular language. Second: The Chinese 

„root-searching movement‟ of the 1980s was a kind of nativist movement that attempted to 

(re)create Chinese national cultural tradition after decades of the systematic destruction of 

anything „old‟ or connected with tradition. At the same time, it was a critical discourse born 

from a deep identity crisis, whose aim was to find the „roots‟ of China‟s 20
th

 century failures 

in the Chinese cultural tradition and to create a new Chinese identity in the globalizing world. 

For the young generation of Chinese writers, Tibet, along with other „remote places‟ in the 

Chinese countryside and other ‟minority areas‟, represented a place which was still deeply 

rooted in the cultural traditions they were interested in (in both a positive and negative sense). 

The same were also the motivations of the Tibetan writers, who felt obliged to take part in the 

national revival that was initiated by the reform policy and the restoration of traditional 

culture and religion in Tibet from the early 1980s. 

 

3.2. Chinese Literature about Tibet 

3.2.1. General Characteristics 

 

          It is said about the emergence of Chinese literature about Tibet that the first such works 

“appeared during the period from [the] 1950s onwards” (Dhondup 2001: 1). However, in fact 

it is hard to find any Chinese literary work depicting Tibet in any way published before the 

Cultural Revolution 107 . The first literary works about Tibet from the early 1960s were 

probably poems, mostly by PLA members (such as Wang Chengdong), which, similarly to the 

                                                 
107

 As examples of early Chinese fiction about Tibet, Yangdon Dhondup mentions novels by Ye Junjian 叶君健 

(Zai caoyuan shang 在草原上; In the Grassland. Tianjin: Baihua wenyi chubanshe, 1979), and Yan Keqin 严克

勤 (Zangbei kaige 藏北凯歌; Victory Song of Tibetan North. Wulumuqi: Xinjiang renmin chubanshe, 1979), 

together with a collection of short stories by different writers, published by the Propaganda Office of the 

Political Department of Tibetan branch of Chinese People„s Liberation Army during the Cultural Revolution 

(Chun dao Yaluzangbujiang 春到雅鲁藏布江; Spring Comes to the Yarlung Tsangpo River. Lasa: Xizang 

renmin chubanshe, 1974) (ibid.). 
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first fiction of this kind from the 1970s, served as an instrument for political propaganda, 

whose goal was to legitimize the Chinese presence in Tibet. Written in the socialist realist 

style, the narrative fiction adopted the fixed schematic patterns of the contemporary literary 

propaganda. The authors concentrated mainly on depicting the cruelty of the old feudal 

society and emphasized the positive function of People‟s Liberation Army, whose soldiers 

were often the authors of such literary works (e.g. Ye Yulin, b. 1932, Tang Dong, b. 1951, 

and Yang Zhijun, b. 1955). Yangdon Dhondup has characterized the main role the Chinese 

played in the early literature about Tibet as “...helping the uncivilized backward Tibetans 

transform into modern civilized men, whereby the Chinese assumed the role of a patriarch-

mentor” (ibid.). Although strikingly different in form and content, the function and aims of 

the early Chinese literature about Tibet were thus close to Western „colonial literature‟, which 

depicted the indigenous people as primitive, and thus unable to rule themselves. The Chinese 

representations of Tibet and Tibetans as „backward‟ (luohou 落后), „uncivilized‟ (bu wenming 

不文明), and „under-developed‟ (wei fada 未发达) „younger brothers‟, based on the Western 

evolutionism, clearly served to legitimize the Chinese occupation and rule of Tibet.  

          Thematically, Chinese literature about Tibet mainly accentuated the wrongdoings of the 

old society and the helping role of the Chinese army. Its style was characterized by highly 

schematic plots and the „black-and-white‟ polarization of characters typical for the socialist 

realism of the pre-Cultural Revolution era. Such literature‟s main aim was to depict the recent 

history of Tibetan areas in accordance with the official view as the „liberation of serfs‟ who 

had been „suffering under theocratic feudalism‟ in the „old society‟. It was addressed mainly 

to local cadres and army officers as educational material for their propaganda work in Tibet. 

The majority of the fiction written by younger Han Chinese authors later during the 1980s 

differed sharply from these early works in literary style and in the themes, as well as in their 

ways of representating Tibet and Tibetans. 

While only a few works of fiction on Tibet had appeared by the beginning of the 

1980s, the number of literary publications increased notably after the establishment of the first 

literary journal in Tibet, the Xizang wenxue.  As mentioned earlier, not only did it publish 

works by (Sinophone) Tibetan writers, but also (and in the first years mainly) works by Han 

Chinese authors. For the first time, Tibet became a subject with various representations in 

modern Chinese literature. In this period, new literary stereotypes were created, which were 

significantly different from the earlier representations of Tibet in the literature published 

during the Cultural Revolution. During the decade, several dozen short stories by Han 
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Chinese authors appeared, which took place in Tibet, and which gave rise to the „new fiction 

from Tibet‟ (Xizang xin xiaoshuo 西藏新小说) in Chinese. Some of the stories were later 

published in the anthology of the same name Xizang xin xiaoshuo (New Fiction from Tibet, 

edited by Feng Liang) in 1989 in Lhasa along with the works of several Sinophone ethnic 

Tibetan writers. The adjective „xin‟ 新 (new) refers to the fact the short stories that were 

selected for this anthology used a „new‟ (i.e. „modernist‟ – xiandai 现代) literary style and 

experimented with new narrative techniques inspired by Western literature of the 20
th

 century. 

Such stories were usually referred to as “avant-garde” (xianfeng 先锋) (Zhang 1989: 432) or 

“magical-realistic” (mohuan xianshi zhuyi 魔幻现实主义) (Ma 1998: 73).  

It should, however, be pointed out that during the 1980s there were still some writers 

(mainly the older generation, but not exclusively) in Tibet, who published fiction written in 

(socialist) realist style (such as Li Shuangyan 李双焰, b. 1953), which still referred to the 

literature of the previous era. As claimed by Ma Lihua, the „realist‟ (xianshi zhuyi 现实主义) 

literature was at that time still the “mainstream” (zhuliu 主流) literature that occupied the 

largest part of the officially published journals (Ma 1998: 81). For the purpose of examining 

different representations of Tibet since the 1980s, rather than the (socialist) realist literature, 

which with its strategies of representation goes back to the pre- and Cultural Revolution 

periods, which were described in the previous section, in the following analysis I shall 

therefore focus primarily on the „new‟ literature, which contributed to the creation of a 

distinctly new kind of „modernist‟ discourse about Tibet and its literary potential within the 

PRC. This new literary discourse, which was co-created by the new generation of Sinophone 

Tibetan writers, clearly dominated (in importance) the Chinese-medium production in Tibet 

during the whole of the 1980s.  

Most of the authors of the „new literature from Tibet‟ were people of the young 

generation born after the establishment of the PRC, who moved to Tibet during the late 

1970s, and for most of them, their creative period ceased with the end of the decade
108

. Only a 

few of them were children of the PLA officers who came to Tibet during the „Liberation‟, or 
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 There were many (social, political, literary, and personal)  reasons why the „new literature from Tibet‟ that 

flourished during the 1980s ended with the arrival of the new decade. Probably the most important of them was 

the change of social and political climate in Tibet after a series of demonstration between 1987 – 89, and 

especially after the declaration of martial law in March 1989, as well as the change in climate in the whole PRC 

after the Tian‟an men massacre in June 1989. Another factor is certainly the change in funding of professional 

writers in the 1990s, and the transition to commercially oriented cultural production. Under such circumstances, 

as well as for various personal reasons, many Han Chinese writers left Tibet at the beginning of the 1990s, and 

those who stayed (such as the Sino-Tibetan writer Zhaxi Dawa) engaged in other cultural projects instead of 

writing fiction. 
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joined the army themselves during the Cultural Revolution. At the beginning of the reform 

period, many young artists and writers came to Tibet as cultural workers, and found 

themselves fascinated by the „exotic‟ surroundings, which they started to use as a source of 

inspiration for their artistic creations. For young artists who experimented with „modernist‟ 

techniques and inclined towards „avant-garde‟ art, Tibet became a popular destination, 

imbued in their fantasies with an exotic/erotic allurement. Their creative work, as well as their 

fascination with Tibet, was an expression of their critical attitude to mainstream society and to 

official culture (as was the case for inland China‟s „root-searching movement‟). These young 

artists and writers “reinvented a new image of Tibet” that was “associated with mysticism, the 

spirit, the soul, the meaning of life” (Ying 2005: 21). Tibet had become a symbol of those 

values (such as spirituality in contrast to pragmatism, or „primitive simplicity‟ in contrast to 

the hectic commercialism of the reform era) that the young authors believed was lacking in 

Chinese majority society and politics. The imagined Tibet in Chinese literature of the 1980s 

was imbued with a mysterious atmosphere; it was a land of mythological or mystic quality, 

where the past permeates with the present, myths mingle with history and dreams with reality. 

For these authors, Tibet represented a spiritual opposite to the dynamic and purely 

materialistic life in the fast developing China, but on the other hand, they were fascinated by 

the cruelty of the („old‟) Tibetan world, which appeared to them as uncivilized and barbarian. 

This kind of imagination characterizes the representation of Tibet by such writers as Ma Jian  

(马建 b. 1953), Ma Yuan (马原 b. 1953), Jin Zhiguo (金志国 b. 1957), Liu Wei (刘伟, b. 

1955) and others. 

The beginnings of the „new fiction from Tibet‟ can be placed in the mid-1980s. In 

1985, the journal Xizang wenxue in a “special magical-realistic issue” (mohuan xianshi zhuyi 

teji 魔幻现实主义特辑) No. 6 published a series of five short stories that were characterized 

as “magical-realistic”. The issue was inaugurated with the editor‟s preface, in which the editor 

pointed out some similarities between the natural and cultural conditions of Latin America 

with the conditions of the Tibetan plateau and compared the „new literature from Tibet‟ to the 

Latin American „magical realism‟. He asserted that Tibetan „magical realism‟ is not a mere 

imitation of the literary style of Latin American writers, but that it rather stems from the 

specific conditions of Tibet. Besides geographical factors, the editor emphasized the influence 

of religion, which contributes to the creation of a “mysterious atmosphere” (shenmi/shenwu 

qifen 神秘 / 神巫气氛) of Tibet. The issue included stories by three Han Chinese and two (by 
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status) ethnic Tibetan writers
109

: “Xizang, yinmi suiyue” (西藏，隐秘岁月 , Tibet, the 

Mysterious Years) by Zhaxi Dawa, “Huanming” (幻鸣, Imaginary Cry) by Sebo, “Mei shang 

youcai de huabu” （没有油彩的画布, A Canvas Without Painting) by Liu Wei, “Shuilüse 

yixiu” (水绿色衣袖, A Water-green Sleeve) by Jin Zhiguo and “Bage de chuanshuo” (巴戈的

传说, The Tale of Bage) by Li Qida 李启达. Only a few months earlier, the same journal had 

published the first short stories by Zhaxi Dawa and Sebo, which were also labeled as „magical 

realistic‟: Sebo‟s “Zhudi, chuoqi he meng” (竹笛，啜泣和梦，Bamboo Flute, Sobbing and 

Dream, Xizang wenxue 1984, No. 9), and Zhaxi Dawa‟s “Xizang, ji zai pisheng koushang de 

hun” (西藏，系在皮绳扣上的魂，Tibet, a Soul Knotted to a Leather Thong, Xizang wenxue 

1985, No.1)
110

.  

These young authors‟ literary styles differed sharply from contemporary Chinese 

social, as well as critical, realism by the involvement of magical or surreal elements, and due 

to experiments with narrative techniques. The young authors viewed Tibet from a completely 

new perspective. This innovative style was accepted enthusiastically by most literary critics. 

However, „Tibetan magical-realism‟ did not last for long. Jin Zhiguo, Liu Wei, Li Qida and 

other young Han Chinese writers altogether published only a few „magical realist‟ stories, and 

from the 1990s, Sebo and Zhaxi Dawa also gradually ceased writing as „Tibet fever‟ (Xizang 

re 西藏热) slowly cooled down (Ma 1998: 81).  

Although the „new fiction from Tibet‟ from the 1980s in general avoided the simple 

plots and „black-and-white‟ characterization of the earlier propaganda literature, as well as its 

sharply polarized evaluation of Tibet‟s past and present, it still maintained some common 

traits with the openly „colonizing‟ literature. The new literature partially inherited the 

stereotypic characterization of Tibet and Tibetans as „backward‟ and „uncivilized‟, an image 

that was established in accordance with the official evaluation of „minority nationalities‟
111

 

during the earlier stage of literary development in Tibet. The younger authors publishing 

during the 1980s do not support the Chinese „colonial endeavor‟ in Tibet as openly as the 

older and army-based authors did. However, their representations reveal the same 

background, confirming the official as well as the popular views of Tibetans and „minorities‟ 

in general. 
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 Questions of identity and the ethnic status of Zhaxi Dawa and Sebo are discussed in chapter 3.4. 
110

 Some of these short stories, along with the works of other contemporary Chinese writers were re-published in 

the anthology Mohuan xianshi zhuyi xiaoshuo  (Magical Realist Fiction). Wu Liang, Zhang Ping and Zong Renfa 

eds. Changchun: Shidai wenyi chubanshe, 1988.  
111

 The representation of „minorities‟ in the PRC will be examined in detail in the last section of this dissertation. 
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Similarly to the early Chinese writings about Tibet from the Cultural Revolution, the 

new fiction emphasized the „otherness‟ of Tibet. Tibet is here focalized from the point of view 

of an „outsider‟, a person who is not familiar with local customs, culture and language, and 

who is thus never able to penetrate through the cultural and language barrier and to 

understand local people. From this perspective, Tibet appears to be dark, incomprehensible 

and irrational, with en exotic, sometimes slightly sexually tinged flavor. Typically, the main 

protagonists in Han Chinese works are almost never Tibetans, who are mostly depicted as 

subordinated to Han Chinese (Han as male, adult, pragmatic, educated, civilized; Tibetans as 

female, childish, naive, uneducated, barbarous). As we will see in the following chapters, 

many stereotypes involved in the representation of Tibet in the „new fiction‟ refer to the 

uneven power relations that are openly expressed in the older propaganda literature, which 

can be described as „colonial‟. However, in sharp contrast to the older literature, in the case of 

the „new fiction‟, the „colonial mission‟ was by no means the main aim of such 

representations of Tibet, but rather a side effect caused by widespread popular clichés and 

stereotypes. The focus lied primarily in the experiment with literary style, in an effort to 

represent an-Other culture, and in attempts to break with the officially promoted literature. 

Tibet‟s imagined spirituality and magical atmosphere provided a suitable background for the 

young authors‟ pondering on various social as well as subjective matters. Their ideology and 

aesthetics was in this sense very close to inland China‟s „root-searching literature‟, although 

none of these authors openly claimed any sympathy with this literary movement. 

          

3.2.2. „Chinese Tibet‟: Two Approaches (Feng Liang and Ma Lihua) 

 

 When talking about the Chinese „(new) literature from Tibet‟, it should be seen as a 

construct, as a corpus of works that have been chosen to represent a certain specific kind of 

Chinese writings associated with Tibet. Such works are part of a literary critical discourse on 

„literature from Tibet‟ (or Xizang wenxue in Chinese), and are expected to be included in any 

discussion or publication on this topic. This discourse emerged at the end of the 1980s, and 

continued for at least the next fifteen years, when already no new works about Tibet were 

added to the corpus. The basis for this corpus of works was set by the publications in the 

magazine Xizang wenxue during the 1980s, but the works were „codified‟ only by the 

publications of several anthologies during the next decade. 

 Amongst the regular contributors to the magazine Xizang wenxue in Lhasa in the 

second half of the 1980s, there often appeared the name of a female author of half Han half Yi 
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origin, Feng Liang 冯良. She was born in 1963 in Xide County in Sichuan and graduated 

from the Central Nationalities Institute in Beijing in 1984. After graduation, she worked as 

deputy director of the Chinese language section of Xizang renmin chubanshe (Tibet People‟s 

Publishing House) in Lhasa. In 1997, she was transferred to Beijing as vice-editor of the 

Chinese language section of Minzu chubanshe (Nationalities Publishing House), and since 

2004 she has been vice-editor of Zhongguo Zangxue chubanshe (China Tibetology Publishing 

House). In Lhasa, she published under her „minority-sounding‟ „Yi‟ pen-name Jihu Shini 吉

胡什妮. Her short stories, in contrast to the works of most Lhasa authors of Han Chinese 

origin, does not have any special „Tibetan flavor‟, which is probably also one reason why she 

is not usually mentioned as a „Xizang zuojia‟, or a „writer from Tibet‟. For example, her short 

story “Xunzhao shexiang” (寻找麝香，In Search of Musk) is narrated using a method of an 

almost plotless „stream of consciousness‟ in the third person, but the only thing we know 

about the protagonist is that he is male, his father was a soldier, and the protagonist himself 

lives in a remote high-altitude herding area, which might be the Tibetan plateau. The area can 

only be identified as Tibet (or some „wild west‟ of the PRC) due to the mention of musk, 

which is in China often associated with Tibetan areas as a natural habitat of the musk deer. 

 Nevertheless, Feng Liang‟s main contribution to the „literature from Tibet‟ is to be 

seen in her editorial work rather than in her fiction writing. She edited the first anthology of 

short stories Xizang xin xiaoshuo in 1989, as well as other publications of the Chinese-

medium „literature from Tibet‟ (for example Sebo‟s short story collection Yuanxing rizi; 

Circular Days). She was thus one of the most influential editors to have contributed to the 

„canonization‟ of certain authors of the „new fiction from Tibet‟ and their works by her 

selecting them for publication in the anthology. It was she who made the selected authors and 

works the main representatives of Chinese „literature from Tibet‟, and who contributed largely 

to the acceptance of the „avant-garde‟ „new fiction of Tibet‟ (rather than realistic fiction) as 

the mainstream discourse about „Xizang wenxue‟ in the PRC.  

 Only six „Tibetan‟ (i.e. Zangzu) writers are included among the writers in the 

anthology Xizang xin xiaoshuo, in comparison to eleven Han Chinese and one Yi (Feng Liang 

herself). Among the Tibetan writers are three half Tibetan, half Han, and their Tibetan names 

are pen-names (Zhang Niansheng as Zhaxi Dawa, Xu Mingliang as Sebo, and Zhang 

Linsheng as Gama Weise). Only about a half of the writers in the anthology are represented 

with more than one short story, and these are basically the writers that were later included in 

the broader discourse on „literature from Tibet‟. They are: Zhaxi Dawa (扎西达娃，b. 1959), 
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Sebo (色波，b. 1956), Jin Zhiguo (金志国，b. 1957), Zi Wen (子文，pen name of Liu Wei, 

b. 1955), Yangzhen (央珍，b. 1963), Suoqiong (索琼，b. 1965), Tongga (通嘎，b. 1962), 

Jihu Shini (Feng Liang), and Ma Yuan (马原，b. 1953)
112

. Among them, Suoqiong and 

Tongga seem to be viewed as less important by Chinese literary critics, because they are not 

usually mentioned in secondary sources, and only a little biographical information about them 

is available. It is hard to find any information about the other writers included in the 

anthology, such as Xia Ming 夏明, Pi Pi 皮皮 or Zhang Zhong 张中113
. With her selection, 

Feng Liang, as the editor of the anthology, emphasized the „new‟ „experimental‟ literary style 

of the „new fiction from Tibet‟ together with a strong „Tibetan flavor‟, as is confirmed by 

Zhang Jun‟s epilogue to the collection. These two criteria seem to be the main key for the 

selection, however ethnicity was also seen as an important factor, as testified to by the 

inclusion of several short stories closer to „realism‟ by Tibetan authors. With regard to the 

denomination „Xizang‟ in the title of the anthology, only works of authors who lived at least 

for a short time in the TAR, and who contributed to the magazine Xizang wenxue were 

published. 

 When we compare Feng Liang‟s anthology with other two important anthologies of 

Chinese „literature from Tibet‟, we can see that each editor had different criteria for selecting 

works. The short story volume of the anthology Lingting Xizang (聆听西藏，Listening to 

Tibet) edited by Han Chinese writer Long Dong and published 1999 in Kunming included 

only one short story from each author, but the ratio of Han and Tibetan writers is similar to 

that in Xizang xin xiaoshuo: ten Tibetan authors to nineteen Han authors. Long Dong as editor 

seems to apply two main criteria: the subject matter (i.e. Tibet), and the artistic quality of the 

works. He included a much wider range of writers, not restricting the choice only to the TAR. 

There are writers who have never been to Tibet and their literary encounter with Tibet was 

more or less accidental and was realized through just one short story (such as He Liwei, Chi 

Li, or Ge Fei), as well as Tibetan writers who live outside of the TAR (such as Alai from 

Sichuan or Meizhuo from Qinghai). Interestingly, the anthology includes also one 

Tibetophone author, Trashi Penden (in English also known as Tashi Palden, Tib. bKra shis 

dPal ldan, Ch. Zhaxi Bandian) and provides information that “all of his works are in 

Tibetan”, but lacks any information about the translation of his selected short story. 

Nevertheless, what is important here is that Long Dong‟s publication includes works by all of 

                                                 
112

 Listed according to the order in the anthology. 
113

 For example, none of these writers are included in the Chinese Writers‟ Association‟s webpage on the list of 

members (http://www.chinawriter.com.cn/hycd). 
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the nine „canonized‟ writers from Xizang xin xiaoshuo (i.e. Zhaxi Dawa, Sebo, Jin Zhiguo, Zi 

Wen, Yangzhen, Suoqiong, Tongga, Feng Liang, and Ma Yuan).  

 In contrast to both previous anthologies, the short story volume of a large anthology of 

„literature from Tibet‟ edited by Sebo and published in 2002 in Chengdu emphasized the 

ethnic criterion. Sebo has included only (Sinophone) authors of Tibetan nationality from all 

parts of ethnographic Tibet, although a few of them have their origin in the TAR (only 

Yangzhen, Suoqiong, and Geyang). Three authors are represented by five or six short stories 

(Sebo himself, Zhaxi Dawa, and Alai), the other eight writers only by one or two pieces. What 

is quite notable is the inclusion of a short story by the female writer Yangzhen (“Wu xingbie 

de shen”; A God without Gender), which appeared in both earlier anthologies, and a short 

story by another female writer Geyang (b. 1972) (“Yige laoni de zishu”; An Old Nun Tells 

her Story), which appeared in Lingting Xizang. They both represent an interesting 

phenomenon of „one-story writers‟
114

, which have been „canonized‟ in the anthologies, and 

are seen as distinctive „Tibetan writers‟ in spite of their questionable position as „writers‟. 

They might be included for the sake of gender representation, among other resons. 

 The three anthologies share a similar approach to the selection of contributions in that 

their editors have included only writers from the young (post-Cultural Revolution) generation 

of writers (Sebo, born in 1956, is among the oldest), and excluded all of the older writers or 

writers whose works would be characterized as social realist. They also share the same basis 

of „canonized‟ authors of „literature from Tibet‟, with the key works included in all 

anthologies (namely Zhaxi Dawa‟s “Xizang, ji zai pisheng koushang de hun”; Tibet, a Soul 

Knotted to a Leather Thong, and Sebo‟s “Zai zheli shang chuan”; Set the Boat here). This 

„canon‟ was then taken over by Herbert J. Batt in his English language anthology Tales of 

Tibet (published in 2001). His selection was clearly influenced by the three Chinese 

anthologies: three short stories by Ma Yuan, three by Zhaxi Dawa, and one by Ge Fei, 

Geyang, Yangzhen, Alai, Sebo, and Feng Liang. The only exception is the inclusion of two 

authors who, with their backgrounds, do not belong to the Chinese „literature from Tibet‟, 

Yan Geling and Ma Jian. Yan Geling is a writer with PLA background and her stories are 

written in realist style. Neither her nor Ma Jian were members of the „Lhasa literary salon‟, 

and Ma Jian‟s work could not be published in the PRC after 1987, so the stories were not 

included in any of the Chinese anthologies. Both writers are now living abroad. 

                                                 
114

 Although they have published some other works, these are hardly mentioned in literary criticism, and 

Yangzhen and Geyang are as a rule represented by only one short story. 
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 The English anthology Tales of Tibet is introduced with a foreword by Tsering 

Shakya, who identifies the kind of literature included in the anthology as „colonial‟. He 

writes: 

 

 “The incursion of Tibet as a subject into Chinese fiction is very recent, and has largely been brought 

about through the recent assertion of Chinese political rule and the introduction of Tibet into Chinese nationalist 

thought as integral to „the motherland‟.” (Shakya 2001: xi) 

 

The works of Han Chinese writers are here characterized as “texts [that] are the product of the 

colonizer‟s certainty of his mission” (ibid., xxii). The works of Tibetan authors are then seen 

as the indigenous “writing back to the motherland” (ibid., xv), and are surprisingly 

characterized as „realist‟ in contrast to the „mythic style‟ of Han Chinese writers (particularly 

Ma Yuan and Ma Jian) (ibid., xvii), which is at least problematic in the case of writers such as 

Zhaxi Dawa, Sebo or Alai. At the same time, Tsering Shakya mentions two articles by 

Tibetan scholars who hold the opinion that only literature written in Tibetan is to be seen as 

“representative of Tibetan literature” (ibid., xix), which seems to be the opinion held by 

Tsering Shakya himself. The publication of Tales of Tibet bespeaks the Western uneasiness in 

confrontation with such a hybrid and politically sensitive kind of literature. The Chinese 

representations of Tibet are on the one hand quite familiar for Western readers, and their 

exotic flavor of the „mysterious Tibet‟ seems attractive according to Western taste. But on the 

other hand, the works are seen as highly controversial due to their political and social 

background, and due to the unwelcome „Chinese presence‟ in such literature. Tsering 

Shakya‟s foreword with its critical rejection of such a „colonial mission‟ of Chinese writers is 

thus to be read as a kind of legitimization of the publication of such works in the West. 

 Another English language anthology published at about the same time, Song of the 

Snow Lion (with a subtitle New writing from Tibet), which was paradoxically co-edited by 

Tsering Shakya and Herbert J. Batt, chooses a completely different approach. It does not 

include any work by Han Chinese authors, but, together with essays, short stories and poems 

by Tibetan (Tibetophone and Sinophone) writers includes works written in English by people 

from the West about Tibet. It is clearly much more „pro-Tibetan‟ than Tales of Tibet, and 

emphasizes Tibetan nationalism and the quest for freedom more. Nevertheless, among the 

short stories there are still six works that appeared in the Chinese anthologies (four of them 

were also included in Tales of Tibet). 
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 Obviously, the discourse on Chinese „literature from Tibet‟ is restricted to quite a 

small number of authors and works that are republished over and over again in the PRC and 

in the West. There are certainly many complex reasons for this situation, but the most 

significant is probably the way these authors and works represent Tibet. These representations 

seem to appeal to Chinese as well as to Western readers. This kind of new Chinese 

representations of Tibet since the 1980s have also been popularized in the PRC by the 

reportage literature and essays of Ma Lihua 马丽华115
. Ma Lihua, the wife of fiction writer Jin 

Zhiguo, was one of the important figures on Lhasa‟s literary scene during the 1980s. Within 

the PRC she is generally recognized as a „Tibetologist‟ or a specialist on Tibetan culture. She 

was born in Shandong province and volunteered for work in Tibet in 1976, where she spent 

more than ten years in several cultural institutions, and during the whole of the 1980s she 

worked as editor for the magazine Xizang wenxue. At the end of the decade she left Tibet and 

now lives permanently in Beijing.  

 Most of her published works of literature are from the non-fiction category: she has 

also published some poetry, but mainly traveling and reportage literature, as well as essays 

about Tibetan culture and life in Tibet. However, she can be mentioned here as an author of 

literature representing a distinctively „Chinese perspective‟ of Tibet, which is, due to the 

genres she is inclined towards, clearly formulated in her publications. At the same time, she is 

widely known and read within the PRC, and she therefore not only represents the majority 

society‟s opinions about Tibet, but with her works she has also contributed to the creation of a 

specific imagination of Tibet among the Han Chinese population. On the one hand, Ma Lihua 

is captivated by the beautiful and pure nature of Tibet, and its people, who are characterized 

as strong and enduring. But on the other hand, she feels uneasy about the living conditions of 

Tibetans in the countryside, especially about the poverty she ascribes to the influence of 

religion in Tibetan society. Her original romantic view of Tibet has been gradually replaced 

by a more rational and more critical attitude, manifested above all by a negative 

representation of Buddhism and its “impact [...on…] the economic condition of a community” 

(Ying 2005: 21). Religious faith is thus seen as a „rational reason‟ for Tibetan backwardness. 

In this sense, Ma Lihua shares the official perspective of the PRC‟s authorities. 

 Ma Lihua‟s attitude toward Tibet is ambiguous and doubtful, as she permanently 

“oscillate[s] between her appreciation for traditional values, [...] and her desire for modernity” 

                                                 
115

 I have included her in spite of the fact that she is not a fiction writer. However, her influence on the Chinese 

perception of Tibet and Tibetan literature is at least comparable to that of Feng Liang. In my personal talks with 

several authors of „literature from Tibet„, all of them mentioned her as an important person for „Xizang wenxue‟, 

and suggested that I should include her work in my research. 
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(Ying 2005: 22). This ambivalence paradoxically stems from her deeper understanding of 

Tibetan culture and the actual conditions of Tibet. From the point of view of an outsider, she 

was able to admire the „savage beauty‟ that she encountered in the Tibetan countryside, but as 

soon as she started to get closer to the indigenous people, she discovered an impassable gap 

between Tibetan life values and her own ideals. Her self-perception as an „insider‟ in Tibet 

led to attempts to rationalize Tibet, which, freed from the initial romanticism, revealed its 

„backward‟ face. This experience has brought Ma Lihua close to the official standpoint, and 

formulated her critical attitude toward Buddhism and her emphasis on modernization and the 

economic development of Tibet. I would suggest that such an ambivalent attitude to Tibet 

(romantic ideals on the one hand and shock from the „reality‟ on the other), together with 

quite an emotional, personal relationship to the region and its people is typical among Ma 

Lihua‟s generation of Chinese intellectuals in Tibet, and is clearly reflected in the „new 

fiction‟ from Tibet produced during the 1980s. At the same time, such an attitude resonates 

with the official perspective on Tibet and is not seen as controversial, unless it goes too far in 

representing the „bad‟ side (such as Ma Jian‟s short story series, as will be discussed later in 

this chapter), and emphasizes the quest for modernization more. 

 Among Ma Lihua‟s most influential works is a trilogy of travelogues (in Chinese they 

are classified as changpian jishi sanwen 长篇纪实散文, or full-length non-fictional essays): 

Zang bei youli (藏北游历，Traveling through north Tibet, 1990), Xi xing Ali (西行阿里，

Going west to Ngari, 1992), and Linghun xiang feng (灵魂像风，A Soul is like wind, 1994), 

published as one book in 1994 under the title Zouguo Xizang (走过西藏，Across Tibet). In 

this trilogy, Ma Lihua provides a detailed description of different parts of Tibet, focusing on 

introducing Tibetan culture, customs, and habits, but also on contemporary conditions and 

problems. Ma Lihua is also the author of probably the most comprehensive critical discussion 

on modern Tibetan literature. In her work Xueyu wenhua yu Xizang wenxue (雪域文化与西藏

文学，Snowland culture and Tibetan literature) published in 1998, she provides a critical 

overview of Tibetan classical literature, modern Tibetophone literature, and a more detailed 

examination of modern Chinese-medium literature by Tibetan writers. Unlike similar works 

(such as Geng Yufangs Zangzu dangdai wenxue), Ma Lihua focuses mainly on the „new‟ non-

realist literature by the young generation of writers, and provides an informed introduction 

into the new experimental techniques adopted by writers such as Zhaxi Dawa or Sebo. During 

the 1990s, Ma Lihua also produced several TV documentaries about Tibet and Tibetan 

culture, which had a huge impact on the Chinese audience and their perception of the region. 
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3.2.3. „Across Tibet‟: Main Authors and Works of the Chinese „Literature from Tibet‟ 

 

 As stated in the previous part of this chapter, contemporary (i.e. post-1949) Chinese 

literary works about Tibet can be divided into two groups according to the age and conditions 

of the authors, which seem to determine the dominant ideology and literary style of particular 

works. The first group includes writers with an army or cadre background: the so called „lao 

Xizang‟ 老西藏 – people, who came to Tibet during the first migration after the „Liberation‟, 

and their children already born in Tibet, as well as some of the writers of younger generation, 

who came to Tibet during the Cultural Revolution, and spent a considerably long period of 

their life there. The second group consists of writers of the young generation, who are inclined 

towards „avant-garde‟ literature, and who came to Tibet during the 1980s of their own will in 

search of inspiration or refuge from Chinese materialism. Writers from the latter group mostly 

did not spend more than a few years in Tibet, and felt much more like outsiders there. The 

works of the first group of writers were mostly written in realist style and can be identified to 

a certain extent with colonial literature through similar characteristic traits as mentioned 

above. Fiction written by the second group experiments with new literary styles and 

techniques, and Tibet serves here only as an inspiration and background for modernist 

relativistic discourse and the negotiation of human life and its values.  

 Naturally, this dissertation does not intend to list all Han Chinese writers active in 

Tibet or writing about Tibet during the period, which would not be possible anyway. My 

focus is primarily on the authors who came to Tibet as strangers from other parts of the PRC 

and who contributed to the creation of the „Chinese perspective‟ of Tibet, which is „peeped‟ at 

from the outside. I therefore exclude writers based in Qinghai, Gansu and Sichuan, who are in 

close contact with ethnic Tibetan areas outside the TAR, and who occupy a special place 

within Chinese literature about Tibet. In this chapter, I shall rather concentrate on the 

Sinophone „Lhasa literary scene‟, which became the center of literary creation in Tibet during 

the 1980s, and which is seen by Chinese literary criticism as a place where the „new literature 

from Tibet‟ in Chinese has emerged. To provide a „mainstream‟ representation of Tibet from 

the 1980s, I include only those authors that were discussed in the relevant Chinese literary 

criticism, although there were some more writers publishing their works in that period. 
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a) Ma Yuan 马原 

 

 The most representative writer of the Lhasa literary scene of the 1980s and one of the 

earliest experimenters with the new narrative techniques inspired by Western modernism in 

the PRC is Ma Yuan, a leading personality in the Lhasa „literary salon‟. Ma Yuan was born in 

1953 in Liaoning. After the Cultural Revolution, he studied Chinese literature at university in 

Jinzhou, and shortly after his graduation in 1983 he moved to Tibet, where he lived for only a 

few years. As a member of the Han Chinese community in Lhasa, he was interested not only 

in literature, but also in photography and fine arts. His literary creations are closely connected 

to Tibet, both in themes and in literary style, which were inspired by native mythology and 

folk stories, as well as by Latino-American literature (above all by the works of Jorge Luis 

Borges). After publishing more than a dozen short stories from Tibet, Ma Yuan left Lhasa at 

the end of the 1980s and ceased writing fiction. Currently, he lives in Shanghai and operates 

in the TV and film industry. 

            Ma Yuan‟s stories from Tibet openly admit that they present an unequivocally 

Chinese view of Tibet. The narrators of most of the stories are Han Chinese, who often boldly 

claim that Tibet is a mystery or an irresolvable riddle for them. The „mysterious‟ or myth 

evoking atmosphere of Tibet inspired Ma Yuan to create a specific fantastic literary style that 

stresses the irrationality and incomprehensibility of Tibetan everyday reality from the point of 

view of an outsider. Ma Yuan‟s sharply ironic narrators tell stories, where magic is a natural 

part of everyday life, and where mythological characters meet with supernatural beings and 

with strangers that have inhabited the streets of Lhasa for centuries. Ma Yuan plays with 

notions of reality and fiction, through the technique of metafiction he includes the authorial 

creative process in the fictional work, and confuses readers with experiments with the art of 

fictional narration and with unexpected changes of narrators. One of the characteristic traits of 

his stories are changes of narrators that each have their own, often contradictory, version of 

the story, unreliable narrators who often claim to be called Ma Yuan, the writer himself, or 

have an ambiguous or openly fictitious identity that is impeaching their insight into the 

„reality‟ of the story. Such techniques emphasize the fictionality of literature as a process of 

„fabrication‟ in opposition to realism as the dominant literary style in the PRC at that time, 

which strives for a „true‟ mimetic representation of reality. Ma Yuan‟s fictitious characters 

often live a separate life that is not thoroughly included in the stories, and such characters can 

thus appear at different levels of the metafictional narration not only as characters, but also as 
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narrators, commentators or authors. Many characters appear intertextually in more stories, 

ironically interconnecting different parts of Ma Yuan‟s fictitious world. 

             Ma Yuan‟s stories vary from more „civil‟ (i.e. less „magical‟) and contemporary 

stories, such as “Lasa he de nüshen”
 116

 (拉萨河的女神, The Goddess of Lhasa River), which, 

with mild irony, describes a pleasant summer afternoon which members of the „Lhasa salon‟ 

spent on the banks of Lhasa river (Tib. Kyi chu), where no miracles take place, to fantastic 

stories full of mythic personages and fairytale motifs blended with Chinese stereotypic 

perceptions of Tibetans, exaggerated, and used in an ironically sophisticated way, with pure 

fantasies about Tibet, and with the plain reality of life in contemporary Tibet. An example of 

the latter is a story entitled “Gangdisi de youhuo”
117

 (岗地斯的诱惑, The Lure of Kailash, 

1985), which is composed as a collage formed of fragments of four or five parallel stories told 

by different narrators. This provides a manifold, but fragmentary, picture of contemporary 

Tibet, where folk tales and legends survive among modernization, industrialization and 

urbanization, and are „updated‟ by contemporary fairytales about barbarous Tibetan nomads, 

easily available beautiful Tibetan girls, and cruel „sky burials‟
118

.  

         Most of Ma Yuan‟s stories take place in an urban surrounding. The pilgrimage circuit 

Barkor in the center of Lhasa provides a magical atmosphere that can serve as a background 

for stories from Tibetan history, or can become a stage where history visits the present, as it is 

for example in the story called “You shen”
119

 (游神, Vagrant Spirit, 1985). The stories, or 

their parts that take place in the countryside, are enacted in the vast, desolate landscapes of 

high-altitude grassland, or in the wilderness of mountains inhabited by wild beasts and savage 

tribes, as for example in the story “Ximalaya gu ge”
120

 (喜马拉亚古歌 , The Ballad of 

Himalayas, 1985). This is a story of revenge for a betrayed love taking place in a remote 

hillside village of a Lhopa community, which comprises a mixed narration by several 

narrators who provide different versions of the story, only to leave the perplexed reader at the 

end without a clear solution. In one part of the story there is a brutal description of a terrifying 

                                                 
116

 First published in Xizang wenxue, 1984, No 8. This short story is often seen as the first work of „avant-garde‟ 

literature in the PRC (see for example Yang Hong 2007: 143). 
117

 In Ma Yuan 2003, pp. 359-416. 
118

The so called „Sky burial‟ (Tib. bya gtor, or “scattering to birds”, Ch. tian zang 天葬) is a funeral practice 

that was wide-spread in Tibet before the „liberation‟ and is still performed in some places. The dead body is cut 

into pieces and is offered as food to vultures. The first recording of a „Sky burial‟ appears in the Tibetan “Book 

of the Dead”. See for example Kolmaš 2003: 24. 
119

 In Ma Yuan 2003, pp. 298-320. 
120

 In Feng 1989, pp. 368-382. 
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ritual, the so called „sky burial‟, performed as a victorious vengeance on the body of the 

defeated enemy. 

             The prevailing emotions towards Tibet in this kind of fiction are those emphasizing 

its otherness and feelings of alienation or incomprehension, which are evoked not only by 

obscure motifs, but also by specific narrative techniques as described above. Such techniques 

result in a heterogeneous narrative structure of the stories, and create a kind of temporal and 

thematic discontinuity, caused by the juxtaposition of more than one version, by 

fragmentariness or sometimes by periodical repetition of certain patterns of words or 

sentences, as for example in the case of the story “Tuman guguaide tu‟an de qiang” (涂满古

怪的图案的墙 , The wall painted with strange patterns). Such emotions can be read as 

manifestations of fascination with the dark, secret aspects of Tibet in contrast to the 

„brightness‟ of the Chinese world, but at the same time are still inspired by the conventions 

and stereotypes in their perception of the „irrational and backward‟ Tibet that is resisting the 

modes of rationality and modernity brought by the Chinese.  

         A significant group of motifs used in Ma Yuan‟s stories that can be also understood in 

terms of a superior „colonial perspective‟ are those of illness and physical or psychical 

deformation. In “Ximalaya guge” most of the Tibetan characters are disfigured in some way. 

There is a woman with a terribly deformed face: her mouth is cut so that she always appears 

to smile in a horrifying grimace. Her lover‟s dead body was cut to pieces by her husband to 

serve as a feast for vultures, and his genitals were cut off as a special offering. The husband 

then blinded himself. In “Xugou”
121

 (虚构 , Fabrication, 1986) the narrator comes to an 

isolated Tibetan village named Maqu that is in fact a colony for people suffering from 

leprosy. All the people there (Tibetans with only restricted knowledge of Chinese language 

and hence unable to communicate), especially the young women, have disfigured faces and 

bodies as their flesh is slowly peeling from the bones. However, this state in no way obstructs 

the first person narrator from becoming involved in sexual affair with one of the young female 

inhabitants of the village (an act often seen as yet another symbol of colonial subjugation). 

          The people that are ill or handicapped are in some way „incomplete‟ and thus inferior. 

Such motifs are usually seen as a symbol of the inferior role of Tibetans within the majority 

society. Tsering Shakya comments on “Xugou”:  “For the narrator, Tibet is a putrid body, 

lacking vitality, degenerate, and slowly decaying in its own filth” (Shakya 2001: xxii). The 

sexual act of the narrator as a possessive act of dominance can be thus allegorically compared 
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 In Feng 1989, pp. 383-430. 
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to the process of colonization of the weak. However, in the context of the Chinese literature of 

the 1980s, we can see that such motifs were very common in „root-searching literature‟, and 

slightly later also in „avant-garde‟ fiction. Depictions of physical or psychical deformation 

and sexual motifs especially are often used in a symbolic way
122

. More generally, such 

deformations are to be seen as a consequence of any kind of totality or pressure on an 

individual, who is not able to resist the dominant authority. I would argue that, even if the 

„colonial aspect‟ of the Chinese dominance and right to rule the feminine, weak, submissive, 

and „degenerate‟ Tibetans might be present on an unconscious level, the main motivation of 

Ma Yuan‟s short story here (as it is in “Ximalaya guge” as well) is to show Tibet as a remote, 

isolated, and thus exotic and culturally „other‟ place, whose reality has seemingly nothing in 

common with „modern‟ China, but is in fact one of the „roots‟ modern China stems from, a 

part of its cultural heritage. Such representation is in fact a construction of an imaginary 

magical world with specific surreal qualities, which is typical for magical-realistic fiction 

(such as Marquéz‟s Macondo). Ma Yuan‟s Maqu is not dissimilar to Mo Yan‟s Gaomi 

County, Han Shaogong‟s Chicken Head village in “Ba ba ba”, or to his later creation of the 

village Maqiao (in the novel Maqiao Dictionary published in 1996)
123

.  The symbolism of the 

physical degeneration of the inhabitants of Maqu may than refer to the degeneration of the 

Chinese race in general, and is to be read as cultural critique of contemporary China as a 

whole, rather than to refer specifically to the situation of Tibet. 

 

b) Ma Jian 马建  

 

 Even more than for Ma Yuan, for another writer, Ma Jian, Tibet was only a short 

episode in his life and professional career. Ma Jian was born in 1953 in Qingdao in Shandong 

province. After the end of the Cultural Revolution he lived in Beijing, where he was a 

member of a small community of artists, and as a free writer (not associated with an official 

institution) led a more or less independent life. As such, he was often in the radar of the 

official authorities or the local Public Security Bureau, and was attacked during several 
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 Such motifs appear for example in work of „root-searching authors‟ like Han Shaogong or Mo Yan, from 

„avant-garde fiction‟ particularly in Can Xue‟s and Yu Hua‟s short stories. See for example: Rong Cai. Subject in 

Crisis in Contemporary Chinese Literature. University of Hawaii Press, 2004, pp. 60 -126. 
123

 The phonetic similarity of Ma Yuan‟s Maqu, Han Shaogong‟s Maqiao, and Gabriel Garcia Marquéz‟s 

Macondo might even show that these writers were inspired by the most famous work of Latin American magical 

realism, as already suggested by several Chinese and Western scholars (for Ma Yuan‟s Maqu see for example 

Galik, Marian. “Searching for Roots and Lost Identity in Modern Chinese Literature”. Asian and African Studies, 

vol. 9, no. 2 (2000): 154-167. 
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campaigns during the first half of the 1980s. To avoid direct control, in 1985 he started an 

almost one year trip around China, which also led him into Tibet, where he spent several 

months
124

. This experience served as a source of inspiration for his later literary creations. 

The encounter with Tibet inspired him to write a short story collection Liangchu ni de shetai, 

huo kongkong dangdang (亮出你的舌苔或空空荡荡, Stick out your Tongue, or Everything 

is just a Void)
125

 consisting of five short stories: “Nüren lan“ (女人蓝，A Woman and the 

Blue Sky), “Duomula hu de weixiao“ (多姆拉湖的微笑，A Smile of Duomula Lake), 

“Guang tun ba chi xiao du” (光臀八齿小蠹，Naked Buttocks and Eight Teeth of a Little 

Whelp), “Jinta” (金塔，Golden Stupa), and “Guanding” (灌顶，The Final Initiation). The 

whole series was published in the prestigious official literary magazine Renmin wenxue 

(People‟s Literature) in 1987. Shortly after publication, it caused a national scandal and Ma 

Jian was harshly criticized for “misrepresentation of the Tibetan nationality”, and was chosen 

as one of the main targets in the ongoing „Campaign against Bourgeois Liberalization‟. As a 

result, the editor in chief of Renmin wenxue, the established writer Liu Xinwu, was suspended 

and Ma Jian took refuge in Hong Kong, where he was staying when the affair erupted
126

. He 

then moved to Europe and currently resides in London, where he still continues to write 

artistically courageous and politically sensitive works in the Chinese language. 

 Ma Jian‟s „Tibetan collection‟, which is more experimental due to its content rather 

than its literary style or language, combines a poetic description of the majestic but 

threatening Tibetan landscape with the cruel representation of life in Tibet and „Tibetan 

customs‟. Four of the five short stories are composed as travelogues, and most of them are 

narrated in first person. From the four „travelogue stories‟, three are introduced by a frame 

narrative that provides a commentary by „Ma Jian‟ and the story proper is narrated by a 

Tibetan as his/her own life story. Only one of the short stories (“Duomula hu de weixiao”) is 

narrated in third person and is focalized through the point of view of a young Tibetan boy, a 

student who returns from „civilization‟ to visit his nomad family in the Northern Plain 

(Changtang) during summer vacation. All of the five stories deal with shocking themes, 
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mostly concerning sexual relations: incest, polyandry, violent sex between a monk and a nun 

etc. In two cases, the sexual motifs are connected with Tibetan traditional customs and rituals 

– with the „Sky burial‟ (in “Nüren lan”) and with the ordination of a female incarnated lama 

(“Guanding”). Such representation of Tibet irritated not only official authorities, but also 

many Tibetan intellectuals, and shocked Western readers
127

.  

 Ma Jian‟s short stories from Tibet are permeated with an almost palpable feeling of 

alienation, a distance from the native conditions. Ma Jian‟s visit to Tibet was motivated by his 

interest in Buddhism at that time, and he hoped to find a deep spirituality there that he lacked 

in his ordinary life in China, and to get a chance to reconsider the main values and principles 

of human life through the perspective of the „spiritual‟ Buddhist culture of Tibet. Not having 

enough time and interest to get more familiar with Tibetan spirituality, he was shocked by the 

cruelty of life in Tibet and saw Tibetan Buddhism only as an empty set of rituals that are 

aimed solely at turning people away from their everyday burdens
128

. In the five short stories 

he gave vent to these mixed feelings. Most of the Tibetan characters are people excluded from 

society and people of a very low status: an orphaned girl sold at a very young age as a 

housewife for two brothers, a Tibetan student of a poor nomad background unable to become 

either a full-valued urban educated man nor a member of his nomad family, and a female 

incarnated lama, closed from early childhood inside a monastery among male monks. The life 

stories of these people are told in a brutal way, and are juxtaposed with the pure but 

unmerciful beauty of the surrounding landscape that mirrors the natural circulation of life, 

sacred in Buddhist doctrine. People living in such landscapes mutely accept their suffering in 

Ma Jian‟s stories and are conciliated with their karma to such an extent that death comes as a 

compassionate liberation from their worldly life. 

  Females prevail among the victimized Tibetan characters, suffering from sexual abuse 

by their male relatives or even religious and moral authorities. In “Nüren lan”, the reader is 

confronted with the story of a seventeen year old girl married to two brothers in a polyandric 

matrimony, which was customary in more remote parts of Tibet. The young girl then dies 

while giving birth to her first child, and her body, with the fetus still inside, is offered to 

vultures during the ceremony of „sky burial‟ assisted by her two husbands. In “Guanding” a 

young nun dies during the ordination ceremony, supposed to be her initiation into a secret 

tantric doctrine. The ceremony consists of ritual coitus with a high lama, which symbolizes 

the mergence of feminine and masculine aspects (Tib. yab yum), and at the end the girl is left 
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for a whole night in a freezing river to „practice her yoga skills‟. When the monks pull her out 

the next morning, she has become a piece of ice with a small fish inside her intestines. In 

“Guang tun ba chi xiao du”, a nomad girl conceived through the incestuous relationship 

between a mother and son suffers sexual abuse from her father/brother. All of these female 

characters are depicted as beautiful and lively, but at the same time innocent, naive and 

vulnerable. Such a stereotypical representation of Tibetans (or minority nationalities in 

general) as weak, feminine and suffering is to be seen as a demonstration of Chinese “internal 

orientalism” (Schein 1998)
129

 and resonates with Western orientalism as well, as for example 

the cover of the first British translation of Ma Jian‟s collection, which shows a young Tibetan 

woman with an enigmatic fearful but calm expression
130

, is testament to.  

 The cruelty of human life resonates in the stories with descriptions of Tibetan 

landscape that is mostly represented as wild, crude, hostile or even threatening. For example 

in “Duomula hu de weixiao”,nature is personified as a lake goddess, who unmercifully kills a 

Tibetan boy returning home from his studies in Beijing. The boy becomes a sacrifice for the 

Chinese attempts at educating and civilizing Tibetans. Through the Chinese system of 

education he becomes estranged from his community and natural life conditions, and is not 

able to accommodate to life in wilderness of the Tibetan Northern Plain any more. All his 

education is in vain, as it has not provided him with the basic knowledge of his native culture 

and traditional way of life, and all the „achievements of the modern life‟ (such as the ballpoint 

pen, cinema or bicycle mentioned in the story) could not save his life in the desolate 

landscape. Although it is not a subject of depiction in the short story, it is obvious that during 

his studies in China he could never adjust to the dominant society and the urban surroundings 

either. He died imprisoned between two mutually incomprehensible and incongruous worlds, 

and as an outsider in both of them. 

           The frame narratives of the three stories, in the form of „travel records‟ of the author-

narrator, comment quite explicitly on the events described in the stories proper. “Guanding” is 

introduced by a short passage describing the author-narrator‟s roaming through the desolate 

and hostile landscape, in which he hopes to find consolation from the suffering he has 

encountered when meeting Tibetan people. In the closing paragraph he adopts a more cynical 

tone, when reporting about the ritual vessel made of a skull of a young nun (in fact the 
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protagonist of the short story) that he has bought cheaply in the local market. His irony 

relativizes the value of life under such conditions, and reveals author-narrator‟s loss of ideals 

concerning the spirituality of Tibet. There is a similar conclusion in “Guang tun ba chi xiao 

du”, accompanied by disillusionment and a sense of pity for the people, who seem not to be 

able to choose a better life. Except for the author-narrator of the four stories, the only Han 

Chinese character is a soldier in “Nüren lan”, who had had an illicit affair with the dead girl. 

And he is also the only positive and „normal‟ character in the whole collection. The only one 

who feels compassion for the poor girl and for the life conditions in Tibet, and the only one 

with whom the author-narrator is able to share his experiences and negative feelings. Despite 

his controversial illicit sexual relations with the girl, which symbolically affirms the will to 

rule and the superiority of the Han (male) over the Tibetan (female), the soldier is perceived 

as the only person who is able to look into her suffering and offer her relief, whereas the 

„barbarous‟ Tibetans are not able to see her situation and sympathize with her. The distance 

between the „civilized and human‟ Han and „savage and cruel‟ Tibetans is thus markedly 

clear.            

 

c) Jin Zhiguo 金志国 

 

 One of the writer‟s of „lao Xizang‟ background is Jin Zhiguo. He was born in 1957 in 

Shaanxi province, and moved to Tibet as a child during the Cultural Revolution with his 

parents, who had been assigned a job there. He lived in Lhasa for more than twenty years, got 

married to another „Chinese Tibetan‟ writer, Ma Lihua, and worked in different cultural 

institutions and as an editor of several cultural magazines in Tibet, including Xizang wenxue. 

He ceased his literary career at the end of the 1980s, and during the 1990s he left Tibet 

because he had never adapted to the socioeconomic or natural conditions in Tibet, and had 

health problems caused by the high altitude. 

 He composed his early stories in a post-Cultural Revolution „realist‟ style, and from 

the mid-1980s experimented with the „stream of consciousness‟ technique. What Zhang Jun 

calls “romanticism” or “lingering around romantic subjects” (Zhang: 454) in Jin Zhiguo‟s 

work, is rather a certain naivety or simplicity with which he approaches the subject of Tibet. 

In his stories, narrated always from the point of view of Han Chinese, there is a clear line 

between the Han self and „them‟, the Tibetans. In his depiction of Tibetan people, Jin Zhiguo 

uses many clichés inherited from the earlier Chinese literature about Tibet. One of his earliest 
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short stories “Meng, yiluo zai caoyuan shang” (梦，遗落在草原上，Dream, Lost in the 

Grassland, 1982)
131

 is, more than a love story, a story of misunderstanding. The first person 

narrator, a Chinese geologist, befriends a young Tibetan nomad girl, and both feel attached to 

each other. But at the end of the story, he betrays her love by killing a swan admired by her 

and venerated as a protector deity, and the girl leaves him shocked without a single word.  

 The girl is never described as beautiful (at the beginning the narrator is not even sure 

whether she is a girl or a boy), but she is sexually attractive, due to her naturally, or almost 

primitively straightforward manners. Her simple dress at times reveals parts of her naked 

body, and she does not feel ashamed when the narrator peeps at her when she is taking a bath 

in the lake. She is childish, uneducated (however, we are not told in which language the two 

communicate) and her knowledge about the world „out there‟ is very restricted. The geologist, 

whose work is to examine the minerals and ore for possible exploitation, explains to her that 

he is collecting “stones which can be used for the production of automobiles”, and spends 

hours explaining to her, “how is the ore changed into steel” (Feng 1989: 96). In the 

characterization of the nomad girl, a romanticizing tone prevails, the narrator is enrapt by the 

primitive “sincerity” of her world: “Her world is this grassland and was given to her by this 

grassland, everything in this world of hers is so good and honest, so sincere....” (Feng 1989: 

102). 

 In a later short story “Yongheng de shan” (永恒的山，Eternal mountains)
132

, the 

distance between an unnamed protagonist, who is nevertheless not explicitly identified as Han 

Chinese, and Tibetan characters is even more prominent. Although there is a Tibetan 

„mediator‟, who can speak Chinese and studied for four years in Shanghai, the main 

protagonist is unable to bond with the Tibetan pilgrims he is traveling with, and who seem to 

ignore him. Their reactions are weird, even a little girl does not react as he would expect from 

a child, and the main protagonist is obviously irritated by the behavior of the Tibetans. It is a 

story without a clear plot, the story of a journey without a beginning or an end. We do not 

know anything about the characters, or about their goals, the only emphasized motive here is 

the impossibility of communication between the main protagonist and the pilgrims, while his 

fellow traveler is able to communicate in both languages and cultural modes, or switch 

between them. 

 Most of Jin Zhiguo‟s short stories were published in Xizang wenxue, and in 1992 were 

collected in a book Yongheng de shan edited by Feng Liang and published by Xizang renmin 
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chubanshe. 

 

d) Liu Wei 刘伟  

 

 Liu Wei (as a fiction writer he published under the pen-name Zi Wen 子文) was born 

in 1955 in Chongqing. Like Jin Zhiguo, he resided in Tibet for many years. He came there 

before the end of the Cultural Revolution as a journalist. During the 1980s he was a reporter 

for the Tibet Broadcasting and Television Station, and later worked as a correspondent for the 

prominent newspaper Renmin ribao in Lhasa, and for the Tibetan branch of the Xinhua news 

agency. In the 1990s, he was transferred to Shanxi. He published mainly reportage and non-

fiction, and only around the mid-1980s did he publish a few short stories in Xizang wenxue. 

Some of them were republished in the collection Dengdai lanhu (等待蓝湖，Waiting for a 

Blue Lake). 

 One of his earliest short stories, “Mei shang youcai de huabu” (没上油彩的画布，A 

Canvas Without Oil Painting)
133

, published in the „magical-realistic‟ issue of Xizang wenxue 

in 1985, can be characterized as (rather than magical-realistic) a „story with mystery‟. It does 

not use any special or experimental narrative techniques, but it is imbued with a mysterious, 

disquieting atmosphere, which is inevitably bound to the place, the old Tibetan center of 

Lhasa around Barkor with its devotees, beggars, and „lamas‟ (i.e. Tibetan monks). The main 

protagonist is identified as a Han Chinese named Xinye (which could also be a Tibetan 

name), but all of his friends and neighbors on Barkor are Tibetan. He seems to be quite 

acquainted with the environment and people, but is still unable fully to become a part of it, 

and many things around puzzle him. It is as if the Tibetan people were able to perceive the 

world differently, with another sense, in order to get through the mysteries of life. Just like the 

old man in the story, who was a khänpo (abbot) in a monastery before, and now is begging 

from Barkor every day – he definitely appears to know something not revealed to ordinary 

people. Or the father of Xinye‟s friend Jiacuo, who circumambulated Barkor every day, and 

himself decided about his own death. 

 The second story by Liu Wei included in Xizang xin xiaoshuo, “Zai hui Molang” (再

回摩浪，See you, Molang)
134

 bears some similar narrative features to the previous short 

story. The main protagonist (first person narrator) is Han Chinese (a former zhiqing who spent 
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several years in a remote Tibetan village called Molang), the story is split into short 

sequences, which form a kind of spatial mosaic-like structure rather than a temporal narration 

based on the causal relations between narrated events. The plot is even more inconsistent, as 

much information is hidden in the narration, so that the reader is often puzzled about the time 

and space the events take place in. The narration skips from the past during the Cultural 

Revolution to the „present‟, when the main protagonist returns to Molang again, but does not 

find the same place and the same people he used to live with in the past. Memories of the past 

mingle with the present, and in comparison appear just as constructions of the protagonist‟s 

fantasy. The past seems to be a mere dream, an idyllic vision of a familiar Tibet, where the 

Chinese student lived and worked with Tibetan villagers and was one of them. What he finds 

now is a different world, as if the period of the Cultural Revolution did not happen at all, or as 

if it had been many years ago, and the villagers had lost the memory of it long since. People 

he used to know are not living in the village any more or are not present at time of his visit, 

and the house he lived in belongs to another man. 

 The position of the main protagonist is not dissimilar to Han Shaogong‟s amnesia in 

his short story “Gui qu lai?” (归去来?，Homecoming?, 1985). Here, an urban intellectual 

goes to visit a mountain village, where he finds out that the villagers recognize him as former 

student who had lived in the village during the Cultural Revolution, although he does not 

remember ever having visited the place before. While Liu Wei‟s protagonist has not forgotten 

the past like Han Shaogong‟s former student, in contrast the place and the villagers do not 

recognize him as if he had never been there. In “Gui qu lai”, the amnesia might be the result 

of the main protagonist‟s trauma. So in Liu Wei‟s story, is it the village and its inhabitants 

who had been traumatized and resorted to amnesia? In Liu Wei‟s story, the village was during 

the main protagonist‟s stay there damaged by a landslip, in which one person died and the 

village remained cut off from the outside world when the newly built road was destroyed. 

Was this the trauma, which caused the „amnesia‟ of the place? Perhaps it may be interpreted 

as a metaphor for the devastating effect of the Cultural Revolution in Tibet. 

 Another short story, “Hong bai wu” (红白屋，White-red House)
135

, written in 1987, 

is strikingly different from both previous short stories, but also from most of the works of Han 

Chinese authors. In character, it is close to works of Sinophone Tibetan writers. All of the 

protagonists are Tibetan and there is no mention about Chinese presence. The whole story 

takes place in a monastery and is imbued with a gloomy religious atmosphere. It is inspired 
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by Tibetan mythology and the traditional narrative genre of biographies of lamas. The main 

protagonist, Sangji Dawa, is an old monk endowed with miraculous powers and recognized as 

an incarnation of a local deity. His life from birth to death is presented retrospectively in the 

form of memories and important episodes, which confirm the lama‟s spiritual exceptionality. 

Here again, different time periods are blended in an incoherent mixture, emphasizing the 

„magical‟ character of the story. Sangji Dawa‟s life is full of miracles and strange events. For 

example, when he was meditating for twenty years as a recluse in dark room, a cuckoo got 

inside and disturbed the meditating lama. He drove it out angrily and since that time no more 

cuckoos have ever appeared in the monastery. On the lama‟s back there was an auspicious 

sign formed by five black birth marks, and miraculous occurrences accompanied his birth, 

entering into the monastery, as well as his death. He could see people‟s past and next lives, 

and was able to predict the future. 

 However, in contrast to the works by Tibetan authors, Liu Wei‟s short story includes 

many motifs that are typical for the „Chinese perspective‟ of Tibet, with its othering 

representation of Tibetan people and their customs and habits. A motif of sex between the 

high lama and a female devotee appears, a reference to a supernaturally equipped man who 

had sex with one hundred eighty nine women, as well as a motif of a violent rape. In the final 

section of the short story, a human sacrifice to the monastery is mentioned. A poor woman 

offered her small child as a donation to the monastery after her husband was saved from 

death, and the lamas decide to bury the child into the foundations of the monastery wall that 

had collapsed during a miraculous revelation. Such motifs show Tibetans as „barbarians‟, and 

clearly contrast them with the „civilized‟ Chinese. 

 

e) Li Qida 李启达  

 

 He was born 1960 in Liaoning. I was not able to find any other information about Li 

Qida except for the year and place of his birth, probably because he is not a member of the 

Writer‟s Association and has not authored many literary works. As for his publications, most 

sources mention only one of his short stories from the 1980s that was published in the 

„magical realistic‟ issue of Xizang wenxue: “Bage de chuanshuo” (巴戈的传说，A Tale 

about Bage)
136

. It is a short story with distinctively „magical‟ character, inspired by Tibetan 

mythology and folk tales. Written in the form of a kind of creation myth itself, it tells a story 
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of a remote nomad grassland area, Bage, which spread out around Bage cuo, or Bage lake 

(mTsho is „lake‟ in Tibetan). The nomads living in Bage have a tradition of undertaking a 

pilgrimage to a „holy mountain and holy lake‟ (shen shan, shen hu 神山神湖; situated to the 

east, while the real place, Mount Kailash and Lake Manasarovar lie in far western Tibet), 

which lasts for three generations, so that only the grandchildren are able to accomplish the 

task and come back to Bage. A herdsman named Puci left Bage with his sheep in search of a 

wife, and after many miraculous adventures that took him in fact several decades, as he got to 

know from other people‟s words, he accomplished the pilgrimage to the holy mountain alone. 

On his way back to Bage he finds a young woman waiting for him, who is predestined to 

become his wife. After their son is born, together they set out back to their deserted homeland 

Bage. The story displays many traits of a creation myth: a young and brave hero, miraculous 

encounters, a trip to a holy mountain through a cave where water flows on the ceiling above 

Puci‟s head, which lasted for ten years, perceived by him as only three days, divine 

prophecies that show him way etc. Bage had been deserted and Puci was the „last man of 

Bage‟. When he found a wife and conceived a son, he established a new population for Bage, 

which had been thought by other people to have disappeared from the surface of the Earth 

long ago. 

 In the whole short story, there is not a single reference to the time when this „creation 

myth‟ took place, nor is there any reference to a Chinese presence. However, Puci on his trip 

encounters „strange creatures‟, which make a „strange noise‟. After his first encounter with 

these creatures, a huge gale blows, which miraculously brings Puci to a place where his 

countrymen from Bage live in refuge. The „strange creatures‟ seem to be somehow connected 

to the miserable fate of Bage. Puci discovers that all the men and women have left Bage long 

time ago, however, no one has since then been able to accomplish the pilgrimage. All the men 

are passively waiting and praying for Buddha‟s compassion. Puci thus decides to undertake 

the pilgrimage himself and his sheep lead him through the cave with water running on the 

ceiling. Here Puci finds the „strange creatures‟ that turn out to be cars! A „kind-hearted driver‟ 

drives Puci with his sheep to the holy mountain and then back in just a few days. 

 The story, which reads as a fairy tale, can obviously be read as an allegory, where 

Bage represents Tibet. The people who leave Bage might represent Tibetan refugees, but they 

better symbolize Tibetans who sit passively, praying to Buddha and waiting to get their 

homeland „back‟. Puci is a young courageous man who does not like to just sit and wait. He 

discovers that the „strange creatures‟ are not only not harmful to people, but that they can 

even help them with their hard task. “Bage de chuanshuo” is thus an allegorical expression of 
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the Chinese „civilizing mission‟ in Tibet and of the Chinese effort to raise Tibet from its 

passive stagnation. 

 

f) Yan Geling 严歌苓 

 

 One of the short stories written in realist style which can be interpreted in terms of 

colonial literature is “Mai hong pingguo de mangnü “ (卖红苹果的盲女, A Blind Woman 

Selling Apples, 1986)
 137

  by female writer Yan Geling. Yan Geling was born in 1957 in 

Shanghai, but during the Cultural Revolution, and at a very young age, she entered the 

People‟s Liberation Army where she served in the propaganda art troup, which took her to 

ethnic Tibetan areas in Sichuan and Qinghai provinces, and she also spent more than a year in 

the TAR. She started to write fiction after the Cultural Revolution, when she left the army and 

returned first to Beijing and then to Wuhan, where she studied Chinese literature. In 1989, she 

moved to the USA and currently lives in California. She is the author of several novels and 

many short stories, but most of them were not published until the early 1990s (for example 

the short story collection Shaonü Xiaoyu, A Girl Called Xiaoyu, published in 1993). Most of 

her literary creation was inspired by her experience in the army, and only a few short stories 

deal with the subject of Tibet. Among them, the most successful was a story called “Tianyu”  

(天浴, Celestial Bath) that has been made into a prize-winning movie directed by Joan Chen, 

Xiuxiu: The Sent-Down Girl (1998). It tells the tragic story of the moral degradation of a 

young girl, who was sent to a remote nomadic area of Tibet (in Gansu) during the Cultural 

Revolution. In her yearning for a civilized life back at home in Chengdu she starts to sell her 

body after the promises of local cadres to return her. Finally, she is killed by a passing group 

of sent-down youth shortly after she had had an abortion. 

 In “Mai hong pingguo de mangnü”, the first person narrator is a young girl, a member 

of a propaganda art troup of the Peoples‟ Liberation Army, who comes to Tibet during the 

Cultural revolution, and during her „colonial mission‟ learns about the otherness of the natives 

and is overwhelmed by her obvious unfamiliarity with the alien surroundings. One of the few 

Tibetan characters of the story, which however has no name, is a young and beautiful, but 

blind Tibetan woman, whose tempting beauty and the sexually loose atmosphere during the 

Tibetan „bathing festival‟ tempt an old Chinese soldier to rape her. After his violent act, the 

soldier is attacked by a group of Tibetans, who ask for revenge, and the Chinese authorities 
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have to deport him from Tibet to save his life and to avoid local riots. A lot of the most 

prominent motifs can be interpreted as manifestations of the „colonial view‟ of Tibet: the 

feminine and tempting aspect of the natives, sexual violence, the physical deformation of the 

Tibetan girl (blindness) and the mental inadequacy of the soldier, whose behavior is provoked 

by the presence of the natives, as well as the description of the „barbarian‟ customs (men and 

women socializing together naked during a folk festival) and the seemingly loose sexual 

behavior of Tibetans. All of these motifs form a typical background to the „colonial mission‟ 

of the Chinese propaganda art troup in Tibet. 

        

3.2.4. The „Chinese Perspective‟ of Tibet 

 

           In accordance with the brief analysis of literary works by the main authors of Chinese 

literature from Tibet provided above, it is possible to define three (seemingly contradictory) 

main characteristic features of the „Chinese perspective‟ of Tibet that are present in most of 

the short stories published during the 1980s:  

         a) A „romanticizing view‟, which is manifested through different qualities and motifs – a 

mysterious atmosphere, feelings of enchantment or bewilderment with Tibet, depictions of 

sexually attractive Tibetan women or romantic representations of landscape (green grassland, 

blue lakes, snowy mountains under the turquoise sky etc.); 

         b) Emphasis on the „backwardness‟ or „uncivilized nature‟ of Tibet and Tibetans 

(barbarous customs, religious rituals, unrestrained sexuality etc.); representation of Tibetans 

as weak, handicapped, insane, feminine or childish. The „inferiority‟ of Tibetans is sometimes 

depicted through metaphors of physical or psychological deformation or illness; 

         c) Feelings of estrangement or misunderstanding, which can be manifested through 

various „magical elements‟, through a certain distance of the narrator from narrated events, 

temporal and thematic discontinuity of the plot, or through metaphors of inhospitable 

landscape (desolate plains, salty lakes, high mountains); 

           The listed characteristics are (separately or more of them at the same time) present to 

various extents in the works of all of the Han Chinese writers, no matter which literary style 

they prefer. However, the realist writers tend to be more explicit when formulating the 

Chinese role in the „colonial mission‟ in Tibet, while the more alternative writers only use 

exotic, mystic or shocking motifs to explore more general questions of culture and 

civilization, human life and death, human relations and communication, the values of tradition 

and modernity etc. The symbols and metaphors used by the Han Chinese writers reveal their 
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sinocentric view with its stereotypic categories and modes of rationality that the writers are 

not able, or not willing, to depart from. Through their literary work about Tibet, they 

generally do not attempt to come closer to the subject, to learn more about it, nor try to 

understand, as their aim is not about Tibet as such, but rather a self-reflection – personal or 

cultural. On the contrary, they often adopt the most obscure ways to describe the otherness 

and exoticism they have encountered in Tibetan life and culture. They tend to focus only on 

superficial characteristics and do not examine Tibetan life and culture in depth. For example 

religion is quite a rare theme or even motif in their stories (a notable exception is Liu Wei), 

and when religious practices are described, the writers are interested in their most striking and 

easily visible aspects (circumambulation, prostrations, rituals and festivals). There are often 

descriptions of Tibetan people on pilgrimage or people with prayer wheels, representations of 

Tibetan landscape are interweaved with distinctive religious objects, such as chörtens (ta 塔, 

or „pagoda‟ in Chinese), mani stones (mani dui 玛尼堆) or prayer flags (jingfan 经幡), but the 

spiritual life of Tibetans is almost never examined or represented directly or in detail. When 

describing Tibetan people, Chinese authors take notice of their clothing or food – eating 

tsampa (zanba 糌粑), raw (dried) meat (ganrou 干肉), chura (hard cheese) (naizha 奶渣) or 

other „strange things‟, or drinking butter tea (suyou cha 酥油茶) and barley beer (chang) 

(qingke jiu 青稞酒). Such motifs are usually nothing more than en exotic ornament for the 

plot, a kind of exotic „local color‟. 

          What characterizes Chinese literature about Tibet from the 1980s in general, is that 

ambivalence of attitude. Tibet is for Han Chinese writers a set of binary oppositions: spiritual 

– backward, romantic – shocking, alluring – threatening, beautiful – ugly, ancient – young, 

inferior – wild, mysterious – miserable, etc. Although in the works of the „new fiction‟ the 

positive side prevails more, the negative aspect is clearly present, often through metaphors 

(i.e. Ma Yuan‟s “Xugou”, Jin Zhiguo‟s “Yongheng de shan” or “Lu”). Such bipolarity of 

evaluation obviously stands as a significant link between Chinese literature about Tibet and 

Western colonial literature and the orientalist discourse as such, whose attitude to the 

indigenous people and their country and culture is similarly ambiguous. However, this 

esthetics of polarities was one of the main characteristic features of Chinese literature of the 

1980s in general, and is to be viewed as an expression of the Chinese intellectual‟s anxiety for 

China‟s future in the context of revived attempts for the country‟s modernization during the 

reform era. Tibet as one of China‟s most striking „internal Others‟ became quite a natural 

target of interest for young romantic intellectuals who wanted to „serve their motherland‟ 
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(such as Ma Lihua, Liu Wei, or Yan Geling), as well as of those who searched for artistic or 

personal asylum far from the Center (such as Ma Yuan or Ma Jian). 

          However, for both groups Tibet was a highly personal experience, and the encounter 

with Tibet as represented in the literary works of these writers is often subjective or 

autobiographic (Ma Yuan‟s “Lasa he de nüshen”, Ma Jian, Yan Geling, Liu Wei‟s “Zai hui 

Molang” etc.). Many short stories are narrated in the first person, often in the form of 

travelogues or personal experiences, and many of them include a subjective contemplation or 

a kind of philosophical reflection that exceeds the very subject of Tibet and goes deeper in its 

examination of human life. For this generation of Chinese writers, Tibet is a place that 

inspires them in their pondering on spiritual questions, which is the most striking difference 

between the realist literature about Tibet and the „new fiction‟.  

         One of the factors that might have contributed to this new image of Tibet during the 

1980s was the market economy that during this period started to gradually penetrate into the 

PRC‟s cultural scene. While the main purpose of the official realist literature was propaganda 

(i.e. legitimization of the Chinese presence in Tibet), during the 1980s the commercial aspect 

of literary production became more and more prominent. The othering strategies 

(exoticization/eroticization) of the „new fiction from Tibet‟ made Tibet attractive for the 

mainstream audience, and such literature became a part of the „Tibet fever‟, which culminated 

in the early 1990s, but whose commercial impact continued even beyond the year 2000 thanks 

to the promotion of tourism (from the 1990s it was manifested mainly in the film and music 

industry
138

). This „Tibet fever‟ led to the short-term commercial success of several authors 

(Ma Yuan or the Sino-Tibetan writer Zhaxi Dawa, later Alai), but the same commercial aspect 

finally brought an end to the whole phenomenon of Chinese literature about Tibet, because it 

was shown to lack potential for long-term mass success on the mainstream market in the PRC, 

and was substituted by other forms of cultural production and marketing.  

 

3.3. The Emergence of Modern Tibetan-medium Literature 

3.3.1. General Characteristics 

            

          When the first literature in the Tibetan language was allowed to be published after the 

ban during the Cultural Revolution, it still reflected the Chinese literature of the previous era. 

One of the reasons for this could be that, as remarked by both Lauren Hartley (2003) and 
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 See for example Janet Upton‟s article on the Sister Drum-cause from the end of the 1990s (Upton 2002). 
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Tsering Shakya (2004), the earliest works of Tibetan-medium literature published in the early 

1980s were in fact written before or during the Cultural Revolution, but could not be 

published at that time. At the same time, many younger writers were not sure about the 

directives, and the early publications of the – mostly Chinese-medium - works written by the 

older generation of Tibetan writers served as model examples. This trend changed only 

around the mid-1980s, when more and more Tibetan authors started to publish their works, 

and limits expanded together with the number of publications. 

           With the one notable exception of a Tibetan-medium novella published at the end of 

the 1950s (see below), by „early publications‟ I mean the Chinese-medium works published 

by official/professional Tibetan writers mostly after the end of the Cultural Revolution until 

the mid-1980s. These include the Chinese revolutionary poetry of Tibetan poets such as 

Yidan Cairang (伊丹才让, Tib. Yidam Tsering, Yi dam Tshe ring), born in 1933 in Tsongkha, 

Qinghai, or Gongbu Zhaxi (贡布扎西，Tib. Gonpo Trashi, mGon po bKra shis), born in 

1938 in Labrang, Gansu
139

. From fiction writing, Chinese sources (Geng 2001 and Mo 

2003)
140

 mention the names of female writer Yixi Zhuoma (益希卓玛, Tib. Yeshe Dolma, Ye 

shes sGrol ma) b. 1925 in Chone, Gansu, Jiangbian Jiacuo (降边嘉措, Tib. Jamphel Gyatso, 

´jam dpal rgya mtso), born in 1938 in Bathang, Sichuan, Yixi Danzeng (益希单增, Tib. 

Yeshe Tendzin, Ye shes bsTan ‘dzin), born in 1942 in Bathang, Sichuan, Gazang Caidan (尕

藏才旦, Tib. Kelzang Tseten, sKal bzang Tshe tan), born in 1945 in Repgong (Ch. Tongren), 

Qinghai, and Duojie Caidan (多杰才旦, Tib. Dorje Tseten, rDo rje Tshe tan), born in 1949 in 

Bayen, Qinghai.   

           Yixi Zhuoma is the author of the novella “Mei yu chou” (美与丑，Beautiful and 

Ugly)
141

, which was awarded a national prize for best short story in 1980, as well as the prize 

for best „minority literature‟ in the same year. The story describes crossbreeding experiments 

with sheep conducted in the grasslands of Amdo by a Chinese scientist. At first, Tibetan 

nomads oppose the Chinese modernization efforts, but finally they learn that modern science 
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 Tibetan poetry in Chinese has been examined by Yangdon Dhondup (Dhondup 2008). She mentions five 

major Tibetan Sinophone poets, all from ethnic Tibetan areas outside of the TAR. Some of them were already 

publishing their first works in the 1950s (Dhondup 2008: 33). 
140

 Unfortunately, no Chinese sources mention whether the works of Tibetan authors were written and published 

in Chinese or Tibetan language. Even for clear translations (where I know from other sources that it was written 

in Tibetan and translated into Chinese), they mention neither that it is a translation, nor the name of the 

translator(s). Therefore it is not possible to tell with certainty that all the works were actually in Chinese. 
141

 As is the case for many other works, I was not able to find any information concerning the publication, the 

Chinese sources do not povide any such information. But considering the awarded prizes, it was probably 

published in 1979 or 1980. The short story was republished in Xue 1991. 
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can help them to live better than they used to live following the traditional way. The Chinese 

scientist thus taught them what is „really beautiful‟ (i.e. the modern scientific approach). 

Jiangbian Jiacuo is undoubtedly the most influential in the list of the older generation of 

Sinophone Tibetan writers, because his novel Kesang Meiduo (格桑美朵，personal name, 

published in 1980
142

) was translated (probably by the author himself) into Tibetan and 

published as the first Tibetan-medium full-length novel in 1982 (see below). Yixi Danzeng is 

one of the writers „canonized‟ by the official Chinese history of Tibetan literature as the 

author of the “first Tibetan full-length novel” published in the PRC. His Xingcun de ren (幸存

的人，Survivors, published in 1980
143

) is a typical socialist-realistic revolutionary novel 

about class struggles in Tibetan areas during the anti-Japanese war and the civil war (1936-

51). It was awarded the Chinese prize for best „minority literature‟ in 1980.  

            Significantly, all of these writers share some common characteristics:  

           1/ None of them were born in the TAR, all are from other ethnic Tibetan areas in 

Gansu, Qinghai, Sichuan or Yunnan. This background explains their literacy in Chinese rather 

than in Tibetan, as well as their leftist, and clearly pro-Chinese orientation, because Tibetans 

in these areas came into the contact with the ideas of communism much earlier than Tibetans 

in Central Tibet (i.e. later TAR), and children from poor families were educated by the 

Chinese. 

           2/ All of these writers are members of the Chinese Writer‟s Association (most of them 

entered it at the beginning of the 1980s) and are thus official and professional writers (which 

was not the case for many Tibetophone writers active during the early 1980s, who were not 

paid by any official institutions).  

           3/ Many of these authors published in important national publishing houses (such as 

Renmin chubanshe/ People‟s Publishing House, or Zhongguo qingnian chubanshe/ China 

Youth Publishing House) rather than in local „minority‟ publishing houses, and were regularly 

awarded national literary prizes. They thus became a part of the official canon of „modern 

Tibetan literature‟ (dangdai Zangzu wenxue). In the Han Chinese-language literary discourse 

of „Tibetan literature‟, these authors are still seen as the most significant representatives of 

„modern Tibetan literature‟. In the only two existing Chinese-language histories of Tibetan 

literature (Geng 2001 and Mo 2003) published quite recently, these are authors given a 

considerably larger space, while the Tibetophone authors are mentioned only marginally, and 
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 Jiangbian Jiacuo. Gesang Meiduo. Beijing: Zhongguo qingnian chubanshe, 1980. 
143

 Yixi Danzeng. Xingcun de ren. Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1980. 



 114 

some of them are even ostentatiously overlooked (such as Döndrup Gyel, who is revered as 

the founder of modern Tibetan literature by Tibetan intellectuals). 

          The works of Sinophone Tibetan writers of the older generation, canonized during the 

1980s as paragons of „modern Tibetan literature‟ certainly influenced the newly emerging 

Tibetophone literature, as is evident from the literary style, plot and themes of the first 

Tibetan-medium works of fiction. However, as their works were written in Chinese (except 

for Jinagbian Jiacuo‟s translated novel), this influence has been mainly at the ideological 

level. But in fact, the most important task of the first Tibetophone writers was the creation of 

a new written vernacular language. In this regard, they had to turn to indigenous sources of 

inspiration. Two main sources were used: traditional narrative literature (this source has been 

thoroughly examined by Tsering Shakya; see Shakya 2004), and the new tradition of 

vernacular texts used by the Chinese authorities for propaganda purposes (mainly translations 

of ideological works). The emergence of such texts from the 1950s onwards can be seen as 

the preparatory phase of modern Tibetan literature, during which three important preparatory 

steps were accomplished that with their literary style and time of publication belong to the 

pre-reform era (it is important to note that besides the literary works mentioned here, probably 

no other Tibetan-medium works of fiction were published before the year 1980): 

          1/ The first Tibetan-medium literary work published in Tibet (PRC) after the 

„Liberation‟ was a novella “Ye shes lha mo dang mgar ba sTobs rgyal” (Yeshe Lhamo and the 

Blacksmith Tobgyal, 1959)
144

 by Dorje Gyalpo (rDo rje rGyal po), as noted for the first time 

by Tsering Shakya. This publication is important mainly with regard to the use of vernacular 

language. In its form and content it is a model example of the PRC‟s literature of the 1950s. 

The form is inspired by a folk tale, and adapts traditional narrative techniques to some extent, 

such as character dialogues composed in verse (Shakya 2004: 136). The content is 

revolutionary, dealing with the theme of class struggle, and the characterization is highly 

stereotypical with clear black-and-white characterisation of poor heroes and rich villains. 

          2/ The second publication that contributed significantly to the development of the 

written vernacular Tibetan and based on the colloquial spoken language of the Lhasa region, 
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 I was not able to find any information about the first publication of this novella, as the two main sources of 

information on this work (Shakya 2004, and Hartley and Schiaffini 2008) only provide details of the 1992 

publication in the Collected works of Dorje Gyalpo published by the China Tibetology Publishing House in 

Beijing (rDo rje rGyal po‟i gsung rtsom phyogs bsgrigs. Beijing: Krung go‟i bod kyi shes rig dpe skrun khang, 

1992). However, the novella was probably published in 1959 in Beijing, there being no publishing house in the 

TAR at that time. The author himself is also significantly different to the above mentioned Sinophone authors. 

Dorje Gyalpo was a monk from Central Tibet, educated in classical Tibetan (Shakya 2004: 136). 



 115 

was the collected writings of Mao Zedong, first published in 1965145
. One of the important 

tasks that stood before the Chinese administration immediately after the annexation of Tibet 

was the translation of the main ideological works and policy guidelines, together with the 

creation of related terminology that had had not existed in Tibetan language before the 1950s. 

The translation of Mao‟s works introduced new terms and definitions that were codified by 

the publication, despite certain controversies, for example concerning the reformed grammar 

(see Hartley 2003). The publication hence introduced one of the first attempts to use the 

system of simplified grammar, before used exclusively in spoken language (Shakya 2004: 

143). Mao‟s works were translated by a team consisting of young translators educated in 

Chinese and of members of the old Tibetan intellectual elite educated in a traditional way in 

monasteries before the occupation who had a profound knowledge of classical literary texts 

and their conventions. Their goal was to create cultivated, but colloquial language that would 

be understandable without the background of classical studies. The new written vernacular 

language was supposed to be egalitarian and thus its compilers refrained from the use of 

literary or honorific words that were seen as manifestations of uneven relations between 

different social classes. 

          3/ As shown above, the first literary works published in the „new era‟ (Tib. dus rab gsar 

pa) by Tibetans were written in Chinese and only later were some of them translated into 

Tibetan (or rather re-written, often by the authors themselves). One example, already 

mentioned, is the Chinese poems of a writer of the older generation, Yidan Cairang, as well as 

some of the works published in the first issue of the magazine Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyu rtsal 

that were translated from earlier Chinese versions (Shakya 2000: 31). The first modern 

Tibetan full-length novel, Kelzang Metok
146

 (Ch. Kesang Meiduo, Tib. sKal bzang Me tog, 

published 1982
147

) by Jamphel Gyatso, was first written and published in Chinese
148

, and then 

it was re-written in Tibetan for serial publication in Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyu rtsal in 1981. It is 

written in the socialist-realist style, and depicts the „liberation‟ of Tibet by the PLA from the 

point of view of a Tibetan hero of a low class origin. Although the content of the work is 

strongly ideological and cannot be interpreted as anything other then propaganda, and its style 

imitates the Chinese literature of the period before the Cultural Revolution, its publication 
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 Mo‘u tse tung gi gsung rtsom gces bsdus (Collected Speeches of Mao Zedong). Beijing: Mi rigs dpe skrun 

khang, 1965. 
146

 The title – Kelzang Metok – is the personal name of the main female character, but has the meaning „an 

auspicious flower‟, as the novel is sometimes referred to in English. 
147

 „Jam dpal rGay mtso. sKal bzang Me tog. Beijing: Mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 1982. 
148

 Later, Jamphel Gyatso continued to write in Chinese, and published a historical full-length novel about the 

thirteenth Dalai Lama (Shisan shi dalailama, Zhongguo wenlian chuban gongsi, 1985) and his own 

autobiography. 
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“marked an important transition in the Communist Party‟s attitude towards the Tibetan 

language” (Shakya 2004: 138), and the novel was accepted as one of the first attempts to use 

Tibetan for modern literary creation. It is written in vernacular language with simplified 

grammar that is very close to spoken Tibetan with elements of Lhasa dialect. As such, it is 

one the first examples of a modern type literary work published in Tibetan that is generally 

recognized as the first Tibetan-medium full-length novel (Geng 2001, Shakya 2004). 

          As mentioned before, the first pieces of fiction in Tibetan appeared in two leading 

literary journals established at the beginning of the 1980s, in Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyud rtsal 

published in Lhasa and in sBrang char published in Xining. In quick succession, and over a 

relatively short time, many (official) local literary journals emerged throughout ethnic Tibetan 

areas, such as Lha sa’i skyid chu (Lhasa River), Lho kha’i rtsom rig sgyu rtsal (Lhoka 

Literature and Arts) or Zla ser (New Moon) etc., but most of them focused mainly on poetry, 

which during the 1980s also represented the main content of the two above-mentioned leading 

journals. Fiction occupied only a relatively small portion of the journals‟ issues from the 

1980s, with an average of one or two short stories per issue (see Hartley 2003: 178)
149

. 

Besides original Tibetan literary creations, both of the journals also published translations of 

all kinds: of works written by Tibetans in Chinese, of modern Chinese literature (especially 

Lu Xun, whose short stories were regularly published in sBrang char), and of Russian and 

Western literature (translated from Chinese). Considerable space was given over to „folk 

literature‟, mostly narrative genres in the form of „fables‟ (Ch. minjian wenxue 民间文学, 

Tib. sgrung gtam) and to literary theory and criticism (often translated).  

          From the very beginning, the authors of modern Tibetophone literature were inclined 

with at least the same intensity towards longer genres as to short stories. This tendency differs 

markedly from the general development of literature in the PRC in the early 1980s. In 

transitive periods, when literature (and society) underwent significant changes, Chinese 

writers always tended to prefer short genres. Although the novel played a significant role in 

the preparatory phase of modern Chinese literature in the second half of the 19
th

 century
150

, 

the first important pieces of modern literature in China were in fact short stories published 

originally in prominent literary journals (such as Xin qingnian or Xiaoshuo yuebao), with Lu 

Xun‟s work as the main example. However, it was the novel that later became once again the 

                                                 
149

 For example, a randomly selected issue of Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyu rtsal (1983, No.4) contains 4 short stories 

(brtsam sgrung), 2 „fables‟ (sgrung gtam), a translation of literary theory from English, a short comic dialogue, 4 

essays and 10 poems. During its first three years (1980-82) the magazine did not publish more than a dozen short 

stories altogether. 
150

 A special role was asigned to the novel by the reformer Liang Qichao. 
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preferred genre of „mass literature‟ and socialist realism from the 1930s onwards, and it was 

popular until the end of the Cultural Revolution
151

. After the beginning of the „new era 

literature‟, the short story genre once again proved more suitable for the transformations that 

were going on in Chinese society. In the early 1980s, most published works of fiction in the 

PRC were short stories (again published in numerous literary journals, such as Renmin 

wenxue, Zuojia, Shouhuo, Shiyue and many other), and the first novels did not emerge until 

the very end of the decade. The popularity of the short story in China in the 1920s and again 

in the 1980s may be related to the dominant media of publication, that is literary journals. 

Short fiction is much more convenient for such publication. However, in Tibet, where editors 

of literary journals were hardly able to fill the pages with original Tibetan material, novels 

were often serialized for several months.  

         Two factors that might have led to such an early development of the modern novel in 

Tibet are: 1/ the vernacular tradition of popular narrative literature, which was used for 

popularization in a similar way as the novel was in Liang Qichao‟s China; 2/ the legacy of the 

Chinese socialist-realistic revolutionary novel, which was still alive (or rather only 

introduced) in the Tibet of the early 1980s, and served as a paragon for the newly emerging 

Tibetan-medium novels. Both factors contributed to the popularity of the new novels among 

Tibetan readers, in contrast to short stories, which were a new and unfamiliar genre dealing 

with strikingly „modern‟ themes. 

           Among the most important works inaugurating modern literature in Tibetan were 

several full-length novels with considerable impact among the Tibetan readership. Besides 

Kelzang Metok, another two novels were published following the year 1980 that mark the 

early development of modern Tibetan literature: gTsug g´yu (The Turquoise Crown, 1982) by 

Penjor Langdun (dPal ‘byor gLang dun)
152

, which was serialized in the early editions of Bod 

kyi rtsom rig sgyu rtsal, and Phal pa’i khyim tshang gi skyid sdug (The Joys and Sorrows of 

an Ordinary Family, 1992) by Trashi Penden (bKra shis dPal ldan)
153

. Both novels are 

historical, depicting a long period of time, and can thus be characterized as family sagas. The 

Turquoise Crown takes place in pre-communist Tibet, and its language and literary style are 

slightly reminiscent of classical Tibetan narrative literature. But it still responds to the 

requirements of the new literature with its choice and stratification of characters. As remarked 
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 Most of the popular works published in China in the 1950s and 1960s were full length novels, such as Yango 

Mo„s Changchun zhi ge (The Song of Eternal Youth, 1958) or Hao Ran„s Yanyang tian (Bright Sunny Skies, 

1965). See Chi, Pang-yuan and David Der-wei Wang (eds.). Chinese Literature in the Second Half of a Modern 

Century: A Critical Survey. Bloomingtong: Indiana UP, 2000. 
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 Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyu rtsal 1982, No. 1, No. 2, No. 5, 1983 No. 2, No. 6. 
153

 For detailed information and an analysis of the novels, see Shakya 2004. 



 118 

by Tsering Shakya: “Protagonists are sharply delineated between the poor and wealthy” 

(Shakya 2004: 148), and sympathy is clearly on the side of the lower class main protagonist 

Penden. The Joys and Sorrows of an Ordinary Family is a family saga dealing with the recent 

history of Tibet. The plot is arranged in accordance with the main historical events that mark 

development since the „peaceful liberation‟ of Tibet. Both novels are narrated in realist style 

and conform to the linear conception of history, which is progressive and is present in the text 

through the „great historical events‟ of Party history. On the other hand, both novels clearly 

present the Tibetan native view of the events: The Turquoise Crown is a nativist type of 

novel, returning to the unspoiled past in the pre-occupation period, and The Joys and Sorrows 

of an Ordinary Family thematizes the differences between the Tibetan self and the Chinese 

Other through many misunderstandings between the Chinese leadership and ordinary Tibetan 

people (see Shakya 2004: 166-168). 

          Because the main interest of this thesis lies in short fiction rather than the novel, and 

due to the considerable length of these works, it is not possible to provide a deeper analysis of 

the two novels, which were both discussed in great detail by Tsering Shakya (2004). 

Nevertheless, they should be considered an important part of the early development of 

modern Tibetan literature in the 1980s. The full-length novel is a specific phenomenon of 

Tibetan-medium fiction, in contrast to the new literature about Tibet written in Chinese during 

the 1980s. The main reasons for this development are to be seen both in the traditions of the 

Tibetan plateau and previous contemporary literature developments in the PRC. The 

popularity of historical-biographical fiction (with possible roots in the biographies/ 

hagiographies of important religious persons [rnam thar, or „stories of enlightenment‟], as 

argued both by Tsering Shakya, 2004, and Fraçoise Robin, 2003) in the form of the full-

length novel in Tibet has risen even more markedly since the second half of the 1990s. It is 

attested to by Françoise Robin in her study of contemporary historical fiction in Tibet (Robin 

2003)
154

, who identifies these novels as “recycled, modernized and secularized hagiographies 

[of the traditional Tibet]” (Robin 2003: 33) that according to her serve for the “re-creation of 

the historical memory/consciousness after the disconnection of tradition since the 1950s” 

(ibid., 37). At the same time, Chinese literature of the previous period of the 1950s and 1960s 

was also represented, mainly by the full-length novel. As argued before, modern Tibetan 

literature has mirrored the general literary development of the PRC, but always with a certain 

delay. Because any publications in Tibetan language were not allowed until the end of the 
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 According to F. Robin, between the years 1980 and 2000 more then fifteen Tibetan language full-length 

novels were published, and this trend seems to be continuing. 
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Cultural Revolution, the first works published in Tibet inevitably mimicked the literature that 

was officially supported in the previous era, in order to be sure all ideological and political 

guidelines and their limits were adhered to. 

          The first short stories in the Tibetan language were inspired more by recent literary 

developments in the PRC than novels, which are in general concerned with portraying the old 

feudal society and serve to legitimize the Chinese „liberation‟ of Tibetan serfs from the 1950s 

onward. Tibetan short stories from this early period can be compared to Chinese „scar 

literature‟ in terms of themes and literary style. Many of the early stories that were published 

in Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyu rtsal dealt with the traumas and upheavals brought about by the 

Cultural Revolution. Similarly to Chinese „scar literature‟, many of the early Tibetan short 

stories deplored the crimes of the „Gang of Four‟, while expressing a strong belief in a better 

and brighter future. Even if the identity of the protagonists in this kind of literature were 

identified as unmistakably Tibetan and the stories took place in Tibet, „mistakes‟ caused by 

the impetuous policy of the „democratic reforms‟ in the 1950s and of the Cultural Revolution 

were never ascribed explicitly to the „Chinese‟, and the mistaken cadres were often also 

Tibetans. However, the emphasis on the Tibetan identity of victims of bad policy was 

reinforced by Tibetan literary critics as the Tibetan term for this group of stories (bod kyi sems 

rma’i sgrung gtam or „stories of the wounded mind of Tibet‟) shifts the officially supported 

criticism of „leftist mistakes‟ towards a mildly nationalist discourse.  

         A typical example of Tibetan „scar literature‟ is the short story “bGres song tshe ring la 

go „dzol byung ba” (Old Man Tsering‟s Misunderstanding)
155

 by Trashi Penden, in which the 

main protagonist is persecuted during the Cultural Revolution in a struggle session as a 

„capitalist roader‟, and after rehabilitation he becomes a successful entrepreneur who 

represented the new reform policy. The ideology of the story with its positive evaluation of 

contemporary reform policy is reminiscent to Chinese „reform literature‟ of the same period. 

Another story remarked upon by Tsering Shakya (2004), “drJod du mi rung ba‟i kha sang gi 

nyin mo” (Unforgettable yesterday)
156

 by Kelzang Tseten, reveals memories of the first 

person narrator going back to the period when the „democratic reforms‟ were launched in the 

countryside. The story takes place in a remote nomadic area, and describes collectivization 

and class struggle in Tibetan conditions, where the nomads were not able to produce a single 

rich herdsman or landlord for political persecution.  

          It is thus evident that the newly emerging modern Tibetan literature had many 
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characteristic traits in common with the literature of colonized nations all over the world. 

Firstly, at the very beginning, modern Tibetan literature used the dominant language, Chinese. 

Secondly, in its first stage, it clearly imitated dominant literary conventions, appropriating and 

mimicking the dominant social and cultural discourse. The main theme of early modern 

Tibetan literature was a critique of Tibetan „old society‟ and support for the „civilizing 

mission‟ of the Chinese army in Tibet. Another important theme was redemption for the 

wrong-doings of the Cultural Revolution and denouncement of the mistaken policy of the 

„Gang of Four‟, serving to reaffirm Chinese dominance in Tibet, and to promote the new 

reform policy. Such literature was strongly “inspired by the materialist ideology of the 

Marxist dialectics” (Shakya 2004: 5), and was concerned with the promotion of modernity in 

the sense of material progress. As with Chinese social-realist literature, the early Tibetophone 

literature of this period strictly adheres to a linear concept of progressive history, while 

introducing and promoting the new rational/ scientific worldview that was supported by the 

Chinese government. The main function of this literature was defined as propagandistic and 

didactic, and its aim was to legitimize the current regime and its policy.  

         Modern literature in Tibetan was officially supported from its beginnings by local 

Writer‟s Associations and other cultural and propaganda institutions in all Tibetan areas, and 

it was consciously established as an attempt to create a secular counter-discourse to the 

traditional culture and its values, which in Tibet are represented almost exclusively by 

religion. Tsering Shakya asserts that, when encouraging writing in Tibetan, the “authorities 

hoped that literature would establish a secular humanistic tradition to replace religion as the 

main discourse of public and private mentality” (Shakya 2004: 86). At the same time, many 

young Tibetan intellectuals who received a modern Chinese education felt themselves that it 

is necessary to bring social transformation and modernization to Tibet, and they understood 

that religion can no longer serve as the main agent of the newly reasserted Tibetan identity. 

Literature and literary criticism were thus to become the arena where the secular discourse of 

Tibetan identity should be based. Although during the 1980s this attempt seemed to have 

failed in the case of the mainstream society, as the majority of Tibetan society were focused 

on the revival of religion and traditional values, from the 1990s it nevertheless proved its 

potential. Even though literature and literary criticism are still not part of the dominant 

discourse in Tibetan mainstream society, secular intellectual discourse has started to gain 

more attention and has become a significant counterpart to the religious identity discourse, 

both in the PRC and in the exile communities. 
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3.3.2. Main Authors and Works 

 

          Although Tibetan medium literary production since the early 1980s was flourishing, 

there was not much systematic scholarship on it. A comprehensive history of modern Tibetan 

literature (or fiction in particular) has not yet appeared either in Western languages, or in 

Chinese, and until very recently, not even any complex study in Tibetan had been 

published
157

.  Literary criticism is scattered throughout a number of different publications and 

journals in related languages. Probably the first English language account of modern Tibetan 

fiction is the article by A.A. Moon published in three parts in Tibetan Review in 1991. It is an 

entertaining tongue-in-cheek overview of short stories published in literary magazines in 

Tibetan areas during the first decade of the „new era‟. Although the article is in character a 

piece of journalistic publishing rather than literary criticism or scholarly research, it is the 

very first informed Western article on modern Tibetan literature, and serves as a good starting 

point for an examination of the topic. 

         So far, the only systematic study on modern Tibetophone fiction in English
158

 is Tsering 

Shakya‟s Ph.D. thesis (Shakya 2004) (parts of it were published during the ten years prior to 

this in several journals and thematic publications; see Shakya 1994, 1999b, 2000, 2001). 

Tsering Shakya provides a complete overview of modern Tibetophone fiction from the second 

half of the 20
th

 century in his dissertation, with two main focal points. In the first part he is 

concerned with the development of Tibetophone narrative fiction, particularly the full-length 

novel. He examines it in the context of traditional Tibetan narrative genres and in the context 

of contemporary Chinese literature and its social functions. In the second part, he analyzes 

literary work (both poetry and fiction) of the „Tibetan Lu Xun‟ Döndrup Gyel
159

. Despite its 

academic qualities, Shakya‟s study remains fully engaged in the nationalist discourse of 

modern Tibetan literature and modern Tibetan identity. He has thus focused on such traits and 

motifs that show the „Tibetan character‟ of the works.    

         Other English language scholarly sources include articles published mainly in Venturino 
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 A history of contemporary Tibetan literature was published in 2007: Chab „gag rTa mgrin. Bod kyi den rabs 

rtsom rig lo rgyus. Beijing: Mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 2007. 
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 There are more sholars who have focused on the topic of modern Tibetan literature in the last ten years, but 

their studies are either not as relevant for my own research or are at this time inaccessible, as has already been 

stated in the introduction to this dissertation. Lauran Hartley‟s Ph.D. dissertation deals with literary debates 

concerning modern Tibetan literature from 1980 until the beginning of the new millenium, but she focuses 

mainly on poetry; Francoise Robin‟s dissertation examines modern Tibetan fiction, but it was written in French 

and has not been published officially yet; Riika Virtanen‟s not-yet-finished dissertation (?) is to introduce the 

literary work of Döndrup Gyel.   
159

 The parallel between Lu Xun and Döndrup Gyel will be examined in the following chapter. 
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(2003), and Hartley, Schiaffini (2008), introductions to collections of translated short stories 

and sporadic articles published in various journals by Lauran Hartley (Tibetan poetry and 

literary criticism, reflections on tradition and modernity), Lara Maconi (linguistic questions 

and Tibetan diglossia), Francoise Robin (Tibetan poetry and fiction), Riika Virtanen (Tibetan 

fiction and social change), Tsering Shakya, Yangdon Dhondup (Sinophone Tibetan literature) 

and some others.  

          In Chinese, there is a more complex review of modern Tibetan literature in Geng 

Yufang‟s Zangzu dangdai wenxue (1994). But similarly to the other Chinese Tibetologists 

and literary critics, Geng Yufang is more focused on Tibetan Sinophone authors, and among 

those writing in Tibetan he selects the writers who belong to the older generation and 

maintain the socialist realist style and relevant themes. He provides a brief description of the 

nature of the literature by such writers as (Sinophone) Yixi Danzeng and Jiangbian Jiacuo, 

(Tibetophone) Penjor, Trashi Penden, and Lhakpa Püntsok, and from the younger generation 

he includes mostly Sinophone writers (Zhaxi Dawa, Sebo, and Yangzhen). A significant 

contribution to Chinese research on modern Tibetan literature was provided by Ma Lihua in 

her Xueyu wenhua yu Xizang wenxue (1998). She focuses mainly on the Sinophone „new 

fiction‟ (including Han Chinese writers), but lists most of the important Tibetophone writers 

as well (for example she mentions Döndrup Gyel who is usually ignored by Han Chinese 

criticism). However, she is neither a Tibetologist, nor a literary critic, and is not able to read 

in Tibetan. Her account of Tibetophone literature is thus based only on secondary sources and 

Chinese translations. 

         Secondary sources and literary criticism in Tibetan are represented mostly by articles 

published in local magazines and are focused only on specific geographical area. More work 

in this field has been done in Amdo than in the TAR. An important series of anthologies of 

short stories accompanied by a collection of literary criticism was published in Xining by 

Qinghai renmin chubanshe at the beginning of the 1990s
160

. These volumes include short 

stories and articles published in literary magazines in all ethnic Tibetan areas over the whole 

of the 1980s, and include Tibetophone authors from Amdo as well as from the TAR (such as 

Döndrup Gyal, Penjor, Repgong Dorjekhar, Tsering Döndrup, Kelzang Tseten and others). A 

similar collection of literary theoretical essays was published in Xining on the occasion of the 
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 „Gyur med (ed.). Bod kyi deng rabs rtsom rig dpe tchogs. rTsom dpyad gtam tshogs. (Collections of 

Contemporary Tibetan Literature. Literary Criticism ). Xining: mTsho sngon mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 1993. 
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celebration of the twentieth anniversary of the magazine sBrang char
161

, which includes 

articles published in sBrang char. It also accompanied a two volume anthology of short 

stories by writers mostly from Amdo (Döndrup Gyel, Repgong Dorjekhar, Dorje Rinchen, 

Anyon Trashi Döndrup, Pema Tseten etc.). Except for Geng Yufang, only a few of the 

sources provide any biographical details of the writers discussed, and information on many 

writers remains inaccessible.  

          Due to the considerably large number of authors and literary works on the one hand, 

and the lack of systematic secondary scholarship and literary criticism on the other, any study 

of modern Tibetan medium literature is necessarily highly selective. It exceeds the scope of 

this research to objectively evaluate the whole sum of Tibetan fiction published during the 

1980s and early1990s. I shall thus focus on those authors and works that are part of a wider 

discourse on „modern Tibetan literature‟ in Tibetan and Western scholarship, and that are seen 

as representing the „Tibetan self‟ (in contrast to the parallel Chinese discourse on „modern 

Tibetan literature‟, which emphasized other criteria). Most of these authors and works are in 

some way dealing with themes of tradition and modernity as expressions of the contemporary 

negotiation of modern Tibetan identity, in contrast to obviously ideological works, which are 

promoting a „sinicized‟ perspective on tradition and modernity in Tibet.  

 

a) Döndrup Gyel  

 

          Both Tibetan and Western (but significantly not Chinese) scholars with interest in 

modern Tibetan literature agree on the fact that Döndrup Gyel (Don grub rGyal, Ch. Duan 

Zhijia 端智嘉, 1953-1985) was the leading figure of modern literature in Tibetan, its founder 

and its paragon. He is thus the only author whose work has been studied in a particularly 

systematic manner
162

. In many ways, his role is similar to Lu Xun‟s in the Chinese context
163

, 

and as this chapter will show, Lu Xun was a great inspiration for Döndrup Gyel, who – 

consciously or unconsciously – adapted many elements, symbols and concepts of the „first of 

the modern Chinese writers‟. Most Tibetan literary critics and scholars express admiration for 
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 sBrang char rtsom sgrig khang (ed.). sBrang char lo ´khor 20 dpe tchogs. dPyad rtsom tshangs pa´i thig ris. 

(Selection of Literary Works from the 20 Years of sBrang char. Literary Theory and Criticism). Xining: mTsho 

sngon mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 2001. 
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 Nearly all Western scholars with an interest in modern Tibetan literature have examined different parts of 

Döndrup Gyel„s work: for studies on his poetry see Bhum (1995, 1999), Shakya (1999b, 2004), Hartley (2003); 

for studies on fiction see Virtanen (2000), Shakya (2004) etc., for a study of Döndrup Gyel„s work on classical 

Tibetan literature see Lin (2008). 
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 This is an observation made by almost all researchers of Döndrup Gyel„s literature, most pronounced perhaps 

in Stevenson 1997: 58, and Shakya 2004: 183. 
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the literary work of Döndrup Gyel and praise it, for example Tsering Shakya, who wrote: “His 

writing made more impact among Tibetans than those of any other writer or intellectual of 

that time or since.” (Shakya 2004: 175).  

           Döndrup Gyel was born
164

 to a Tibetan family in a village near Repgong in Qinghai 

Province, which is a part of Amdo-region in the north-east of ethnographic Tibet. Not much is 

known about his family background, but we know that he grew up in his native region and 

received a good basic Tibetan-language education in Repgong that allowed him to continue 

his studies of Tibetan language and history in the Central Nationalities Institute in Beijing, 

where he enrolled immediately in 1976. Döndrup Gyel is best known for his revolutionary 

literary work (in its positive sense), which completely changed the face of the newly emerging 

modern literature in the Tibetan language. However, he is also revered as a scholar with an 

interest in the history of Tibetan language and literature. He obtained his M.A. degree in 1981 

with a thesis about classical Tibetan sung poetry (mgur glu) (see Kapstein 1999). Later, he 

worked on several topics from Tibetan classical literature, specifically rewriting (from 

Dunghuang manuscripts) and providing a new Tibetan translation (via the Chinese 

translation) of Ramayana into modern Tibetan (see Bhum 1995, Kapstein 1999, Lin 2008).  

Döndrup Gyel‟s voluminous literary work includes short stories in vernacular Tibetan, 

modern free-verse poetry, essays, and research articles on classical and modern Tibetan 

literature. He published mainly in local periodicals in Amdo, and most of the important works 

were published in the literary magazine sBrang char. According to most sources, Döndrup 

Gyel died by his own hand in November 1985 (according to A.A. Moon it was January 6, 

1986) at the age of 32, possibly because of social and family problems (Stoddard 1994), or 

because he “became very depressed [...] due to the refusal of Tibetans to change their way of 

thinking” (Moon 1991: 15)
165

. Politically tinged theories also appeared, emphasizing the 

political undertone of some of Döndrup Gyel‟s works (namely the poem “Di na yang drag tu 

mchongs lding byed bzhin pa’i snying gson po zhig ‘dug“, Here Also is a Living Heart 

Strongly Beating), and connecting his death to the author‟s fear of political persecution (see 

Stevenson 1997, Virtanen 2000). 

            The character of Döndrup Gyel‟s literary work is didactic and is intended to serve to 

enlighten (the Tibetan) people. Despite his interest in traditional literature and the traditional 

elements he used in his own literary creations (Kapstein 1999: 46), Döndrup Gyel was a 
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 For a more detailed biographical account of Döndrup Gyel see Bhum 1995, Stoddard 1999, Virtanen 2000.  
165

 With this statement, A. A. Moon created a nice parallel to Lu Xun, whose scepticism concerning Chinese 

„national character‟ and the possibility of its change was most significantly formulated in his preface to the short 

story collection Nahan (published 1923). 
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severe critic of tradition and devoted himself to promoting progress and modernity through 

literature, like Lu Xun din did in the China of the 1920s. In his poetry he describes traditional 

Tibet as an old decaying body, while his hopes are placed in youth, who only can bring 

change into a stagnating Tibetan society. For these attitudes, Döndrup Gyel became a target of 

harsh attacks by Tibetan traditionalists during his life, and his work was generally accepted 

with great controversy among the older generation and the supporters of tradition within 

Tibetan discourse on progress and modernity. However, he was always recognized by 

younger progressive Tibetan intellectuals (and students) for his erudition and profound 

knowledge of Tibetan history and non-Buddhist classical literature
166

.  

Among Tibetans, Döndrup Gyel is appreciated mainly as a poet and as author of the 

first attempts at new poetic creations in free verse (see Bhum 1999 and 2008). Tsering Shakya 

talks about the publication of his poem “Lang tsho‟i rbab chu” (The Waterfall of Youth) in 

1983 as a “revolution in terms of the development of contemporary Tibetan culture” (Shakya 

2004: 175). Döndrup Gyel‟s poetry is usually interpreted in nationalist terms (ibid.), but 

another aspect is its moralizing tone, and its intensity with which he seeks to awaken the 

„sleeping nation‟. These characteristics are not dissimilar to those that are present in Lu Xun‟s 

work. A critique of traditional society and religion (which are generally viewed as closely 

bound together with the distinctive Tibetan identity by more conservative intellectuals, and 

thus are evaluated positively), and praise for modernity and material progress (which are 

generally connected with Chinese rule in Tibet, and thus are evaluated negatively) are the key 

aspects of Döndrup Gyel‟s literature as a whole. In this sense, he goes contrary to modern 

Tibetan nationalism, which is based mainly on religious identity and a critique of Chinese 

presence in Tibet
167

. 

 This socially critical aspect is even more openly present in Döndrup Gyel‟s short 

stories and essays. One of his most controversial short stories “sPrul sku” (An Incarnated 

Lama)
168

 stands against superstition and popular religious beliefs. It tells the story of an old 

man, who is cheated by a false „incarnated Lama‟ as a result of his strong faith in religious 
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 He is recognized as an important writer and intellectual among Tibetans both in the PRC and in exile, as 

attested to by the publications of his selected works. The first collection of selected works of Döndrup Gyel (Don 
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Gyel). 
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 Tibetan nationalism and modern negotions of Tibetan identity will be examined separately in the last section 

of this dissertation. 
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 sBrang char, 1981, No. 3: 3-34. 
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authorities. Even though he could see that the „lama‟s‟ knowledge of Dharma was lacking, he 

only blamed himself for a lack of devotion. As will be examined later in this chapter, this kind 

of religious-oriented criticism was one of the officially supported topics in the Tibetan 

literature of the 1980s, but the criticism rarely turned directly against Buddhism and its 

religious concepts as such. Rather, it despised the negative economic impact of religion on 

society (offering money to monasteries and to Buddhist teachers, going on pilgrimage etc.) or 

(like Döndrup Gyel) criticized certain individual religious authorities for their improper 

behavior in contrast to the actual teachings of Buddhism.  

 Some of Döndrup Gyel‟s short stories deal with contemporary social abuse, such as 

bureaucracy, corruption and other „back door‟ practices. For example, in the story “sNgo 

tshod tshong khang gi mthong thos” (Observations at the Greengrocers)
169

, criticism is made 

of the practice of using contacts to buy basic foodstuff, while ordinary people have to queue 

for hours. A larger group of short stories is devoted to the „hot topic‟ of the early 1980s, 

criticism of arranged marriage as one of the officially recommended subjects of criticism (the 

same issue appeared in modern Chinese literature of the May Fourth era). Before Döndrup 

Gyel composed “A Blighted Flower”, his masterwork defending a free choice of partner, he 

had published several short stories on this topic, the first of them probably “sTag thang” 

(Tiger Plain)
170

, which Tsering Shakya sees as a Tibetan „Romeo and Juliet‟, about the 

irreconcilable enmity between two clans. Tsering Shakya gives the plots of two more short 

stories of unfulfilled love destroyed by the old generation‟s clinging to traditions (Shakya 

2004: 205-206). 

 Döndrup Gyel‟s most famous novella (in the West known mainly thanks to the 

English translation by Riika Virtanen), “Sad kyis bcom pa‟i me tog” (A Flower Blighted by 

Frost)
171

, was published in sBrang char in two parts: 1982, No. 4 and 1983, No. 1.  It is the 

tragic love story of a Tibetan girl named Lhakyi and a boy, Tsering, taking place in a village 

in north-eastern Amdo, the birth place of the author. The story is divided into seven chapters, 

each of them narrated in the first person by a different narrator, with only the first and the last 

having the same narrator, Lhakyi‟s lover Tsering. At the same time, the titles of respective 

chapters refer to the attitudes or positions of the characters in the story (such as „Rigyag‟s 

Illusion‟, „Lhakyi‟s Suffering‟, „Drölma‟s Empathy‟, „Püntsok‟s Realization‟). The change of 
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 The story was published in sBrang char at the beginning of the 1980s.  I use A. A. Moon„s translation of the 

title, Tsering Shakya has translated the title as “An Experience in a Vegetable Shop“. 
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 sBrang char, 1981, No. 1: 4-18. 
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mentioned under the title “Frost-bitten Flower“ (see for example Robin 2008: 148). 



 127 

narrators, however, does not provide different perspectives of the same events, as the 

narration is more or less continuous, and the next narrator starts at the point where the 

previous had finished. The innovative technique rather reveals the contradictory attitudes of 

people from different social strata: a young, intelligent, but uneducated and naive girl 

(Lhakyi), a modern young man who prefers education over emotion (Tsering), a 

compassionate old nun who is moved by the girl‟s suffering (Drölma), and an old stubborn 

man whose thinking is bound by the chain of tradition (Lhakyi‟s father Püntsok). The love 

story is thus turned into a symbolic clash between young and old/ tradition and modernity, 

while promoting the officially supported issue of free marriage. 

The story is narrated in quite a simple and straightforward manner, but with highly 

emotive style, which would be characterized as „realistic‟ (i.e. close to the May Fourth era 

mimetic „realism‟, in contrast to both, „socialist-realism‟ and „modernism‟ of the PRC) in a 

Chinese context, however, the narration bears many narrative features inspired by Tibetan 

classical literature. Döndrup Gyel uses colloquial language with elements of Amdo dialect, 

but his literary style, as a rule, reveals a strong influence of literary Tibetan. The language is 

lofty and often exalted, as it is for example at the very beginning of the first chapter: 

 

“Every time I remember these sad and distressing events, a torrent of tears flows uncontrollably from 

my eyes. An ocean of suffering whirls around in the depths of my pure soul and the wind of my love whips up 

spray from the waves of my anguish, scattering them heavenwards. Isn‟t it true that twenty-four years of worldly 

life is a story blending both happiness and sorrow?” (Virtanen 2000: 31) 

 

The story is narrated with a strong pathos that emphasizes or even exaggerates the 

tragic mode, so that from the first chapter the reader anticipates the death of the main 

character, which however in the end is not confirmed. The language is highly metaphoric, full 

of parables, sayings and proverbs: Lhakyi and Tsering‟s brother were “like a dog and a goat 

together”, whereas the minds of the two main protagonists were “blended as one like water 

and milk mixed together” (Virtanen 2000: 32). Even the title of the story is a symbol, or a 

metaphoric prediction of the fate of the main protagonist Lhakyi. Literally, it means “a flower 

looted by frost”, where the flower symbolizes a young girl, full of vigor, whose “petals” are 

opened to accept love, but are looted by “the frost of merciless custom” (ibid., 32). Later, 

when Lhakyi had been raped by a ruffian on her way to Xining “...the wicked and cruel rain 

of mud soiled the stainless petals of the flower [...], tingeing them with dirt” (ibid., 57). The 

descriptions are highly poetic, recalling the symbolism of traditional kāvya poetry:  
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“[Lhakyi‟s] hairline was like a sliver of the new moon on the third day of the lunar month and below 

her eyebrows, shaped like a raven‟s outstretched wings, there were two intelligent eyes shining like the reflection 

of sunlight on water.” (35). 

 

 The dialogues are in fact quite far from being “lively dialogues” (as suggested by R. 

Virtanen 2000: 23), though it is true that they use a lot of dialectical words and sayings from 

Amdo. The direct speech is rather artificial and evokes the verse dialogues of traditional 

narrative genres, although it is not rhymed. The message of the speaker is often „ciphered‟ 

behind metaphors or in the form of a riddle: 

 

“How can one catch a golden fish in an ocean of jealousy? Didn‟t you hear the saying, „You need tolerance to be 

chief of a village. You need a long rope to lead an untamed horse?‟” 

... 

“Although a tiger leaps through the forest it rests in a den; and although a vulture soars high in the sky, it alights 

on a rock. Don‟t you need a lair for resting or a rock on which to land?” (36) 

 

The lofty and metaphorical style of narration hinders a full revelation of the 

psychology of the characters, meaning that their motivations often remain hidden despite the 

„modern‟ „realistic‟ narrative methods used in the story, such as the first person narrative 

mode and change of narrators, a progressive narrative technique that helps to introduce 

different angels of focalization. In this regard, Döndrup Gyel‟s narration is closer to 

traditional melodramatic narration than to modern realist narrative. Another important 

narrative technique, which is inspired by oral narrative genres, and which has a strong 

dramatic effect, is the hiding of information; the reader has to actively search for clues and 

make conclusions based on his own knowledge or comprehension. This technique induces the 

expectation of the reader about what is going to happen next and strengthens the tragic 

character of the story.  

 The narration of the tragic love story with a (possible) happy end has a clear purpose, 

formulated by the narrator of the first and of the seventh and last chapter, Tsering, who claims 

to tell the story: 

 

 “...on the repeated requests of my elder brother [...], hoping that it will help free our parents and the 

older generation from the trap of deluded thinking, and so that at least future generations will not have to suffer 

as Lhakyi and I did” (32).  



 129 

The story of a youthful love that is almost destroyed by the father‟s insistance on a 

traditional pre-arranged marriage should be read as an open criticism of the old tradition that 

does not allow young people to take their life into own hands and to decide about their future. 

It is the story of a “conflict between the customs and beliefs of the „old society‟ and the „new 

society‟” (Virtanen 2000: 19), which firstly conforms to the official critical standpoint 

towards arranged marriage as one of the aspects of the „bad tradition‟. However, although the 

story emphasizes the supportive attitude of the young generation to the „new‟, blaming the 

„old‟ as the source of all the suffering of the main protagonists, it also shows their hesitation, 

as well as the uncertainty of the old generation (represented by two narrators, Lhakyi‟s father 

Püntsok and Drölma, an old nun that helps Lhakyi after her rape) about the values and 

freedom brought by the „new society‟. Lhakyi‟s rape
172

 is undoubtedly a consequence of her 

disobedience and her resistance to the old tradition; it is the result of the „liberation of mind‟ 

brought about by modernity. Thus, despite the clearly declared message, the attitude toward 

modernity as it is expressed in the story seems to be questionable. In the demonstrated 

movement from tradition towards modernity we can also reveal a counter-movement back 

towards tradition. The dilemma of a society metaphorically standing on the crossroad of 

evolution is manifested not only through the traditional elements of the otherwise modern 

vernacular narrative, but also at a symbolic level, through ambiguous motifs that reveal the 

dangers of taking the most direct road to progress. 

 Such a dilemma is expressed in a metaphorical way in one of Döndrup Gyel‟s most 

discussed works, the short story “rKang lam phra mo” (A Narrow Footpath), published in 

sBrang char in 1984
173

.  Although it is listed as a „short story‟ in various publications, it is in 

fact an essay, comparable according to Mark Stevenson to Lu Xun‟s critical zawen, 

characterized by “a meditative essay style, part autobiographical sketch and part social satire” 

(Stevenson 1997: 58). The work has no storyline, it is a sophisticated mixture of memories 

and contemplations of a path as a metaphor referring to the nation. When talking about the 
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“narrow footpath” bellow his native village, the author has in mind the achievements of the 

ancestors, history and tradition of the Tibetan nation: 

 

“Weil dieser schmale Pfad die Verbindung zu meiner Heimat ist. Viele Generationen haben über 

Jahrhunderte hinweg mit ihren unzähligen Fußspuren ihre Geschichte in diesem Wegstück hinterlassen.“ 

(Grünfelder 2009: 227; translated by F.X. Erhard) 

 

The elders derive the origin of the path from mythology, and consider it sacred. They only 

look behind to the remote past, celebrating the perfection of the past achievements, and are 

not willing to come up with new contributions that would enable the path to serve modern 

goals. The author feels sad for the backwardness of the society, which has used the same 

narrow path for hundreds of years, while there are “blacktop streets, railways, planes and 

boats that interconnect the rest of the world”, but he is fully aware that only the Tibetans 

themselves are to be blamed for their sluggishness. After „Liberation‟, the government built a 

new blacktop road, but the villagers do not use it. At the end the narrator is standing between 

the two roads, deciding which one to take: 

 

“[...] dachte ich an mein Volk un meine Heimat. Vor meinen Augen sah ich eine strahlende Zukunft und 

konnte nicht anders, als meine Schritte in die Richtung der Nationalstrasse zu lenken.” (Grünfelder 2009: 232) 

 

 For Döndrup Gyel, the relaxed period of the 1980s was the time to make an important 

decision. The past and tradition, however rich and important as “connections with the 

homeland”, were now dead and useless. It was necessary to abandon them and to step out on a 

new way, the way of progress and modernity. As the new “blacktop road”, this modernity was 

enforced from outside, and required a complete break away from the old tradition, but the 

final choice had to be made. The imaginative “path” that has remained only in memories is, 

however, engraved in the national consciousness, and could yet help to preserve the continuity 

of development in people‟s minds, and to become a part of the newly reasserted Tibetan 

identity. As such, “the path is perhaps most centrally a metaphor for the narrative production 

of personal and cultural identity” (Stevenson 1997: 59). 

 Along with his plight for modernity, in “rKang lam phra mo” Döndrup Gyel also 

expresses his appreciation for the „narrow footpath‟ of tradition and the achievements of the 

past. Even though he is fully aware that it is not a way leading to the future prosperity of 

Tibetan nation, he is somehow sympathetic with the „elders‟ who feel strongly attached to the 
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„path‟, as he himself hesitated about which way to take. Similar hesitation appears in some 

literary works of Chinese May Fourth writers as certain nostalgia for the past. This nostalgia, 

however, is mostly connected to an idyllic imaginary utopia of rural life (as for example in 

Shen Congwen), or to the lost ideals of youth. In Lu Xun‟s short story “Guxiang” (故乡，

Hometown), published in Nahan in 1923, the nostalgia is connected to unfulfilled dreams of 

childhood, but the adult narrator is now able to see the real scope of the misery of the people 

in his hometown, and the futility and emptiness of their life. He is not proud of any 

„achievements‟ of the tradition, but he feels nostalgic for the time when he saw the world with 

child‟s eyes, not able to see all the misery. Lu Xun‟s hesitation is more subjective, it is an 

expression of his personal pessimism towards the future of Chinese nation. Döndrup Gyel‟s 

hesitation stems not only from his subjective inclination to tradition, but also from a quite 

objective necessity to preserve something from the Tibetan identity that seems to be firmly 

bound to this tradition. Unlike in the case of Lu Xun, there was no strong movement behind 

his effort for Tibet‟s modernization, and many opponents saw his rejection of tradition as an 

assertion of the sinicization of Tibet. Döndrup Gyel‟s dilemma was thus about the reasonable 

balance between tradition and modernity, which would enable Tibetan identity to be 

preserved during the process of Tibet‟s modernization.  

Nevertheless, such a dilemma is certainly something which connects Döndrup Gyel 

with Lu Xun, who saw himself as „a voice trying to wake up the sleepers in an iron house‟
174

, 

but who was not sure if it would be of any help. Döndrup Gyel was similarly compared to a 

conch (Shakya 2004: 176), an instrument that is used in monasteries to summon monks to 

assembly, a metaphor evoking the „waking up‟ of people. Both writers share a certain 

pessimism about the actual effect of their mobilizing effort, but Döndrup Gyel‟s position was 

probably even more difficult than Lu Xun‟s. Döndrup Gyel‟s radical opposition to tradition 

(represented mainly by religion) was, in the era of reforms, the revival of Buddhism, and the 

restoration of tradition in Tibet, accepted with much controversy, and many traditionalists saw 

his opinions as “conformity” to “the attack by the colonizing power who derided Tibet as 

underdeveloped and backward” (Shakya 2004: 183). It was only during the following decade 

that Döndrup Gyel‟s legacy was re-evaluated by a generation of Tibetan students and young 

intellectuals of the same generation as the late writer. For example, Tsering Shakya talks 

about Döndrup Gyel‟s “appropriation of the colonizer‟s discursive practices in relation to 

Tibetan society, culture and past” (ibid., 187) and explains it in nationalist terms as “intended 
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for use against the colonizer” (ibid.). In contrast to the opposing voices of traditionalists in the 

1980s, Tsering Shakya interpreted Döndrup Gyel‟s literature as “a literature of resistance”, 

arguing that it is mainly the choice of language (Tibetan instead of Chinese) that enables such 

a reading. In general, this is the way Döndrup Gyel is read by younger Tibetans, and the 

reason why he was made into a “modern hero” (Kapstein 1999) by Tibetan reformists both in 

the PRC and in exile. His status as a Tibetan „nationalist poet‟ is indirectly confirmed by his 

official status within Chinese discourse of „modern Tibetan literature‟, where Döndrup Gyel is 

even rarely mentioned. 

 There is no doubt that Döndrup Gyel contributed to the establishment of what could be 

called “secular nationalism” (Moon 1991c: 15), thus succeeding the earlier „rebel‟ of Tibetan 

religious traditionalism, Gendün Chömpel. During the early 1980s, Döndrup Gyel was one of 

the main vanguards of the Tibetan intellectual opposition movement, which was attempting to 

form a counter-discourse against the mainstream religious discourse inside Tibet as well as in 

exile, with the aim of creating a secular national/ cultural identity independent of the Buddhist 

tradition, but including other traditional elements that are not directly connected to religion. 

The „secular nationalists‟, like Döndrup Gyel, thus came with a project of modernity, which 

appropriated the dominant Chinese discourse, but in a much more complicated way than 

Tsering Shakya suggests in his evaluation of Döndrup Gyel. In his work, Döndrup Gyel has 

synthesized heterogeneous influences of Tibetan non-Buddhist tradition, Western rational 

pragmatism motivated by nationalist efforts as translated by the Chinese May Fourth 

movement, and the Chinese interpretation of dialectical materialism. His language and literary 

style draws massively from traditional Tibetan narrative genres, but the main source of 

inspiration is, in my opinion, Chinese May Fourth literature with its appropriation of Western 

socially-critical realism with deep social engagement on the one hand, and fragile subjective 

reflection on the other. Döndrup Gyel‟s literature is motivated by the newly resurgent Tibetan 

nationalism, which responds ideologically to the „obsession with China‟ of the Chinese May 

Fourth writers. Such literature (inevitably different from the „official‟ modern Tibetan 

literature by the prominent establishment authors) differs strikingly from the Chinese „new 

era‟ literature of the same period with its emphasis on modernist narrative techniques, but 

resounds with its retrospection of tradition and modernity in its „search for roots‟.   

 

 

 

 



 133 

b) Other authors 

 

         Due to the lack of systematic criticism, scholarship and biographical material on other 

Tibetophone writers, I will firstly provide only a brief overview of important authors and their 

basic biographic data that are available through different secondary sources (Chinese and 

Tibetan anthologies of Tibetan literature and Western translations that include basic 

information on some authors). I will subsequently characterize the literary style(s) of the 

Tibetophone literature and focus on an analysis of the main topics that appeared in Tibetan 

literature during the examined period. Important authors who will be discussed in this chapter 

include (listed chronologically according to year of birth): Penjor Langdün (b. 1941), 

(Kelzang) Namdröl (b. 1942), Repgong Dorjekhar (b. 1958), Püntsok Trashi (b. 1959), 

Tsering Döndrup (b. 1961), Trashi Penden (b. 1962), Tenpa Yargye (b. 1962), Yangtso Kyi 

(b. 1963), Anyön Trashi Döndrup (b. 1967), and Pema Tseten (b. 1968). 

It should be pointed out that the „lost generation‟
175

 of writers born during the 1950s, 

which was so important in the post-Mao „new era literature‟ in inland China, and which also 

created the new Sinophone literature from Tibet, is only represented by a few Tibetophone 

writers. It is a generation that grew up in the most restrictive period of the Cultural 

Revolution, when Tibetan language education was hardly accessible to Tibetan youth, and the 

transition to the „new era‟ in Tibetan areas lacked the dynamic it gained in the inland 

immediately after the start of the reform policy. At the beginning of the 1980s, the first 

authors who started to publish literature in Tibetan were those born in the 1940s or earlier. 

They were all professional writers (i.e. members of Writer‟s Associations, which supported or 

even planned their activities), prominent intellectuals, and Party members educated before the 

Cultural Revolution. Most of them were fluent in both Tibetan and Chinese, but often 

published in Chinese (i.e. Jiangbian Jiacuo/Jampel Gyatso, Gazang Caidan /Kelzang Tseten, 

or Yixi Danzeng/Yeshe Tenzin). It was the first generation of Tibetan post-1949 

intelligentsia, whose members became prominent officials, political leaders or scholars in 

Tibetan studies during or soon after the Cultural Revolution. Their literary works, which were 

often written and published thanks to the de facto political decision to establish „modern 

Tibetan literature‟, conform mostly to the socialist realist style, and are imbued with Marxist 
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rhetoric and official ideology. Within Tibet, however, these authors are still recognized as 

modern Tibetan „men of letters‟ who have contributed to the revival and research of Tibetan 

language, history and culture. Some of them gained teaching positions in Tibetan studies at 

important minority educational institutions (such as the Central Nationalities Institute in 

Beijing or the Qinghai Nationalities Institute in Xining), or worked as researchers in the 

Chinese Center for Tibetan Studies in Beijing
176

.   

In my dissertation, I focus more on the younger generation of writers who are not 

influenced so much by ideology, and who thus more actively contribute to the process of 

forming modern Tibetan literature as a „national literature‟, which has the ambition to become 

a vehicle of modern Tibetan national consciousness. In this chapter, I have therefore only 

included two Tibetophone writers of the older generation, Penjor and Lhakpa Püntsok, whose 

works meet the criterion of literature representing the „Tibetan perspective‟ rather than being 

a mere imitation of the pre-Cultural Revolution Chinese models. Around the mid-1980s, a 

new generation of young writers appeared who were born during the 1960s and had been able 

to get access to Tibetan language education once again, partially because most of them came 

from rural areas and could not go to Chinese-medium schools, which were available only in 

towns. This generation had already managed to avoid the heavy indoctrination of the Cultural 

Revolution and their literature is much less politicized. Their themes have gradually shifted 

from a critique of the evils of the old society and class struggle to the conflict between 

traditional and modern lifestyles and to reflections on changes brought about by Tibet‟s rapid 

development during the 1980s. 

 

 Penjor Langdün (in English transcription also written Paljor), known better under his 

name Penjor (dPal ´byor, Ch. Banjue 班觉) was born in 1941 in Lhasa. Penjor is not just a 

writer and editor but he is also a government official. After graduating, he briefly worked as 

deputy editor-in-chief for the Tibetan language journal Lha sa´i skyid chu (Lhasa River). 

During the 1980s he was appointed deputy director at the Propaganda Bureau and later deputy 

director of the Radio and Television Broadcasting Department of the TAR People‟s 

Government in Lhasa. Penjor has published eulogizing poetry, essays and „reportage 

literature‟ (baogao wenxue 报告文学), as well as a few short stories and a novel. He is the 

author of one of the first short stories published in Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyu rtsal in 1980 (No. 

3), “Me tog ldum ra‟i nang gi klan ka” (Dispute in a Flower Garden), which will be discussed 
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later in this chapter, and author of the first Tibetan language full-length novel gTsug gyu (The 

Turquoise Crown), which was serialized in the same magazine in 1982 and 1983. Both of 

these works have also been translated into Chinese, and were published in the Chinese-

language journal Xizang wenxue. 

 

 Lhakpa Püntsok (Lhags pa Phun tshogs, Ch. Laba Pingcuo 拉巴平措 ), also 

published under the pseudonym Namdröl (rNam grol) or Kelzang Namdröl (sKal bzang 

rNam grol)
177

, was born in 1942 in Gyantse in the TAR. During the Cultural Revolution he 

studied and later taught at the Tibetan-language Research Group of the Central Nationalities 

Institute in Beijing. From the end of the Cultural Revolution, he held several high-ranking 

official positions in the TAR People‟s Government (including the vice-director of the 

Propaganda Bureau). In the 1980s, he also served as the first chairman of the Tibet Writer‟s 

Association. During the 1980s, he was appointed as a dean of the TAR Institute of Social 

Sciences, and from 1991 to 2000 he assumed the office of the vice-chairman of the TAR 

People‟s Government. Currently, Lhakpa Püntsok is the secretary-general of the Chinese 

Center for Tibetan Studies in Beijing. Because of his office duties, he has not published many 

literary works, but all those that he has are recognized as important contributions to the 

beginning stage of modern Tibetan literature. One of his first works is the short story “Bu mo 

spun gsum gyi rnam thar” (A Story of Three Sisters) published in 1981 in Bod kyi rtsom rig 

sgyu rtsal, and several months later also in Chinese translation in Xizang wenyi
178

. The 

allegorical fable influenced by traditional Tibetan literature, “Char shul gyi nags tshal” (Forest 

after Rain), published in Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyu rtsal in 1983, represents a different type of 

contribution to the early phase of development of Tibetophone literature. 

 

 Repgong Dorjekhar (Reb gong rdo rje mkhar, Ch. Duojieka 多杰卡) was born in 

1958 near Repgong in Amdo (Qinghai Province). In 1983, he graduated from the Northwest 

Nationalities Institute in Lanzhou, where he had studied Chinese and Tibetan languages. After 

graduating, he was employed as a translator, and worked in the translation team whose 

members were translating Chinese ideological works into Tibetan. From 1985, he taught at 

the Nationalities Institute in Lanzhou, and later became editor of a literary journal focused 

mainly on poetry, Zla ser (New Moon). Dorjekhar is one of a number of important Amdo 
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intellectuals and scholars, and he has published poems and literary criticism as well as short 

stories (mainly in the local Qinghai magazine sBrang char). 

  

Püntsok Trashi (Phun tshogs bKra shis, Ch. Pingcuo Zhaxi 平措扎西) was born in 

1959 in Zhikatse, the capital of what was once the traditional Tsang Province, and the life of 

people from Tsang is the main subject depicted in Püntsok Trashi‟s literary work. During the 

1980s, he worked as a translator and editor and became a member of the Tibetan Writers‟ 

Association. From the late 1980s, he became well known as a playwright and scriptwriter for 

the Tibetan Television station. He is one of the best authors of Tibetan short comic sketches 

and dialogues (Ch. huaju xiaopin 话剧小品, xiangsheng 相声), a popular genre that has 

evolved from the Chinese “crosstalk“, but which established an important tradition in Tibet 

from the 1950s. His sketches are regularly shown on Tibetan Television, and are often part of 

the official New Year‟s Show broadcast every year by television stations in all Tibetan areas. 

He has been awarded several literary and television prizes. His short stories, as well as TV 

scripts are concerned with everyday life in contemporary Tibet and reflect social changes in 

Tibet since the 1950s. His short story “Hor tog chang khang gi sku mgon” (Guests of the Or-

tog Bar) was translated into English by Ronald Schwartz
179

.  

 

Trashi Penden (bKra shis dPal ldan, Ch. Zhaxi Bandian 扎西班典) was born in 1962 

in the rural area of Ranpa County (Ch. Renfeng) in TAR. After completing only two years of 

junior middle school he worked as a teacher in a local Tibetan-medium primary school in his 

native county for eight years. From 1985, he worked as a reporter for the Chinese-language 

newspaper Xizang ribao in Lhasa and continued his education at Tibet University, from which 

he graduated in 1992. He began writing fiction at the beginning of the 1980s, and during that 

decade authored more than a dozen short stories and published works of literary criticism, 

essays and reportage literature, for which he was awarded several literary prizes. His most 

popular short story “Phyi nyin gyi gnam gshis de ring las legs pa yongs nges” (Tomorrow the 

Weather will be Better than Today) was published both in Tibetan
180

, and in Chinese
181

. In 

1992, Trashi Penden published his first full-length novel, Phal pa´i khyim tshang gi skyid 
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sdug (The Joys and Sorrows of an Ordinary Family), which was later also published in 

Chinese. Two of his short stories were translated into English.
182

  

 

Tsering Döndrup (Tse ring Don grub, Ch. Cairang Dongzhu 才让东珠), one of the 

most important Tibetophone authors, who is nevertheless of Mongol nationality, was born in 

1961 in a nomadic area of Henan Mongol Autonomous County in Qinghai. Although by 

origin he is Mongol, like the majority of the inhabitants of the Henan County in the otherwise 

Tibetan Amdo region, his mother tongue is Tibetan (as it is for other Mongols in the area as 

well). He was educated in Tibetan language and the habits and customs of his area were 

assimilated by the surrounding Tibetan culture over history. As a minority within a minority, 

he had a favorable class background, also because his father was a blacksmith, which was 

seen as an inferior profession in traditional Tibetan society. Tsering Döndrup had been a 

herdsman since childhood and only started to attend school when he was fourteen years old. 

He graduated from the Huangnan Teacher‟s Training College in 1982 and continued to study 

Tibetan language and literature at the Nationalities Institutes in Xining and Lanzhou. He 

worked as a teacher, and later as a people‟s lawyer, and from the late 1990s was the editor of 

Henan County Annals. He has published in various literary journals, including Bod kyi rtsom 

rig sgyu rtsal and sBrang char. In 1997, a collection of his short stories written from 1985-95 

was published by Kan su´u mi rigs dpe skrun khang (Gansu minzu chubanshe) in Lanzhou, 

and he has published two novels since the year 2000
183

. 

 

One of the few well known female writers, Yangtso Kyi (G´yang mtsho skyid) was 

born in 1963 in a high plateau nomadic area of Amdo in Qinghai Province, and some sources 

report (Stewart 2000) that as a child, she herded her family yaks. During the 1980s, she 

studied literature at the Northwest Nationalities Institute in Lanzhou, Gansu Province. She 

worked as a translator and interpreter and was engaged in the activities of the Women‟s 

Association of Qinghai Province. Her first and the only well known short story is “Rtswa 

thang gi nyin tho” (Journal of the Grassland), published in 1988 in the journal Mtsho sngon 

mang tshogs sgyud rtsal (Qinghai dazhong wenyi/ Qinghai Mass Literature). As a short story 

that takes place among the nomads of Amdo and that bears only slight ideological references, 
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it was chosen for English translation in Manoa
184

, although Yangtso Kyi has not published in 

the main Tibetan literary journals, and is not among the most important Tibetan writers. 

 

Tenpa Yargye (bsTan pa Yar rgyas, Ch. Danba Ya‟erjie 旦巴亚尔杰), also a writer 

of nomadic origin who still enjoys great popularity today, was born in 1962 on the Tibetan 

North Plain (Changthang), in a nomadic area near Nakchu (Ch. Naqu) in the TAR. He studied 

Tibetan language and literature at the Tibet University in Lhasa, and has been publishing short 

stories since the mid-1980s. After graduating, he worked as a teacher, and later as an officer 

in the Nakchu Cultural Bureau. Since 2003, he has been living in Lhasa. His short stories 

appeared in several collections, the first of them being Byang thang gi mtshes ljongs (The 

Beautiful North Plain), published by Bod ljongs mi dmangs dpe skrun khang (Xizang renmin 

chubanshe) in 1995 as a part of a series of contemporary Tibetan writers‟ collections (Bod kyi 

deng rabs rtsom pa po‟i dpe tshogs). Some of his short stories were translated into Chinese 

(i.e. “‟Grul bzhud kyi glu sgra“, A Traveling Song)
185

 and into English (“mGo ras kyis btums 

pa‟i bu mo”, A Girl with her Face Concealed by a Scarf)
186

. 

 

Younger authors will be included only marginally, because they only started to publish 

in the second half of the 1990s, and have brought new perspectives that mark the beginning of 

a new period in the development of modern Tibetophone literature. Anyön Trashi Döndrup 

(A smyon bKra shis Don grub) was born in 1967 in Trika in Qinghai Province and in the 

1990s was the editor of the literary magazine sBrang char. A collection of his short stories 

entitled Ston gyi rang sgra (The Sound of Autumn, also translated as Season of Harvest) was 

published in 1999 by mTsho sngon mi rigs dpe skrun khang (Qinghai minzu chubanshe) in 

Xining. The stories in this collection deal with the theme of conflict between (or coexistence 

of) traditional and modern elements in the developing Tibetan society at the dawn of the new 

millennium. Pema Tseten (Pad ma Tshe brtan, Ch. Wanma Caidan 万玛才旦) was born in 

1968, also in Trika. He studied first at the Northwest Nationalities Institute in Lanzhou and 

later, as reportedly the first Tibetan, at the Film Academy in Beijing, where he graduated in 

2005. He has been publishing short stories and novellas since the end of the 1990s and is 

professionally engaged in film production. His internationally distributed film The Silent Holy 

Stones (Lhing ´jags kyi ma ni rdo ´bum, 2005) was officially presented as “the first film about 
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Tibet by Tibetans”. Pema Tseten‟s literary works are appreciated for „modernist‟ 

“experiments in narrative technique” (Virtanen 2008: 252). In some of his short stories he 

experiments with metafiction, and the short story “Gangs” (Snow), published in sBrang char 

in 1999
187

 has been described by western Tibetologists as a “magical realistic” work (see 

Virtanen 2008, Grünfelder 2009).  

 

3.3.3. The Main Themes of Modern Tibetophone Literature 

 

 As suggested in previous chapters, and as also argued by Tsering Shakya (Shakya 

2004: 111), a considerable part of the early modern Tibetophone literature is strongly 

influenced by the Chinese literature of the pre-Cultural Revolution period. Short stories and 

novels published in the first half of the 1980s (but often written earlier) spoke on behalf of the 

Tibetan “oppressed serfs”, and their aim was to denounce the traditional social order of the 

“old feudal Tibet” (ibid.). Their protagonists were Tibetan people of low origin, mostly 

peasants, nomads or blacksmiths, and Tibetan authors by their choice of character types 

clearly mimicked Chinese „mass literature‟ (Ch. dazhong wenxue, Tib. mang tshogs rtsom 

rig) aimed at workers, peasants and soldiers. In such stories, the authors apply a stereotypical 

characterization of the „poor hero‟ and „rich villain‟ characters, resulting in an ideological 

message which is very openly pronounced in the text.  

 Simple propagandista stories dealing with the evils of the old feudal society often use 

traditional Tibetan narrative devices, mainly verse dialogues or folk songs, imitating folk tales 

and oral narrative or sung genres. They are still very close to the Chinese literature of the 

Cultural Revolution, and can be compared to the Chinese „model operas‟ (yangban xi) 

popular in that period. For example, an early short story by Repgong Dorjekhar “sDug bsngal 

gyi mig chu“ (Misery‟s Tears), published in sBrang char in 1982
188

, tells the story of a 

thirteen-year old boy who, with his father, is dragged away from his mother to carry wood for 

an evil militarist, Ma Bufang. When the father becomes exhausted, the soldiers beat him up 

and set a dog upon him. After the father is killed by the dog, an old man takes the boy back to 

his village, where they find out that the boy‟s mother had jumped into an abyss and killed 

herself after hearing the bad news. The story ends with the arrival of the “divine soldiers” of 

the Red Army, and the main protagonist joins the army on its liberating expedition. The 
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narration includes naturalist passages describing the suffering of poor people. The death of the 

boy‟s father is described in great detail, as is the subsequent scenes of the boy and the other 

villagers being beaten and tortured by Ma Bufang‟s soldiers. All direct speeches are conveyed 

in verse form, sometimes in the form of a song. The language of the narration is colloquial, 

lively and close to the everyday speech of ordinary people, including sayings, proverbs and 

even Buddhist mantras and incantations. 

 Such stories are undoubtedly mere imitation of the official literature promoted by the 

central government, and are permeated by pre-Cultural Revolution rhetoric and atmosphere. 

While writers of the middle generation (born in the 1930s and 1940s) in inland China started 

to give vent to their disillusionment in that time, and confronted the early ideals of the 1950s 

with the later years of communist totality in „retrospective literature‟ (fansi wenxue), their 

Tibetan counterparts were still preoccupied with the positive revolutionary literature that 

served to legitimize the regime after „ten years of disorder‟ (Tib. zang zing lo bcu; a 

euphemistic term for the Cultural Revolution). At around the same time, officially supported 

stories that criticized the „Gang of Four‟ (Tib. mi bzhi ngan shog) appeared on the Tibetan 

literary scene. These were the first attempts at a more critical examination of Tibet‟s recent 

history. Like „scar literature‟ in inland China, the Tibetan „stories of the wounded mind‟ are 

written in a realist style that is in accordance with the officially preferred definition of 

socialist literature, and at the same time they respond to the new reform government‟s call for 

condemnation of the ultra leftist policy of the Cultural Revolution, hand in hand with the 

promotion of new reforms. This is the case for the previously mentioned short story by Trashi 

Penden “Bgres song Tshe ring gi „dzol byung ba” (Old Man Tsering‟s Misunderstanding). It 

is imbued with the official Party rhetoric and bears a clear ideological message presenting a 

bright future under the new leadership. Typically, the antagonists in such stories are almost 

never explicitly identified as „Chinese‟, and the „wrong policy‟ is never attributed to actual 

Chinese rule in Tibet, as such suppositions would inevitably become the target of censorship. 

 The Tibetan „stories of the wounded mind (of Tibet)‟ generally do not reveal any 

specifically Tibetan perspective on the events that took place during the Cultural Revolution. 

However, some works where religious issues serve as a pretext for persecution should be 

mentioned as an exception to this. A. A. Moon has highlighted several such stories, for 

example Tsering Chömpel‟s (Tshe ring Chos ´phel) “dPe cha” (Pecha [the traditional Tibetan 

book of Buddhist scriptures])
189

 in which a teacher is persecuted just because he has kept a 
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pecha at home. Another such story is by Repgong Dorjekhar, “A lags kyi „gyur ldog” 

(Transformation of an Alak [incarnated lama in Amdo dialect])
190

, in which the family where 

an incarnated lama was recognized is terrorized by a group of Red Guards lead by a young 

Chinese man. The father is killed and the mother is raped by the Chinese leader. This is one of 

the rare examples where the antagonist is identified as Han Chinese (see Moon 1991b: 16). 

 Püntsok Trashi‟s short story “Hor tog chang khang gi sku mgon” (Guests of the Or tog 

Bar)
191

 provides a more subjective perspective of recent Tibetan history. Narrated in the first 

person, it reveals the past of the narrator in retrospection, a man now in middle age, whose 

youthful days were tragically affected by the Cultural Revolution. At the same time, his 

unhappy past is confronted with present perspectives of both, the older generation victimized 

during the Cultural Revolution and the young generation growing up during the new reform 

era. It presents two parallel stories of the unfulfilled love of two generations, a father and a 

son, which have both resulted in a complete distortion of their families and of human 

relationships as such. The mistakes committed by the first generation (of the father) can never 

be remedied by the next generation (of the son), who never got the opportunity to learn about 

the values of humanity from their parents. The short story conveys a more complex and rather 

pessimistic evaluation of the impact of the leftist policy on life in contemporary Tibet, and 

shows how the gaps caused by the class-struggle of the Cultural Revolution are hard to bridge 

over, even in the next generation. Thus, according to Püntsok Trashi the new reforms are 

clearly not a medicine that could heal the „wounded mind of Tibet‟. 

 The „gap‟ between generations resulting from the distortion of the traditional system 

of values is again the main theme of a social critical short story “rGyu „bras med pa‟i mna‟ 

ma“ (A Shameless Bride), published under the names of two writers, Döndrup Gyel and 

Tsering Döndrup in sBrang char in 1983
192

. A young nomad girl, whose thought was severely 

affected by the harmful policy of the „Gang of Four‟, behaves disrespectfully both to her old 

father and to her husband
193

. The story opens with the scene of a foggy landscape that 

compassionately veils the daughter‟s mistreatment of her disabled old father. The second part 

of the short story tells the story of how the father, originally a monk, was forced to disrobe 

and to get married, how he took care of his daughter during the „great famine‟ when his wife 
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died, and how the father was injured in the struggle session during the Cultural Revolution, 

after his daughter had betrayed him and later even took part in his persecution. The third part 

takes place in the present, when the daughter gets married and drives her father out of her new 

family. Although she was not forced into an arranged marriage and had chosen her husband 

by her own free will, it is soon revealed that she married a humble and honest but a little 

slow-witted man (whom she is going to leave soon anyway) only to cover up her previous 

illicit sexual relation that had resulted in her pregnancy. Such questionable and ironically 

„modern‟ behavior is ascribed more or less directly to the influence of the „wrong policy‟ of 

the past era, and the story can thus be read as „scar literature‟ as well, blaming the past regime 

for the corruption of the young generation, who as a result have abandoned the set of values 

inherited from their ancestors, and have no understanding of traditional family bounds. 

 When compared to the development of literature in inland China, and even to the new 

Sinophone literature published in Tibet at the same time, Tibetophone literature is much more 

conservative in terms of literary style and topics discussed. A closer look at the publications 

nevertheless reveals a rich variety of themes that were brought up during the 1980s and the 

early 1990s. As it shall be argued, most of them are somehow referring to trends of different 

periods in the development of modern Chinese literature during the 20
th

 century, and to the 

ever-changing notion of modernity, translated from the West and appropriated by the Chinese 

from the end of the 19
th

 century and again by Tibetans in the 1980s. But nevertheless, these 

themes cannot be simply described in terms of radical criticism of the old feudal society. The 

inclination towards and the influence of tradition is strongly present in modern Tibetophone 

literature, but it is always covered up by a heavy veil, either of the endeavor for 

modernization, or of communist ideology. The traditional is thus often blended with the 

modern in a complex mixture, and concern for progress sometimes overlaps with nationalistic 

efforts, so that different „readings‟ of literary works are often possible. 

This is the case, for example, for an important group of short stories sorted in journals 

under the heading sgrung gtam (Ch. yuyan gushi 寓言故事) (if they can be considered „short 

stories‟ at all). This is a group of works that can be read allegorically in a similar way to the 

„stories of the wounded mind‟, that is as a direct reaction to the chaos of the Cultural 

Revolution. The term is usually translated as „story‟ or „folktale‟, but as the Chinese 

translation of the term used in the Chinese-language contents of the journals makes clearer, 

the term is very close to the Western „fables‟. In such stories, animals, flowers and sometimes 

inanimate objects act as human beings, and possess human characteristics. Traditionally, such 

fables conveyed a moral message and were intended to educate people about Buddhist virtues. 
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The modern fables from the 1980s are aimed at social criticism and usually serve to attack 

negative features of human behavior and interpersonal relations. In the early 1980s, two such 

stories published in Bod kyi rtsom rig sgyu rtsal drew considerable attention and were read as 

an allegorical criticism of the Cultural Revolution: “Me tog ldum ra ´i nang gi klan ka” 

(Dispute in a Flower Garden) by Penjor (published 1980) and “Char shul gyi nags tshal” 

(Forest After Rain) by Namdröl (published 1983). In the first fable, flowers in a garden 

compete for the favor of their “mother” gardener, each of them boasting about their own 

qualities that predetermine them to take the lead and rule the others. Only after several 

interventions of the female gardener are the flowers able to set democratic rules, and agree to 

live together in a peaceful collaboration. The second fable tells the story of a group of animals 

who are trying to restore their collective life in a forest after a huge storm that has destroyed 

their natural environment and caused serious damage to their mutual relations. 

 Both short stories are interesting examples of the conjunction of two different sources 

of influence, one domestic from Tibetan traditional literature, and one external, stemming 

from Mao Zedong‟s notion of the „old forms‟ used in „mass literature‟. They are on the one 

hand similar to the traditional Tibetan genre of sgrung gtam, as represented by such works as 

the “Fable about Birds and Monkeys” (Bya sprel gyi gtam rgyud) or the “Dispute between 

Tea and Beer” (Ja chang lha mo’i rcod gleng bstan bcas) from the first half of the 20
th

 

century, but on the other hand can be read as a response to Mao Zedong‟s early call to pour 

“new wine into old vessels”, or to use „old forms‟ for the new revolutionary message. Many 

of the characteristic features of the two stories can be attributed to the influence of the 

traditional genre: both stories are written in a lofty and poetical literary language, and the 

direct speech of characters (flowers and beasts) is compiled in verse, full of parables and 

metaphors inspired by the traditional kāvya poetic tradition. The fact that such fables are used 

to convey allegorically a moral (or political) message is peculiar to the genre as such. But at 

the same time it can be considered as a late contribution to the tradition of Chinese popular 

literature of the 1950s and 1960s that was also rooted in folk art. The stories are permeated 

with ideological vocabulary of the early post-Mao period, and contain passages that make the 

allegory clear as repudiation of the upheavals of the Cultural Revolution, while at the same 

time expressing faith that as soon as the “storm” is over the conditions will normalize. 

Although indirectly, such allegories are still in accordance with the officially promoted post-

Cultural Revolution „scar‟ and „reform literatures‟. 

 In the story “Dispute in a Flower Garden”, the quarrel among the flowers can be read 

as a direct reference to the Maoist rhetoric of “poisonous weeds” that had been used from the 



 144 

late 1950s to deal with political enemies and dissenting voices. The flowers use the Maoist 

vocabulary to intrigue and to form cliques to put through personal interests in the same way as 

it was a common practice during the Cultural Revolution. After the reconciliation, the flowers 

express their hope that: “....from now on all of us will unite properly” (dPal „byor 1991: 21), 

and they emphasize the need to forgive each other in order that they can live together in peace 

and harmony. The story leaves only a little space for a „nationalistic‟ reading, because it 

clearly accentuates the union of “all kinds of flowers” (i.e. all nationalities) in the whole 

garden and their harmonious coexistence justified by the equal rights and responsibilities 

granted to them by their “mother” (i.e. Communist Party or Chinese Motherland). 

 The majority of short stories from the examined period can be characterized as social 

criticism, generally divided into two groups: critiques of traditional elements that are not in 

accordance with the modernizing efforts of Tibetan society (focused either on the „old feudal 

society‟ proper or on the surviving elements of that tradition in the „new Tibet‟), and critiques 

of contemporary negative social behavior (such as bureaucracy or corruption). Two aspects of 

„old tradition‟ became the most usual target of criticism in literary works: the status of women 

(especially the problems of arranged marriage, and love and sexual relations) and religious 

beliefs and superstition. Both of these two „backward‟ social aspects were present in the „old‟ 

Chinese society as well, and as such, they were subjected to criticism during the May Fourth 

and New Culture Movements in the first half of the 20
th

 century. Döndrup Gyel‟s promotion 

of the right of free marriage in the story “Sad kyis bcom pa‟i me tog” (A Flower Blighted by 

Frost) has already been discussed in the previous chapter. In contrast, in his co-authored story 

“rGyu „bras med pa‟i mna‟ ma“ (A Shameless Bride), there is a clear inclination towards 

traditional family values, and free marriage is depicted as unstable, and unable to secure the 

needs of old people who traditionally have to rely on their relatives. It clearly goes against the 

notion of progress by laying hopes paradoxically not on the youth but on the old generation 

that was able to preserve the unspoilt morality of the „pre-Liberation‟ life in Tibet. 

 An example of a short story that conforms to the usual critical attitude toward the 

status of women in traditional society is Yangtso Kyi‟s “Rtswa thang gi nyin tho” (Journal of 

the Grassland). The story is narrated in a manner that evokes an oral narration with elements 

of the nomadic dialect of Amdo, and its literary style can be called innovative, as it departs 

from the schematic „realist‟ narration from the beginning of the 1980s. The narrator‟s 

intrusions comment on the film-like description of several isolated scenes that are focalized 

from the different perspectives of particular characters. The story is descriptive with little 

action and only a faint storyline, and the actual situation is presented using dialogues and the 
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inner monologues of the characters. A young nomad girl, Drölkar, is to be married to a 

farming family far away from the grassland, similarly to “A Flower Blighted by Frost”, 

because of a promise her father gave years ago to a friend going with him on pilgrimage to 

Lhasa. But Drölkar is even more passive than Lhakyi, and her private feelings remain hidden 

behind her diligent and obedient manner. She is a traditional submissive woman
194

 (a cliché 

that might be influenced by the Chinese perspective of the status of women in traditional 

society rather than by Tibetan reality), prepared to patiently endure hard work and all the 

suffering brought by a tough life on the grassland, without saying a word of protest, just as 

Tibetan women had for so long:  

 

“She wanted to tell this tulma [young female yak, KH] with silent, gentle words all the stories she had 

strung on the ribbon of her mind – stories of women who had come from other plains, stories of the countless 

brides who had left this grassland home.” (Stewart 2000: 26; translated  by Lauran Hartley) 

 

While milking the tulma, the animal struggles to free itself, and its effort in the end seems to 

inspire Drölkar. She admires the female yak‟s “youthful courage to resist” (ibid.), and this 

inspiration may be the start of changes that would bring emancipation for the nomad women 

on Tibetan grasslands. 

Trashi Penden, in his short story “dByar kha‟i lo ma ser po” (The Yellow Leaves of 

Summer)
195

, brings up another contemporary social problem caused by the break up of the 

traditional family and by the urbanization trend, which leads to changes in the social life of 

Tibetans. Young women leave the countryside and move to towns, where they are not able to 

find any work. The female protagonist thus earns money as a baby-sitter in her sister‟s family, 

and becomes a target of sexual harassment by her brother-in-law. Such abuse has caused her 

to lose ideals and she becomes resigned and cynical despite her young age. She has 

prematurely grown up and withered as a “yellow leaf in summer”, as the metaphorical title 

suggests.  

The representation of religion in literature and the criticism of superstitious beliefs 

have already been examined by Lauran Hartley (2000) and Francoise Robin (2008). F. Robin 

has further developed L. Harley‟s classification of three types of attitudes toward tradition, 
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and has defined three types of representation of religion in Tibetan-medium fiction: “radical 

criticism, selective rationalism, and neutral to positive reappraisal” (Robin 2008: 149). She 

has observed how attitudes shifted from radical criticism in the early stories to more or less 

positive reappraisal in the works from the end of the 1990s onwards. In fact, a critical attitude 

to religion as such is quite rare, and it is usually some social aspects of religious beliefs that 

are criticized. Often, the criticism is aimed at individuals who are only pretending to represent 

religious authorities to deceive naive devotees of Buddhism, as was the case in the short story 

“sPrul sku” (An Incarnated Lama) by Döndrup Gyel. As noted by F. Robin, several short 

stories from the early period focus their criticism on the inappropriate sexual behavior of 

religious personages (ibid., 151). Another aspect that becomes a target of criticism not only in 

literature, but also in official materials on religion is the negative economic impact of 

Buddhism and popular Buddhist practices. On one hand, active practitioners, especially 

monks and high lamas who live in monasteries do not work and thus are not able to contribute 

economically to the construction of the modern Tibet, and on the other hand, lay people invest 

a large part of their income and energy into religious activities, supporting the „wasteful‟ 

monks and monasteries. For example, pilgrimage is often seen as a waste of money that could 

be otherwise used on educating children or on „scientific‟ medical treatment in hospitals, 

instead of people spending money on „superstitions‟, which cannot really help them. For 

example, in Tsering Döndrup‟s short story “Gzhon nu‟i rang sgra dbyar gyi rnga gsang” 

(Sound of a Young Man: The Secret Drumming of Summer)
196

, a young man, Tsering, is 

forced by his parents to spend all his savings, which he wanted to use on his studies, and 

accompany his ill father on a pilgrimage to Lhasa. His father dies shortly after their return 

from Lhasa due to insufficient medical treatment and Tsering has lost the opportunity to gain 

a modern college education. A similar motiv of the death of an old woman due to exhaustion 

caused by excessive practicing of religious duties appears in one of the first short stories by 

Sinophone Tibetan writer Zhaxi Dawa, in “Chao fo” (朝佛 , A Pilgrimage) (see chapter 

3.4.2.). 

While an openly critical attitude toward religion as the most important part of Tibetan 

tradition has always aroused much controversy
197

 (as suggested in previous chapters), most 
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Tibetan intellectuals would find it easier to reach agreement concerning what is officially 

called „superstition‟ (Ch. mixin 迷信 ). Whereas the PRC‟s legislation after the Cultural 

Revolution guaranteed „freedom of religion‟
198

, that which is defined as „superstitious beliefs‟ 

is still prohibited. The prohibition applies to many popular religious activities in Tibet, 

including divination, shamanistic practice, exorcism, belief in ghosts and nagas or adoration 

of idols
199

. Both, L. Hartley and F. Robin have commented on such differentiation between 

the “‟respectable‟ or „authentic‟ religious practice [...] and what should be condemned” (i.e. 

„superstitions‟) (Robin 2008: 153) in Tibetan intellectual and literary discourse.  

Literary works criticizing „superstitions‟ often show old people as devoted believers 

who are fooled by malicious lamas or cheaters, as in Tsering Döndrup‟s ironic short story 

introduced by F. Robin “Lha ba „dre ston” (An Oracle Showing the Devil)
200

. The satirical 

tone used by Tsering Döndrup in many of his short stories is inspired by popular folk 

narrative genres, where humorous accounts of various „tricksters‟ are common
201

. Among 

such „tricksters‟ we can also find false lamas, and people taking advantage of the unshakable 

faith of uneducated folk. Besides the official religious policy, there are thus undoubtedly 

domestic sources of the „criticism of superstitions‟ that make this topic less politicized and 

more easily accepted as more or less innocent fun with mild moralizing tone, and not as 

politicized criticism of „tradition‟. F. Robin has given more examples of the “selective 

rationalist” writers and works, but she focuses more on the positive representations of 

religion, which were however quite rare until the end of the 1990s. 

Tsering Döndrup‟s satire is not aimed merely at religion and superstitions. He is one 

of the few authors who have brought contemporary social criticism into modern Tibetan 

literature. One of the first short stories that deal with contemporary negative social behavior 

and social abuse is Gangtok Tsering‟s (Gangs tog Tshe ring) “mDun sgo chen mo” (The 

Great Front Gate)
202

. This satirical story denounces corruption and bribery among small local 

officials. The title refers to the extensive practice in the PRC of using the “back door” (hou 

men 后门), or getting advantages through making “contacts” (guanxi 关系) and giving 
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bribes
203

. Nevertheless, Tsering Döndrup‟s brilliant critiques of such phenomenon go much 

deeper and are full of biting irony. Two examples were translated into English. The first of 

them, the ironic farce “Dmangs rab tu dga‟ ba‟i zlos gar” (A Show to Delight the Masses)
204

, 

first published in 1993, steps over the simple social-realist criticism of the 1980s‟ 

Tibetophone literature, and its sarcastic narration attacks on several fronts.  

The short story was translated by Lauran Hartley and Pema Bhum, and appeared in 

Persimon, a magazine for “Asian Literature, Arts and Culture”, in winter 2001
205

. The main 

contribution of this short story and its highly appreciated literary qualities are seen by the 

translators mainly in the fact, that “[it] is clearly inspired by early Tibetan literary 

conventions, and retains a distinctively Tibetan flavor” (Hartley 2001: 58). The inspiration by 

Tibetan literary traditions (especially by oral narrative genres) is manifested not only in the 

form (the direct speech of the characters in verse, instructions for “a singer” introducing the 

rhymed passages etc.), but also in the story itself. It is noted that the story is inspired by an 

episode of the Gesar epic about King Gesar‟s “nonvirtuous wife” Atag Lhamo, who was sent 

to hell for her dishonest actions, and is rescued with Gesar‟s intervention by the Lord of Death 

(Tib. rDo rje 'Jigs byed)http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yamantaka - cite_note-0. Tsering 

Döndrup‟s parody of this episode is set in contemporary Tibet (at the beginning an exact time 

is indicated: “...a late autumn day in 1993”; 61), and his characters are comically 

„modernized‟ to fit into contemporary world. The main protagonist Lobsang Gyamtso is a 

high-ranking official of a fictitious Tseshung county in Qinghai, whose life is characterized as 

a parade of hypocrisy: in his life he has always flattered those above him and has oppressed 

those below him. He has no morality and has spent much time compromising between being a 

member of the Communist Party and a Buddhist believer, acting always for his personal 

benefit. After he has died, he is brought to a trial before the „modern‟ Lord of Death, who has 

a nice fashionably equipped office with technical devices no worldly official would feel 

ashamed of. Lobsang Gymatso‟s life is to be judged in front of a jury, with the prosecution on 

one side and defense on the other, exactly as it is in contemporary courts. 

As in the episode from the Gesar epic, Lobsang Gyamtso has his rescuer as well. It is 

Drongtsang Rinpoche (or Alak Drongtsang), a „cunning lama‟ character that appears in 
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Tsering Döndrup‟s other short stories, mostly with the aim of mocking corrupted clerics and 

criticizing religious institutions (see Robin 2008: 150). In this short story, Alak Drongtsang 

has persuaded the Lord of Death to send the Buddhist-turned-governor back to Earth to let 

him participate in the restoration of Buddhism in Tibet. As it turns out, the lama is in 

association with the immoral officer, and his motivations are as selfish as those of Lobsang 

Gyamtso. At the end, the Lord of Death angrily “grabb[ed] Lobsang Gyamtso by the back of 

his neck, [and] threw him into the cauldron of hell, at which the masses applauded 

ecstatically” (77).  

Tsering Döndrup‟s sharp satire is as much a social critique of corrupted officials as it 

is a critique of the contemporary (official) religious authorities, who are acting in more or less 

the same way as the lay representatives of state power. It is an extremely cruel mirror put 

before the whole Tibetan society of the early 1990s, denouncing any compromises and 

„changes of coats‟ that were so common in the post-reform era. The author calls attention to 

the principal contradictions between communist ideology and religion and to the way the two 

systems are used to support each other in contemporary Tibet. Face to face with the Lord of 

Death, the superior authority and ultimate judge of the institution of Buddhism, the Party 

member Lobsang Gyamtso, clearly aware of his situation, tries to present himself as a 

defender of the faith: 

 

“They knew he had been a Party member. That wasn‟t good, he figured, given that the Party was 

atheistic.” (65) 

 

The governor‟s contributions to the regeneration of Buddhism, as attested by Alak 

Drongtsang, lead finally to his “release” from hell. It points to the current corruption of 

religion, which is officially promoted, and goes hand in hand with the primarily antireligious 

ideological system. 

The short story can be read as an attempt to restore a general human morality that is 

based on the conscience of the individual, regardless of his ideology or faith. The protagonist 

has failed both, as a communist and as a Buddhist, while excusing his crimes as unintentional 

“products of his times” (72). But in this great “show” staged by Tsering Döndrup for the 

“masses”, no such excuses are admitted: 

 

“[...] one cannot blame history and society as the Defense has just claimed in explaining this man‟s 

wheelings and dealings during the Cultural Revolution. As everyone knows, if a person has good principles and 

stands up for these, even when such social transformations occur, he knows the difference between right and 
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wrong and would quite possibly even give up his life for the truth without regret. No-brains like this man, who 

are indifferent to the laws of karma, will lean whichever way the wind blows, like grass on a wall.” (71) 

 

From this point of view, Tsering Döndrup‟s “A Show to Delight the Masses” is not a mere 

farce; quite the contrary, it is a serious attempt to educate the masses and to convince them 

that there are still higher principles than personal benefit, and that there is justice to believe in. 

 The second farce-like short story by the same author, “Re chad”, was translated by 

Ronald Schwartz as “Dashed Hope”
206

. This miniature sketch is an embarrassing parody on 

Chinese „reform literature‟, and on the „new realist‟ writing from the „Hundred Flowers‟ 

period
207

. Narrated in a realist style, the story presents a model „young reformer hero‟ that 

appears in the official literature to fight against the stubborn conservatism of the old cadres or 

ultra leftists. But whereas the Chinese „young heroes‟ devote themselves seriously to the 

promotion of recent government policy, Tsering Döndrup‟s protagonist Öser comes up with a 

– without any doubt quite topical – problem of the “vaginal hygiene” of nomad women in 

Tibet. Of course, he is ridiculed not only by his superior, but also by all of his colleagues, who 

have nicknamed him “Look-under”. Here Tsering Döndrup mocks on the one hand the naive 

expectations of young idealistic supporters of reforms, and on the other hand the false 

morality, „imported‟ to Tibet from the Chinese culture. 

 With his bitingly satirical writings, Tsering Döndrup is closer to Lu Xun than any 

other Tibetophone writer. His criticism of Tibetan society, motivated by aspiration for Tibet‟s 

modernization, lacks the melodramatic pathos of Döndrup Gyel, and is at the same time 

strongly influenced by important elements of Tibetan tradition, be it his appeal to humanistic 

compassion sourced in Buddhist teaching or his inspiration from oral folk literature. He 

departs from simple realist narration to experiment with traditional narrative conventions he is 

familiar with from his childhood, and, again not unlike Lu Xun, uses his literature to teach 

people about the Tibetan „national character‟. One of his characters, Ralo from a short story of 

the same name, is reminiscent of Lu Xun‟s generally well-known character Ah Q from “A Q 

zheng zhuan” (The True Story of Ah Q) from the collection Nahan.  

                                                 
206

 The originial “Re chad“ was first published in mTsho sngon mang tshogs sgyu rtsal (Qinghai dazhong 

wenyi), 1988, No. 3: 10-11. A translatation was published in Latse Library Newletter, Fall 2003: 28-29. 
207

 During the Hundred Flowers Movement (baihua yundong 百花运动), when Mao Zedong instigated a ciritcal 

intellectual discussion only to abandon it in the Anti-Rightist Movement (fan you pai 反右派) in 1957, some 

young authors (specifically Wang Meng and Liu Binyan) published writings that opposed Mao Zedong„s 

“Yan„an Talks” in literary theory and leadership of “old revolutionaires” in society. See Godman, Merle. 

Literary Dissent in Communist China. New York: Atheneum, 1971. 



 151 

“Ralo” was first published in sBrang char in 1991, and was recently translated into 

German by Franz Xaver Erhard
208

. The main protagonist, just like Ah Q for the Chinese, 

represents the typical negative features of Tibetans. He is simple, naive, not only uneducated, 

but uneducable and uncivilized. His character is reflected strikingly in the description of his 

appearance: he is dirty and snot is always hanging from his nose down to his chin. Even the 

narrator, Ralo‟s biographer, is disgusted by the protagonist:  

 

“Ein weisses Blatt Papier liegt vor mir. Das Niederschreiben von Ralos Geschichte ist keine angenehme 

Angelegenheit, denn sein wie gewöhnlich von seiner Nase herabbaumelnde, am Ende tropfen förmig zulaufende 

Rotz schwingt vor meinem inneren Auge hin und her.“ (Grünfelder 2009: 164; translated by F. X. Erhard) 

 

Ralo is an outsider, marginal and backward person who is unable to find his place in modern 

society, not only because of his own intellectual insufficiency, but also because his 

schoolmates and fellow villagers scorn him, tease him and cheat him as much as they can. But 

(like Ah Q) he has a strong will and self-confidence that helps him to overcome all his 

misfortune. He never thinks of himself as inferior to other people and finally is able to live 

happily with a wife, who decided to bind her life together with him, as Ralo‟s mother did 

before when she was alive. If it is possible to interpret Ralo as a „Tibetan Ah Q‟, that is as a 

critical self-examination of the Tibetan „national character‟, then his main weakness is his 

inability to adapt to the world surrounding him, his ignorance or even resistance to modernity. 

But unlike Ah Q, he still has his own world, where he is able to survive - the traditional world 

of nomads, where he does not need modern education, where he is safe until he needs to deal 

with modern institutions. As long as „Ralos‟ live in Tibet, the country will remain „backward‟, 

but as long as it is so, the traditional lifestyle (and hence Tibetan identity) can be preserved.  

 It is quite significant to see how „Tibetanness‟ in “Ralo” is connected with the 

traditional lifestyle, with the rural environment and nomadism. As such, it is juxtaposed with 

the notion of modernity, which is always linked with the urban environment. Many modern 

Tibetan short stories take place in the countryside, among people who are involved in 

agricultural and herding activities. This is the case despite the fact that, as pointed out by 

some scholars (Virtanen 2008: 256, Grünfelder 2009: 244), most of the authors are urbanized 

intellectuals. However, as is the case with “Ralo”, the majority of the works do not accentuate 

the rural environment specifically and rather focus on other topics, with the depiction of rural 
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life as a mere background. Among the short stories that thematize life in the countryside more 

directly, there is a significant group of works depicting the traditional way of life and 

everyday activities including various customs and habits. Such stories, even though often 

criticizing some aspects of the tradition as examined above (such as the arranged marriage in 

Yangtso Kyi‟s “Journal of the Grassland”), can be generally characterized as works 

possessing a distinctively „Tibetan local color‟. Their authors emphasize their Tibetanness by 

focusing on the „typical‟ Tibetan realia, like for example the herding of yak and sheep, 

churning butter or going on a salt expedition. A more systematic representation of the 

traditional life of nomads and hunters appears in Tenpa Yargye‟s literary work, specifically in 

his short story collection Byang thang gi mtshes ljongs (The Beautiful North Plain), published 

in 1995. These particular short stories have been discussed by Riika Virtanen in her article 

“Development and Urban Space in Contemporary Tibetan Literature” (Virtanen 2008). 

 In Tenpa Yargye‟s short stories, rural life is depicted as the natural environment of 

Tibetans. Life on the Tibetan plateau is hard, but the protagonists are accustomed to the 

wilderness that surrounds them and are well equipped with the traditional knowledge and 

skills they need to survive. As attested to by R. Virtanen, one of the author‟s declared aims is 

the literary preservation of the way of life that is now “vanishing in Tibet”. Tenpa Yargye 

intentionally includes “ethnographically colorful descriptions of folk customs and beliefs” 

(Virtanen 2008: 245) into his literary compositions to celebrate the pure and unspoilt world of 

rural Tibet, as is the case, for example, in his story ”‟Grul bzhud kyi glu sgra“ (A Traveling 

Song) from the collection Byang thang gi mtshes ljongs. This short story describes an 

expedition to a salt lake in faraway Changthang, which is traditionally undertaken by the 

nomads every few years to secure the precious commodities essential for life. In such an 

environment, where people still live in a traditional way, any signs of modernity are seen as 

alien and hard to deal with. The encounter with the modern urbanized world is represented in 

several of Tenpa Yarge‟s short stories in a slightly humorous tone, be it from the point of 

view of the nomads, who are not able to understand the unfamiliar environment, or from the 

point of view of an urban intellectual dealing with nomads in their natural environment. In 

another short story, “‟Gyur khung mang ba‟i mdza‟ glu” (A Melodious Love Song), a young 

nomad girl falls in love with a boy who had served in the army, where he became familiar 

with the „civilized world‟ in the east. In the story, the boy‟s „experienced attitude‟ is mediated 

through the comically naive point of view of the nomad girl. 

By contrast, very few short stories (at least those published before the year 2000) take 

place entirely in an urban space (also noted by Virtanen 2008), but the contrast between 
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traditional life in the countryside and modern life in towns is quite common. In this regard it 

is fully justifiable to generalize that the representation of the urban space in modern Tibetan 

short stories is always based on the dichotomy formed by binary oppositions as it has been 

already indicated above: urban (the Other, modern, rational, educated, unfamiliar, 

threatening...) versus rural (Self, traditional, instinctive, simple, familiar, safe...). Such 

representation communicates the negotiation and oscillation between these opposites, which 

mark the main concerns of modern Tibetan literature. It is evident that the choice of an urban 

environment as a background for a short story should always be seen as symptomatic. In her 

article, R. Virtanen concludes that “..., towns were described as sites of rapid transformation 

[...], resulting in feelings of alienation, displacement, and nostalgia for the native region” 

(Virtanen 2008: 257). This can be identified with a sense of marginality vis-à-vis an alien, 

dominant culture. The attempts for assimilation result in the loss of identity, which can be 

only reaffirmed by a clearly demonstrated belonging to the „native region‟ on the Tibetan 

plateau.  

The „alien‟ urban space appears more often in works of authors whose origin is in 

Amdo (Qinghai or Gansu)
209

, where there is a clear divide between the rural areas inhabited 

by Tibetans and towns and cities, where the majority is formed by Han and Hui. The authors 

possess a personal urban experience from their studies at nationalities institutes in Xining and 

Lanzhou, industrial administrative centers of the region. Younger authors (i.e. Anyon Trashi 

Döndrup, or Pema Tseten) focus on the confrontation between the urban and the rural 

environment through the depiction of the gap between the old generation and young people, 

who were educated in the towns and conform to the notion of development as a necessary 

precondition for the modernization of Tibet. They deal with such issues as education (Tibetan 

versus Chinese), technology and science (i.e. superstition versus modern medicine), or the 

economy (traditional means of production versus office work). R. Virtanen has examined 

some of their works published in the late 1990s and the beginning of the new millennium 

(Virtanen 2008), which nonetheless exceed the time scope of this dissertation because they do 

not belong to the constitutive period of modern Tibetan literature. 

 

 

 

                                                 
209

 Apparently, the only real „urban space‟ within the TAR is the capital Lhasa, or more accurately its Chinese 

part, with most Tibetans still living in old Lhasa around the Barkor area, which is far from a typical “urban 

space” and bears complex connotations as a sacred center of Tibet, as has already been remarked. 
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3.3.4. The „Tibetan Voice‟: Implied Meanings of Tibetophone Modern Literature 

 

         Both in its form and content, a large part of Tibetan-medium modern literature published 

since the early 1980s is strongly influenced by the Chinese propaganda literature of the 

previous era. This is the reason why some Tibetan intellectuals hesitate to consider it a “truly 

Tibetan national literature that could represent the Tibetan nation” (Shakya 2004: 93). But at 

the same time, Tsering Shakya and many other Tibetan scholars argue that the actual choice 

of language by Tibetan writers is a significant act, and that to write in Tibetan means to be 

consciously “asserting a Tibetan self and its separateness from the imperial centre” (ibid., 65). 

There is no doubt that writing and publishing works in Tibetan was, at least in the 1980s, seen 

as a manifestation of the cultural national revival and of the struggle for larger autonomy for 

Tibetans, and as such, it should be considered a conscious assertion of a specifically Tibetan 

identity. The use of Tibetan language in print was recognized by Tibetan intellectuals as 

supporting national interests or as an attempt to save the Tibetan language (together with 

culture in general) from extinction. In the “Conclusion” of his thesis, Tsering Shakya closes 

with the words that: “Modern literature has created new secularized intellectuals, who are 

glorified as folk heroes” (ibid., 230). This is the case not only of Döndrup Gyel, but also of 

some younger poets, for example Ju Kelzang (´Ju sKal bzang, b. 1960) or Jangbu (lJang bu, 

b. 1963)
210

. In contrast, fiction has never been „read‟ in such an openly nationalistic way as 

poetry, and fiction writers seem to be pressurized more to conform to the official ideology as 

they are bound to publish through more official channels than poets (i.e. official periodicals 

and publishing houses). Except for Döndrup Gyel, no fiction writer has been celebrated as an 

open spokesman of the „Tibetan cause, as happened in case of poetry. Nevertheless, works of 

many of them have been recognized by Tibetan and Western scholars as literature with 

distinctively Tibetan character, representing specifically Tibetan issues and concerns, and thus 

contributing to a discursive construction of modern Tibetan self in contemporary intellectual 

discourse. Clearly, under current political conditions, literature is never neutral, and is always 

seen as a tool serving different interests of different groups. Modern Tibetan literature serves 

the propaganda on both sides of the barrier, but it still can be examined as a conscious or 

unconscious contribution to the process of negotiation of identity, which is contested not only 

through the encounter with dominant Chinese society, but also through Tibet‟s entering the 

globalized stage of the consumer economy, which has resulted in new re-considerations of 
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 155 

Tibetanness vis-á-vis its Western representations.  

         In his dissertation, Tsering Shakya quotes a Tibetan language article by Lingtse 

Pawang
211

 that provides a classification of Tibetan language stories published during the 

examined formative period, divided into six thematic groups (Shakya 2004: 93): 

          a/ Obstructive influence of Buddhism and Dharma in the modernization process; 

          b/ Critique of religious authorities, lamas, rinpoches etc.; 

          c/ Critique of old customs and old thought; 

          d/ Negative influence of the old thought on natural love relations; 

          e/ Degradation of religious vows by monks and nuns; 

          f/ Corruption of greedy leaders who cling to their power; 

The categories were created in accordance with the official requirements on literature in 

Tibet. As such, the classification is selective and tendentious, and naturally is not exhaustive. 

Though it can be applied to a large part of literature of that period, it is of course not possible 

to suppose that all works of fiction published in Tibet are in agreement with the official 

guidelines, and are thus „ideological‟ or that they are „appropriating‟ the official discourse for 

the nationalist purpose (as Tsering Shakya has suggested), even when there are many such 

examples. At the same time, I argue that a choice of language solely should not be regarded as 

the only decisive criterion of the „Tibetanness‟ of the work, and (the choice of Tibetan 

language) by itself should not be read as a „nationalist manifest‟, as it is for Tsering Shakya.  

         There are other aspects of the works under discussion that bespeak their „Tibetan 

perspective‟, such as the literary style, narrative techniques, and themes and motifs involved 

in literary works. In general, the Tibetophone literature of the examined period is written in 

„realist‟ style, which is close to either the Chinese critical realism of the May Fourth era, or to 

its early post-Cultural Revolution revival in the PRC. It is a characteristic that differs from 

both the Han Chinese literature about Tibet and the Sinophone literature by Tibetan writers of 

the same period, because both kinds of Sinophone literature experimented with „modernist‟ 

narrative techniques, and departed from the „neo-realism‟ of the early post-Mao era. Young 

Tibetophone writers, who in the 1980s had only started to create a new vernacular language 

using colloquial elements and grammar, were rather experimenting with forms inspired by 

traditional genres and oral narration. They used poetic conventions, metaphorical language, 

dialogues in verse, proverbs, folktales etc. to emphasize the „Tibetan identity‟ of the texts. 

          The thematic analysis has shown that there are only a few specifically „Tibetan‟ themes, 
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one of them probably being religion. Though the prevailing attitude towards religion in the 

early period is critical, from the mid-1990s more short stories appeared with positive 

evaluations of religious elements, showing inclinations towards Buddhist philosophy and 

values. Some short stories show concern for Tibetan language education and express the need 

to preserve the knowledge of the mother tongue for the young generation. The third specific 

thematic domain is related to the delimitation of the „Tibetan space‟, be it in contrast to the 

dominant Other (urban space), or a simple reassertion of native space (grassland, rural areas 

as a natural setting for the Tibetan stories). The three constituents – religion, language and 

space – should be seen as formative elements of the Tibetan identity, both traditional and 

modern, and as such they are, consciously or unconsciously, involved in the process of 

literary creation by Tibetan writers as signs of the Tibetan identity. 

         As a whole, modern Tibetan-medium literature has acquired an important social 

function as a tool of modernization. Most of this literature emerged as a direct reaction to the 

call of Tibetan cadres and intellectuals in the early 1980s to establish „modern Tibetan 

literature‟ as literature that would represent the Tibetan masses and that could serve to 

indoctrinate and educate them with the aim of modernizing Tibet. The first authors were 

mostly part of the official establishment, like government officials and members of the 

Chinese Writers‟ Association or its branches. The Association (supported by other cultural 

institutions) also initiated the publication of the first literary magazines and called for new 

Tibetan writers representing the young generation of Tibetans. In the beginning, modern 

Tibetan-medium literature had two main concerns, to provide a critique of tradition and to 

promote modernity. But very soon, literature appeared which was much less confident about 

the sharp polarity between tradition and modernity, and reflected more ambivalent attitudes of 

young Tibetan intellectuals. Such ambivalence and personal doubts are clearly present in the 

work of Döndrup Gyel, but to a lesser extent it is also present in works of other writers of his 

generation.  

          The main concern of this generation of authors seems to be the balance between the 

successful modernization on the one hand and the preservation of the essence of Tibetan 

culture on the other. In this regard, the question of Tibetan identity is the crucial one – which 

parts of tradition should be rejected as harmful for society, and which should be preserved as 

constitutive elements of Tibetan identity? The process of modernization (i.e. sinicization) 

launched from the 1980s, has inevitably led to a certain sense of a loss of identity among 

Tibetan youth, as is also evident from the literary developments in the second half of the 

1990s. Young authors born after the Cultural Revolution show more inclination to tradition 
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than the authors born ten or more years earlier, and their concerns as expressed in their 

literature have shifted from finding a sustainable balance between tradition and modernity 

towards finding a way that the two polarities can coexist in contemporary Tibetan society. 

The modernized and urbanized Tibetan youth are, in the works of authors such as Anyön 

Trashi Döndrup and Pema Tseten, already estranged from the traditional rural social 

background, and have to solve new dilemmas related to the contested state of their identity. 

     

3.4. „Tibetan Literature‟ in Chinese 

3.4.1. General characteristics 

 

As pointed out in the previous chapters, the first literature written by ethnic Tibetan 

writers was composed in the Chinese language. Its authors were Tibetans of the older 

generation who were a part of the official establishment after the Cultural Revolution, and 

became members of the Chinese Writer‟s Association. Among them were a few writers born 

before the Second World War, some of them having already published in the 1950s. For 

example the female author Yixi Zhuoma (Tib. Yeshe Dolma) became a member of the 

Communist Party in 1948 and after the establishment of the PRC held functions in several 

political institutions for „minority nationalities‟ in Beijing, before she returned to Gansu in the 

late 1950s, where she started work as an editor and professional writer. Yixi Danzeng (Tib. 

Yeshe Tenzin) studied during the Cultural Revolution at the Central Institute of Fine Arts in 

Beijing, and started to publish during the 1970s. In 1981, he became a member of the Tibetan 

Federation of Literary and Art Circles (Wenlian 文联), and later held many important political 

and official functions, including the position of vice-chairman of the Tibetan People‟s 

Congress and honorary president of the Tibet Writer‟s Association. During the early 1980s, 

all of the pre-Cultural Revolution authors were still publishing propaganda works in socialist-

realist style, which, in the PRC, are generally considered to be the first works of „Tibetan 

literature‟ (i.e. Xizang wenxue or more precisely Zangzu wenxue) 

However, it was not until the arrival of the young generation of authors, born mostly 

in the 1950s, that the „new fiction from Tibet‟ (i.e. Xizang xin xiaoshuo) started in Lhasa. 

Together with their Han Chinese counterparts from the „Lhasa salon‟, the Sinophone Tibetan 

writers who started their literary careers during the 1980s introduced new ways to represent 

Tibet and adopted new literary styles and techniques to create a new, „hybridized‟ image of 

Tibet: they attempted to represent a distinctively „Tibetan‟ perspective, while expressing their 

innovative ideas not in Tibetan, but in Chinese language. It is significant that many of these 
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authors are only half Tibetan, and that they mostly grew up or were educated outside of Tibet, 

within the majority Han Chinese society, which is a condition they share with many colonial 

and postcolonial writers from India, Africa, and South America. This factor had initiated their 

literary explorations into Tibetan culture at a young age, through which they were seeking the 

re-affirmation of their once „lost‟ Tibetan identity, which had been permanently endangered 

by the Chinese surroundings they were living in. At the same time, there were still some 

younger Sinophone Tibetan writers who wrote in the socialist realist style, and their work 

bore strong similarity to the pioneering literature of the older generation
212

. As in previous 

chapters, I shall focus on that literature which during the 1980s brought with it new 

perspectives of Tibetan literature, not only due to innovative styles, but also because of the 

new themes and motifs that provide an introspective examination of the questions of personal 

and cultural identity. 

Since the late 1980s, three large anthologies of „new literature from Tibet‟ have been 

published in the PRC that have already been described to some extent in chapter 3.2.
213

. The 

first two contain works by both Tibetan and Han-Chinese authors, only the last one (compiled 

by the Tibetan writer Sebo) being selected according to the criterion of nationality, and 

containing only works written in Chinese by ethnic Tibetan writers. The three anthologies 

include short stories from a few generally acknowledged Sinophone Tibetan writers: Zhaxi 

Dawa 扎西达娃 (Tib. Trashi Dawa, bKra shis Zla ba, b.1959), Sebo 色波 (Tib. Selpo, gSal 

po, b. 1956), Alai 阿来 (Tib. Aleg, A legs, b.1959), Yangzhen 央珍 (Tib. Yangdron
214

, 

dbYang sgron, b.1963), Meizhuo 梅卓 (Tib. Müdol, Mun grol, b.1966), Tongga 通嘎 (Tib. 

??, b.1962), Suoqiong 索琼 or 索穷 (Tib. Söchung, bSod ‘chung, b. 1965), and Geyang 格央 

(Tib. Geyang, dGe gyang, b. 1972).   

 The „new fiction from Tibet‟ gained considerable attention from readers and 

publishers both in the PRC and in the West. Similar anthologies to the Chinese originals were 

published in Western languages, including Czech
215

, but among the authors the only one to 
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gain more international recognition was Zhaxi Dawa. Literary criticism and scholarship in 

Chinese and English are both quite limited. The Chinese monographies (Geng 1994, 2001; 

Mo 2003) mostly focus on the realist writing of the older generation (including the 

Tibetophone authors), with only Ma Lihua (1998) providing valuable information on the new 

fiction. Even though her book is not presented as a scholarly study, but rather as an essayistic 

account, it is still plausible as an important research source. There are several Chinese critics 

(such as Zhang Jun, Li Feng, Zhu Xia, Li Jiajun etc.), who, since the late 1980s, published 

critical articles about „new fiction from Tibet‟, and analyzed the works of a particular few 

writers (mainly Zhaxi Dawa and Sebo, after the second half of the 1990s the „leading role‟ 

among Sinophone Tibetan writers in the PRC shifted from Zhaxi Dawa to Alai). Most 

Chinese literary critics examined the („minority‟) cultural background or “cultural identity” 

(wenhua shenfen 文化身份; Zhu 2004) of the authors, and, in the case of Zhaxi Dawa and 

Sebo, their relationship with „root-searching literature‟. Their articles appeared in local 

Chinese-medium literary magazines in Tibet (Xizang wenxue), and in magazines published by 

research institutions and universities specializing in minority or Tibetan studies (Minzu 

wenxue yanjiu, Xizang minzu xueyuan xuebao, Xizang daxue xuebao etc.). In the West, 

Patricia Schiaffini (English) and Alice Grünfelder (German and English) have both examined 

the work of Zhaxi Dawa and published a number of research articles and studies. Howard 

Choy included Alai‟s novel Chen’ai luoding (尘埃落定，The Dust Settles) in his research of 

„new historic fiction‟ (xin lishi xiaoshuo 新历史小说) in the PRC. 

For a better understanding of the relationship of Sinophone Tibetan authors towards 

Tibet and for a clarification of their reasons for the choice of language (Chinese instead of 

Tibetan) it is necessary to examine their biographical background – their origin and education. 

These writers were born mainly in the late 1950s or later, many of them started school 

education during the Cultural Revolution, when Tibetan language education was officially 

forbidden at schools, and many of them were born outside of the TAR in the peripheral areas 

of Amdo and Kham (provinces of Sichuan – Zhaxi Dawa, Sebo, Alai - and Qinghai - 

Meizhuo). Moreover Zhaxi Dawa and Sebo are from mixed Han-Tibetan families and grew 

up outside their native Kham in inland China. Alai is half Tibetan, and half Hui. Yangzhen 

(Beijing), Suoqiong (Xianyang) and Geyang (Nanjing) (and probably Tongga) studied and 

lived outside Tibet for many years. Many of them have Han-Chinese wives and husbands, and 

are members or employees of official cultural institutions (i.e. Writer‟s Associations, Cultural 

Alliances, publishing houses etc.). 
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 It is obvious that most of these authors have lived in a linguistically and culturally 

hybrid environment, and were strongly influenced by the Chinese culture that had surrounded 

them since childhood, and by the Chinese-language education they had received. As Zhang 

Jun characterizes the authors of the „new fiction from Tibet‟ in his postscript to Xizang xin 

xiaoshuo:  

 

        “Among these writers only a few are pure Tibetans born and grown up in Tibet, and even very few of them 

lived inside Tibet during the most important period of their life, which is crucial for the formation of human 

personality, during adolescence. […] most of them have got onto this highland plateau from this or that reason 

not earlier than in adult age. ” (Zhang 1989: 432)  

 

        Yangdon Dhondup considers education – mostly negatively influenced by the Cultural 

Revolution - to be the main reason why such a large number of contemporary Tibetan writers 

have chosen the Chinese language as a medium for their literary creation (Dhondup 2001: 3). 

During the 1950s and 1960s there were repeated bans on Tibetan language at schools in Tibet, 

and except for basic primary education all classes were taught in Chinese. As already stated in 

chapter 2.6., which is dedicated to questions of education and readership in Tibet, Tibetan 

language has been re-implemented both as an official language and as a language of 

instruction only gradually since the mid-1980s. In some ethnic Tibetan areas outside of the 

TAR, access to Tibetan language education in primary schools was still not secured for all 

Tibetan children even by the late 1990s. Even during the 1980s, basically none of the 

secondary schools in the TAR provided Tibetan language curriculum. Pema Bhum, the 

Tibetan scholar currently living in the USA, remarks in an interview on the time when he was 

studying Tibetan literature at the Northwest Nationalities Institute in Lanzhou that: “[In 1979] 

there were altogether 37 students, but 32 of them knew no Tibetan – not even the alphabet. 

Some of them even could not speak Tibetan.” (Bhum 2003: 150) Even after the foundation of 

the University of Tibet in Lhasa in 1985, a university education has always been determined 

by a knowledge of Chinese, meaning that Tibetan intellectual elites are often more familiar 

with written Chinese than with the complicated Tibetan script as a result of their education.  

        These circumstances are already sufficient to explain the choice of language by many 

Tibetan writers in the 1980s. Others could have been motivated by purely pragmatic reasons, 

such as the much larger readership and a better chance for translation into western languages 
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if using Chinese
216

. But when Tibetan authors use Chinese language, are their works still 

Tibetan, and if, so in what way? Which part of their complicated and hybrid identity prevails 

in their literature? And can their literature be considered a part of the Tibetan discourse on 

cultural and national identity, a native answer to the dominant Chinese culture, when it uses 

its own language? Possible clues are to be found in the themes, language and narrative modes 

of particular literary works, which will be examined in the following chapter. The analysis 

provided below attempts to illustrate the ways in which the complicated modern identity is 

negotiated in a socio-culturally hybrid environment through the medium of literature. 

 

3.4.2. The Magical World: Main Authors and Works 

a) Zhaxi Dawa 

 

         Zhaxi Dawa is unquestionably the most renowned, most translated and also the most 

discussed author of Sinophone literature from Tibet. He could even be considered a founder 

of modern Sinophone Tibetan literature, the same role which has been attributed to Döndrup 

Gyel for Tibetophone literature, because his literary work created during the 1980s had 

considerable influence and was widely read in the TAR as well as in inland China. But Zhaxi 

Dawa‟s position seems to be much more controversial, and his literary talent and the „Tibetan 

character‟ (Xizang fengge 西藏风格 or minzuxing 民族性; see for example Kou 1999) of his 

literature was much more recognized and appreciated by Han Chinese readers, and also by 

scholars in the West
217

, than by the Tibetan intellectual community or native Tibetan readers. 

As mentioned by Patricia Schiaffini, the reactions of Tibetans are often negative, because 

“[h]is magical realist renderings of Tibetan ways of life sound unnecessarily exotic and 

sometimes even misinformed for many educated Tibetans” (Schiaffini 2008: 219). Also 

Yangdon Dhondup is quite skeptical about the reception of Zhaxi Dawa‟s as well as other 

Sinophone writer‟s works by the Tibetan readership: 

 

        “...although their works are seen by the Chinese readership as rendering a flavor of Tibet, Tibetan readers 

are reluctant to read and accept their works as representing authentic Tibetan literature. Whereas novels and 

short stories produced in Tibetan language are read by a knowledgeable readership, whose identities are rooted 
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in the region, the works produced in Chinese are focused on a readership which is little acquainted with Tibetan 

culture. Thus some Tibetan readers feel alienated towards these works and argue that the writers are writing from 

an outsider‟s view. ” (Dhondup 2001: 10)    

 

Zhaxi Dawa‟s „magical realism‟ itself provokes questions concerning the „magical aspect‟ of 

Tibetan culture. The PRC-based Tibetan literary critic Döndrup Wangbum (Ch. Dangzhu 

Angben) asserts in his preface to the English translation of Zhaxi Dawa‟s short stories that the 

“mystery [of Tibet] stems from ignorance” and that “a Tibetan never thinks of himself or his 

life as a mystery” (Wangbum 1992: 11). In other words, he is suggesting that Zhaxi Dawa is 

consciously „othering‟ Tibet through his literary representations, making it more mysterious 

or more exotic. In this way, Zhaxi Dawa conforms not only to the dominant (Chinese) view of 

Tibet, but the flavor of his literature is also in accordance with the imagination and 

expectations of Western readers. And that is why Zhaxi Dawa is so well accepted both in 

China and in the West, but not in Tibet. Such a complex situation concerning the reception 

and interpretation of Zhaxi Dawa‟s literary work is evidence that the hybrid origin of the 

author makes his position a problem on both sides of the „cultural barrier‟, as he is thus often 

considered “neither Tibetan nor Chinese” (Schiaffini 2008: 218).  

          Zhaxi Dawa was born in Batang (Tib. Bathang) in Ganzi (Tib. Kandze) Tibetan 

Autonomous Prefecture in western Sichuan (the traditional Tibetan region of Kham) as the 

son of a Tibetan father and Han Chinese mother. From early childhood he was brought up as 

Han Chinese and was called by his official Chinese name, Zhang Niansheng. However, this 

name is rarely mentioned in publications of Zhaxi Dawa‟s literature (even in translations), as 

it would affect the intentionally constructed Tibetan identity he is presenting to the outer 

world
218

. Zhaxi Dawa spent his childhood in Chongqing, and received a regular Chinese 

education. As a result, he is neither able to write nor speak Tibetan. In the mid-1970s, he 

moved with his parents to Lhasa, where at first he attended courses of painting. Later, he 

worked as a stage designer in Tibetan theatre. He started to write and to publish short stories 

in 1979, after a one-year scholarship in Beijing, where he had the opportunity to become 

familiar with numerous translations of western literature. From the mid-1980s he became a 

professional writer, and he has held high positions within the TAR Writer‟s Association (he is 

currently its chairman, and has been for many years). He ceased writing during the 1990s, but 

is still engaged in cultural activities within the TAR. During summers he stays in Lhasa, but 
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reportedly spends winters with his family, who live in Chengdu. Due to his work (mostly 

commercial activities in film industry), he regularly spends many weeks at a time in Beijing. 

          Patricia Schiaffini‟s analysis of Zhaxi Dawa‟s work illustrates his gradual development 

– a change from a „Han identity‟ to a „Tibetan identity‟. Zhaxi Dawa‟s early stories, some of 

them representing the typical Chinese „scar literature‟, clearly incline to the Chinese 

perspective of Tibet, and reflect his initial unfamiliarity with the Tibetan environment and his 

alienation from it. In his very first short story “Chenmo” (沉默 Silence, 1979)
219

, the main 

protagonist is a Chinese girl, and her Tibetan counterpart, a nameless “Tibetan girl”, is 

sketched only schematically, as if the young writer soon after his arrival to Tibet did not know 

how to depict a Tibetan character (Schiaffini 2002: 118). His second short story, “Pilgrimage” 

(朝佛 Chaofo)
220

, which tells the story of the death of an old Tibetan woman during her 

pilgrimage to Lhasa, can be read as criticism of Tibetan superstitions and backward thinking.  

          Zhaxi Dawa‟s mature works are, however, already conscious representations of his 

gradually newly attained Tibetan identity. He represents Tibet through the point of view of 

Tibetans and reflects more current issues instead of repeating the schematic patterns of the 

previous realist literature. Nevertheless, a certain distance from the Tibetan world is expressed 

through the adoption of a surrealist or magical realist narrative style in his stories. Zhaxi 

Dawa‟s most famous short story “Xizang, ji zai pisheng kou shang de hun” (西藏，系 在皮

绳 扣上的魂, Tibet, a Soul Knotted to a Leather Thong, 1985)
221

 deals with the theme of 

clash of tradition and modernity, Buddhism and communism, life in the countryside and life 

in an urban environment. The protagonist Tabei‟s encounters with modernity on his futile 

journey in search of the Buddhist mythical land Shambhala are frustrating and disastrous – 

because he is not able to adapt to modernity and to abandon his old-fashioned and naive goal 

(which could be the Buddhist paradise as well as the utopia of communism), he is predestined 

to die without reaching the sought enlightenment. The one who survives is his female 

counterpart, the girl Qiong, who is from the beginning attracted by modern life. She does not 

long for eternal happiness in paradise, but rather seeks the immediate joys and sorrows 

offered by a consumer life in the economically fast developing society of contemporary Tibet.  
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The story symbolizes the dilemma of Tibetans in the modern world where it is hard to 

live up to the spiritual ideal prescribed by religion and at the same time to keep up with the 

changes modernity brings to their everyday life. At a higher, metafictional level of the story, 

the first person narrator ponders about questions of reality and fiction in an attempt to depart 

from realistic narration, only to find out, with a potion of irony, that he is not able to create a 

modern “socialist character” that would be able to live in the modern world. In his attempt to 

find his fictitious characters and to save them, the author-narrator admits his inability to create 

a modern Tibetan character: his Tibetan characters that come from „traditional Tibet‟ and 

posses a distinctively Tibetan identity have been killed by their encounter with modernity. To 

save them, there is no other way than to “re-make” them. For Tabei, he comes too late, but the 

girl Qiong – a symbol of Tibet that is “tied to a leather thong” of tradition - at the end follows 

the author-narrator in learning how to live in a modern world of tractors, calculators and 

discotheques.  

 Among the narrative devices that attempt to convey a „Tibetan perspective‟ of reality 

in Zhaxi Dawa‟s short stories, and that help him to (re)construct the Tibetan identity within 

the text, one of particular importance is the conception of cyclic time referring to the ever-

repeating movement of the wheel of Dharma, or the diffusion of past, present and future, 

which is bound together with Tibetan mythology and with the Buddhist concept of 

reincarnation. In the short-story “Shiji zhi yao” (世纪之邀 ,  The Invitation of Century, 

1988)
222

 the young protagonist Sangye goes to attend the wedding of his friend, but on his 

way to the suburbs of Lhasa he suddenly finds himself in the past before Tibet‟s „Liberation‟, 

where he meets his friend in his former life. There he witnesses the arrest of his friend, who in 

his past life was a young rebel from an aristocratic family. To avoid imprisonment, his friend 

shrinks into a fetus and jumps back into his mother‟s womb to be reborn in “better times”. As 

a result, Sangye has to bear the punishment instead of him. Narrated in a strongly ironic 

manner, the story reveals the problematic attitude of the Tibetans to their feudal history, 

because on the one hand, according to the materialist Marxist conception of linear history, the 

old feudal society has to be overthrown to be substituted by the new social order, but on the 

other hand, according to the Buddhist tradition anything in human life is subjected to the law 

of karma and personal merits, and thus there can hardly be any progress in the society. 

History from the Tibetan perspective is not linear and has no goal, but moves in circles. 
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 Such concepts of time and history appear in many of Zhaxi Dawa‟s short stories, often 

together with motifs of rebirth or reincarnation, as for example in the stories “Zhizhe de 

chenmo” (智者的沉默, Silence of the Sage)
223

 and “Huang fangzi qianmian” (黄房子前面, 

In Front of the Yellow House”)
224

. The stories are full of indecipherable mysteries, illogical 

twists and inexplicable events. In “Huang fangzi qianmian”, the main protagonist is 

obsessively interested in the history of the “yellow house”, where the Sixth Dalai Lama, the 

author of the first and most renowned book of love songs in Tibet, used to live. His two 

companions are at first sight typical characters from the streets of old Lhasa: an old woman, 

who spends every day circumambulating Barkor and in the evenings watches Hong Kong 

soap operas, and a young stonecutter, who cuts mantras and prayers into flat stone tables. But 

at the same time, both characters seem to be mysteriously connected to the history of the Sixth 

Dalai Lama the main protagonist wishes to learn about. However, they are unwilling to reveal 

their secrets to him, and the history remains covered behind a curtain of mystery. As many of 

Zhaxi Dawa‟s stories, “Huang fangzi qianmian” is a story with an open end that invites 

various readings and interpretations. The story itself is not narrated directly, as if covered with 

a veil, through which it is possible to see only a part of the „truth‟.  

This is also the case for the short story “Fengma zhi yao” (风马 之 耀, A Glory of the 

Wind Horse)
225

, where the author deals with the theme of hereditary vengeance that can also 

cross the barriers of terrestrial life, and is carried out not only by descendants of the families 

in feud, but also by reincarnations of the involved enemies. The storyline shifts from a dirty 

Khampa camp in the suburbs of Lhasa to a small port city somewhere in Latin America
226

, 

from the past to present, to the future and maybe to other lives and dimensions. It emphasizes 

the cyclic concept of time with repeating motifs and events without an end. Even the main 

protagonist Ogyen, revived after his execution, conforms instinctively to this cyclic, repetitive 

existence, when he decides to father a son who would probably continue the never ending 

history of murders and revenges. 

An important work dealing with Tibet‟s history, or more precisely the perception of 

history by Tibetans, is the novella “Xizang: Yinmi suiyue” (西藏隐秘岁月, Tibet: Mysterious 
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Years)
227

. The story is divided into three parts, covering most of the 20
th

 century, but, as 

pointed out by Howard Choy, “deliberately avoiding” two important events of this century 

(that are seen as key milestones in official histories): the British expedition to Lhasa led by 

Colonel Francis Younghusband in 1903-04, and the years 1951-52 when Tibet was annexed 

to China (Choy 2005: 405). The intentionality of such an „omission‟ is clearly signalized in 

the Chinese title of the novella (yinmi 隐秘 = secret, hidden), whereas the English translation 

of the title betrays the trend towards the stereotyping of Tibet, both in China and in the West, 

by emphasizing its „mysterious character‟. In my understanding, the Chinese title refers to 

several aspects of Tibetan history: Firstly, to the “secrecy” of Tibet as a „forbidden territory‟ 

resistant to the colonizing efforts of both China and the West in the first half of the 20
th

 

century, as well as in the sense of Tibet‟s history perceived from outside as separated, 

positioned outside the „flux of history‟ of the rest of the world (as is suggested in the short 

story proper). Secondly, to the “missing years” that „blank out‟ the (colonial) part of Tibetan 

history, when for a short period Tibet became an integral part of the ‟big game‟ of the world 

history (and thus lost its “secret” character).    

Each of the three parts of the short story takes place in a remote mountain area of 

Gokam and tells the story of a woman named Tsering Gyamo. The three Tsering Gyamos, 

who are interconnected by way of family relations and represent three generations according 

to the three periods of time described in the story, are in fact three incarnations of the same 

person whose personal histories are fantastic blends made up of fragments of mythology, 

dreams and „real history‟. Tibet is represented here as a mysterious and highly subjective 

world or rather worlds, as they are constructed by the individual protagonists. The “eternal 

stream of History” flows over Tibet, and is in close contact with this land: In the first part 

Younghusband‟s soldiers pass Gokam after their unsuccessful expedition to Lhasa, in the 

second an US Air force plane on its way from India to China during the Second World War 

crashes near the village, and in the third part the „peaceful liberation‟ and the Cultural 

Revolution passes the area without any impact on its inhabitants. But people in Gokam are 

ignorant and backward, or maybe just preoccupied by the mysteries of their own fantastic 

lives, so that History passes by unnoticed. The people there live in a timeless space, where 

nothing changes and the same events are repeated in a myriad of variations with new 

incarnations of the same protagonists. They are not even able to recognize History as it seeps 

inside through chance contacts with the outside world. At one moment, one of the (Tibetan) 
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protagonists when confronted with the unknown Other world doubts for a while: “Was the 

world he lived in real? Did it belong to him? Was there, beyond the mountains, another world 

more familiar and real to him?” (Tashi Dawa 1992: 98) 

 Zhaxi Dawa‟s magical realist stories are „magical‟ not only due to their content, which 

evokes mythology and the Buddhist concept of life in accordance with the law of karma. The 

adopted narrative style openly pays tribute to Latin American magical realism, as shown by 

several allusions or comparisons, for example the comparison of the Tibetan landscape to 

Peru‟s Andes in the opening of “Xizang, ji zai pisheng kou shang de hun”. Typical of Zhaxi 

Dawa‟s narration are abrupt changes of time and space, hallucinatory depictions of 

subjectivized „real events‟, and changes in focalization that enable the reader to view the 

events from different angles, but which nevertheless do not unite into a single coherent whole 

in the story. By using the magical realist style, Zhaxi Dawa attempts to mediate the „Tibetan 

reality‟ in a „foreign‟ (from the Tibetan point of view) language that works within strictly 

rational and logical categories, which are, however, not accepted by a religious nation like 

Tibetans. As pointed out by Steven J. Venturino in his analysis of Zhaxi Dawa‟s magical 

realism: “[The magical realist] writers exploit [the] distinction between realities to question 

the totalizing „reality‟ constructed by a dominant language or discourse” (Venturino 2008: 

321). From this point of view, Zhaxi Dawa‟s literary work follows the tradition of “„magic 

realism‟ as post-colonial discourse”, which is to be read as a “counter-discourse” (Tiffin 

2008: 100)
228

 that attempts to challenge the totality of the dominant (realist, rational/ 

scientific) Chinese and/or Western discourse by examining the modes of expression of the 

„different kind of reality‟ as it is perceived by the native Tibetans.  

 

b) Sebo   

        

          Besides Zhaxi Dawa (who published several dozen short stories and a novel) and Alai 

(who continued active writing and publishing until recently), most of the Sinophone Tibetan 

writers authored only a few short stories or one important piece of work, and their creative 

period lasted only for several years, although most of them are still engaged in literary or 

cultural fields – either in publishing houses, cultural and scientific institutions or in the film 

and TV industry. This is also the case for Sebo, a „Tibetan from Hunan‟. According to 

available biographical sources, Sebo was born in 1956 in the same border township of Batang 
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as Zhaxi Dawa, but similarly to the former has never lived there, and from early childhood 

lived in Chengdu and other places in inland China.  

          Sebo‟s official Chinese name is Xu Mingliang. His mother was Tibetan and his father 

was Han Chinese, but some critics mention that his ancestry includes the blood of Tujia and 

Miao nationalities (e.g. Li 2001). The whole family moved throughout China, as is evident 

from Sebo‟s biography, but he spent most of his childhood in Fenghuang, Hunan province, 

which is the birthplace of one of the great Chinese writers of the first half of the 20
th

 century, 

Shen Congwen, who in the 1980s inspired the young generation of writers in „searching for 

their roots‟. During the Cultural Revolution, Sebo spent some time in southern Tibet, in an 

area inhabited by a nationality known as the Menpas (which is in fact a branch of ethnic 

Tibetans)
229

. This period inspired many of his later literary works. After the Cultural 

Revolution, Sebo studied medicine in Liaoning and after graduation he volunteered for work 

in Tibet, where he spent several years as a doctor in Lhasa hospital. In 1982, he began 

publishing literary works and became a professional writer and editor. From 1988, he worked 

for a certain time as an editor of Xizang wenxue and undertook functions in the TAR Writer‟s 

Association. However, his literary work consists only of several short stories and essays 

published in literary magazines and anthologies of literature from Tibet. In 1991, a collection 

of his short stories was published by Wenhua yishu chubanshe. In 1998, he moved to 

Chengdu and ceased creative writing altogether. He does not speak any Tibetan and has a Han 

Chinese wife. 

         In 2002, Sebo edited and published a series of Sinophone Tibetan literature Manishi 

Zangdi wencong (玛尼石 臧地文丛 Mani Stone Tibetan Areas Literary Collection), which 

includes four volumes (short story, novella, essay, and poetry). He intentionally only included 

works by ethnic Tibetan writers, and only works of the “new generation” (xiezuo xin yi dai de 

zuopin 写作新一代的作品). In his preface to the short story collection, Sebo emphasizes two 

“distinctive features” (tezheng 特征) that determined his choice of works. First was the 

[specific] “approach (taidu 态度) towards the unique world (dute de shijie 独特的世界) 

surrounding oneself”; second was the emphasis on otherness, difference from the Han 

literature (Sebo 2002b: 4).  

 Though similarly to Zhaxi Dawa‟s, Sebo‟s literary style is often identified as „magical 

realistic‟, Chinese critics highlight the „realistic‟ (i.e. rather than magical) or more „civil‟ 
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character of Sebo‟s representations of Tibet, when compared to Zhaxi Dawa‟s mysterious 

atmosphere full of inexplicable secrets. Whereas most „Xizang writers‟ (both Tibetan and Han 

Chinese) are searching for the magical, the spiritual, for the mythical quality of life in 

contemporary Tibet, Sebo attempts to grasp the „current reality‟ of Tibet with its paradoxes 

and contradictions, and his view is highly individualized and subjectivized. 

 

  “In his writing, there is no dwelling in the pastoral realms under the blue sky with white clouds, there is 

no excitation of the „root-searchers‟ when rendering the mysticism of religion, there is no poetic and picturesque 

and at the same time wild and free love in Tibetan style; everything is just as ordinary or even dull, as if it was 

real, without any surprises or wonders” (Li 2001).  

 

When trying to define the exceptionality of Sebo‟s stories, Li Feng asserts that Sebo seems to 

be telling us that “Tibet is not a Paradise from another world” (ibid.). However, it would be 

hard to find a single author, Tibetan or Han, whose view of Tibet is solely positive or 

romantic. For most Han Chinese authors, their attitude to Tibet is highly ambiguous, as has 

been argued in previous chapters. However, in comparison to other Sinophone Tibetan 

writers‟ works, Sebo‟s characters are more „human‟. Alai‟s characters are either strong or 

grotesque, but are always able to manage their lives themselves. Zhaxi Dawa‟s characters 

appear to come from other periods, other worlds, other dimensions. Their happiness or 

tragedies can never really touch the reader emotionally, as they are similar to mythic heroes, 

they are not „flesh and blood‟ or real people from real life. But this is exactly what Sebo‟s 

characters are. In Sebo‟s words: “Here [in Tibet] is man weak, what man asks from nature is 

communication” (cit. in Zhang 1989: 438). This means that the relation between man and 

nature is equipollent in Tibet, it is not a relation of possession. And so are Sebo‟s characters – 

face to face with nature, with destiny, with life - weak, powerless, alone. Loneliness is a 

leading theme in Sebo‟s short stories, and his story “Zhudi, chuoqi he meng” (竹笛 ，啜泣 

和梦, Bamboo flute, sobbing and dream)
230

 is a profound study of loneliness. It is a myth-

inspired-story about a man of Menpa nationality, who is abandoned by his unnamed 

companions and is left alone with his memories and chaotic thoughts. The bamboo flute, 

sobbing and the dream he cannot remember are the only things left to him in his world. It is as 

if the “he”, the “old man” – the protagonist of the story – has died and dwells alone in a state 
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of bardo
231

. The flute symbolizes his attachment to his previous life and to the people he used 

to live with, sobbing refers to his futile attempts to call the living back, and the dream is his 

vanishing memories of his previous life. 

 In the short story “Huanming” (幻鸣, An Illusory Cry)
232

, the main protagonist Yaren, 

of Menba nationality, returns to his native village, where he learns about the history of his 

family and realizes that his destiny has been predetermined since his birth by his environment 

and ancestral relations. In his life, he re-acts the failures of the previous generations, and 

becomes a mere prisoner of the tradition that precludes him from transforming into a modern 

man. For Sebo, history and tradition are something which makes a man weak and unable to 

deal with current reality. Geng Yufang (2001) reads the story as a satire on the Chinese 

„search for roots‟ (supposing that the „root-searchers‟ evaluated the past positively or even 

idealistically, which is, however, quite disputable). In my opinion, there was a similar trend 

among the „root-searchers‟ to examine history and tradition as a precondition for the recent 

disastrous development in the Chinese society
233

. The strong attachment to the past that 

results in a man‟s inability to deal with present is also the theme of one of Sebo‟s earlier short 

stories, “Chuan xiang yuanfang” (传向远方，Spreading Towards Far-away)
234

, where a 

lonely old man climbs to a mountain pass every day, where he calls his daughter back who 

left many years ago for the “civilized world”, never to come back. His only activity is 

ploughing his hillside field, a symbol of his close inclination to nature rather than to the 

human world, which brought him only suffering. 

 Except for the theme of loneliness, critics of Sebo‟s work agree on two main 

characteristics of his stories. Firstly, they are characterized as “incomprehensible” (kan bu 

dong 看不懂). This characteristic is related to the „modernist‟ (i.e. not-realistic) narrative 

style and to the absence of an actual “story” (gushi 故事). As Tang Zhangwen characterizes 

it: “In Huan ming‟ all the narrative details are missing, the plot line is chaotic, the 

circumstances are condensed into several overlapping motifs.” (Tang 1986) Tang compares 

Sebo‟s writing to a labyrinth (migong 迷宫), in which both, the characters and the readers get 

lost. Secondly, Sebo presents a specific concept of “circularity” (yuanxing quaiquan 圆形怪
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圈) (Zhang 1989s: 451), particularly the concept of cyclic time. He suppresses the narrative 

elements of his short stories at the expense of the closed cyclic structure and thus creates 

irrational worlds, where everything flows without beginning or end in an ever-repeating 

circle. In his static stories with very simple plots, like “Zai zheli shang chuan” (在这里上船, 

Set the Boat Here, 1986) or “Yuanxing rizi” (圆形日子, Circular Days), he uses the narrative 

structure to invoke an ambiguous “feeling of the tragic aspects of life” (Zhang 1989a: 464) 

tangled in repetitious cycles.  

         This “circularity” without beginning or end is in accordance with the Buddhist view of 

human life. Life is illogical, fleeting, absurd. The characters in “Zai zheli shang chuan” are 

traveling to the other shore of a river, for no evident reason they endure hardships and go 

through dangers, afraid that they will not be able to go back. But in the evening, when they 

are closer to the shore they left in morning, they feel the same alienation as they felt after they 

got out of the boat on the other shore. The story starts and ends with the same sentence said 

by the boatman: “The boat will be waiting here.” Within the closed cyclic structure there is no 

“this shore” and no “other shore”, there is no reason, no firm point. According to Geng 

Yufang (2001), the story does not relate to the usual experience of present life (as it is 

requested in Mao Zedong‟s definition of socialist-realist literature), and therefore is 

“disassociated” (Tang 1986) from society, departing from the materialistic (rational) 

worldview, and shifting towards the incomprehensible world of superstition and intuitive 

cognition. The absurdity of life is even more evident in “Yuanxing rizi”, where the characters 

are just roaming around, wasting their lifetime. The whole story is like a never ending 

moment, when nothing and everything happens, just as in human life. The story is reduced to 

a closed cyclic structure, which is „padded‟ with quite accidental characters and events, which 

in the end are not important.  

 Except for the Tibetan names of the characters, many of Sebo‟s stories lack any other 

clear signs of „Tibetanness‟. Many of his stories could take place anywhere, and many of his 

characters are simply human characters without any special „Tibetan characteristics‟. There is 

no confrontation between Tibet and the cultural Other, between tradition and modernity, no 

negotiation of identity or hybridity, as is the case in Zhaxi Dawa‟s and Alai‟s literature. But 

the philosophy and the dark descriptions of human life stem inevitably from Buddhist 

philosophy, and are close to the Tibetan attitude to the worldly life. Nevertheless, one of the 

short stories that have a clear „Tibetan flavor‟ is “Xingqisan de gushi” (星期三的故事, 
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Migmar‟s Story
235

). It is an ironic modern(ist) version of classical Tibetan biographies of high 

lamas. The story proper is introduced by a short ironic metanarrative, a discussion on 

“Sebo‟s” inability to tell stories. Then he “re-tells” a story of Migmar he heard in one of 

Lhasa‟s tea-rooms one night. Migmar is an improbable Buddhist saint, who started his life as 

a butcher, and then decided to give up his sinful job and become a Buddhist. Paradoxically, 

his decision caused a disaster for the people, who then suffered from “hunger and cold, and 

the rest of the vegetables that remained to them were eaten by by the flocks of sheep” (Sebo 

2002: 47). Nevertheless, Migmar goes through a miraculous transformation, and engages in a 

fairy-tale adventure. On his way to enlightenment he is tempted by evil spirits, and his 

intentions are probed by Buddha himself, before he finally comes to an abyss, and with a 

jump flies up into the sky. After he reaches the enlightenment, up in the mountains he meets 

an old monk living in seclusion and asceticism. After hearing “master Migmar‟s” teaching, 

the monk jumps into the abyss too, ironically, not to achieve the sought enlightenment, but to 

kill himself as an ordinary human being. In “Migmar‟s Story”, Sebo recreates a traditional 

Tibetan genre using modernist narrative techniques including metafiction, and a sharply ironic 

representation of religious personages (with paradoxical consequences of the “saint‟s” 

compassion for sentient beings), ironizing the whole genre at the same time by the inclusion 

of stereotypic fairy-tale-like motifs (temptation by evil spirits, the crossing of 99 rivers and 99 

mountains, miraculous transformations after sleeping for three days and three nights etc).   

 Another story that refers to some aspects of Tibetan mythology is “Bayue shi ge hao 

jijie” (八月是个好季节, August is a Good Season)
236

. This story plays with a Han Chinese 

„myth about fierce Tibetans‟, a common stereotype about Tibet, based on the fierce 

appearence and temper of Khampa Tibetans (Tibetans from Kham, the eastern part of Tibet) 

armed with long daggers. The story takes place in one of the teahouses on Lhasa‟s Barkor late 

at night in the early autumn. It is a story about murder and robbery, narrated mostly in the 

form of dialogues between characters. The circumstances and motivations of all protagonists 

remain hidden behind their verbal expressions, which creates an atmosphere of mystery, and 

evokes the romantically wild and magical atmosphere of the old Tibetan Lhasa and its 

underworld as it appears to outsiders. Although most of Sebo‟s short stories are more 

subjective and less magical than those of Zhaxi Dawa, Sebo is clearly, just as much as the 

other Sinophone writers, absorbed by “the magic reality and the reality of magic” (xianshi de 
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shenqixing yu shenqi de xianshixing 现实的神奇性与神奇的现实性), which “objectively 

exist in Tibet, and which became the common literary source for [all Tibetan Sinophone 

writers]” (Sebo 2002: 4). 

 

c) Alai 

 

          Alai, who has been the most famous „Tibetan writer‟ in the PRC since the 1990s, was 

born in 1959 in a rural area near Ma´erkang (Tib. Barkham) in Aba (Ngawa) Tibetan 

Autonomous Prefecture in northern Sichuan. This region is a part of north-eastern Tibet 

(Amdo), but for centuries has been inhabited not only by Tibetans, but also Hui Muslims and 

Han Chinese, as well as other ethnicities. It is the area of the so-called Inner or Front Tibet 

(Ch. Qian Zang) that was under strong Chinese political influence at least from the Qing 

dynasty, while in religious matters the local Tibetans were still subordinated to Lhasa. Due to 

the historical coexistence of people of different origins, the mountains of northern Sichuan 

and southern Qinghai are on the one hand known for the strong nationalistic tendencies of 

their inhabitants, and on the other hand local people are more open to mixing different 

cultures and origins together. In this view, Alai is a typical inhabitant of his native region. He 

is of half Tibetan, half Hui origin and speaks Chinese as well as (reportedly) the native dialect 

of Amdo Tibetan. Unlike Zhaxi Dawa, Alai was raised and educated in his home region, and 

after graduation from the Ma´erkang Pedagogical Institute he worked as a teacher in a 

countryside middle school. He is thus much more attached to his native region, its history and 

cultural traditions, which became the main theme of his literary work. Alai‟s mediation 

between the two worlds (Tibetan – countryside/ Chinese – city) was stressed even more when 

he married a Han Chinese teacher of English and moved from the countryside to Chengdu. 

Alai is still active on the literary scene, and since 1997, when his prizewinning first novel 

Chen’ai luoding (尘埃落定, The Dust Settles)
237

 was published, he has enjoyed the position 

of a nationally acknowledged author. Currently Alai has been elected as chairman of the 

Sichuan Province Writers‟ Association, and is a member of the Seventh Presidium Committee 

of the national Chinese Writer‟s Association (as only the second Tibetan writer after Zhaxi 

Dawa). 

          Zhaxi Dawa was one of the first Sinophone Tibetan authors who in the early 1990s 

came up with a historic novel about Tibet in Chinese (Saodong de Xiangbala 骚动的香巴
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拉，Turbulent Shambhala, 1993), but it was Alai who has become famous as a historian of 

the „margins of Tibet‟. At that time, the historical novel was a general trend in Chinese 

literature and many writers who had started publishing short stories in the 1980s authored 

their first novels
238

. Historical novels from this period were later designated as „new historical 

fiction” (xin lishi xiaoshuo 新历史小说), because they turn back to the past, attempting to 

examine it from a new perspective that is in opposition to the master narrative of the official 

history. The novels create a conscious counter-discourse to the revolutionary novels based on 

Mao Zedong's definition of socialist literature, and challenge the Marxist concept of the linear 

development of history by providing alternative „small histories‟ that do not fit into the 

„Grand History‟ of revolution due to their marginality or alterity (returning thus to the original 

meaning of „xiaoshuo‟ as „small talk‟, and changing it into the petit récit as understood in the 

„new historicism‟). They represent the subjective individual histories that help to de-construct 

the „factual and objective truth‟ of the official master narrative. Such „subjectivization of 

history‟ (see Lin 2005: 31) led to an increased interest in local histories, which naturally 

found response in Tibetan areas as well. 

            Many of Alai‟s short stories from the second half of the 1980s, published before his 

first novel, are local (subjective) histories, histories of particular places in his native northwest 

Sichuan, histories of old clans, families and individual people who inhabit them. Unlike the 

other Sinophone Tibetan writers, Alai seems to be obsessed with the theme of hybridity and 

with the relations between Hans and Tibetans. The subjective point of view is often 

emphasized by the first person narration of a history of the narrator‟s „own family‟, as it is in 

the novella “Jiunian de xueji” (旧年的血迹, Bloodstains of the Past, 1986)
239

, a “fictitious 

autobiography” (Choy 2005: 417), which extends its narration to before the actual birth of the 

author-narrator. Similarly to probably the most widely known historical novella from the 

same period, Mo Yan‟s “Hong gaoliang jiazu” (红高粱家族, Red Sorghum Family, 1987), 

the first person narrator thus relates a story he has not witnessed himself, a story of the 

„peaceful liberation‟ of his native Aba Prefecture by the Chinese army in the late 1940s. As 

Mo Yan‟s Red Sorghum family, Alai‟s Luoba family is a power-holding clan, whose head 

(touren 头人) is one of the chieftains (tusi 土司) who were recognized and supported by the 

Chinese nationalist government. The history presented is thus one of blank spaces, 
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marginalized by the official revolutionary history of the Communist Party, as it is “not about 

emancipated serfs, the favorite subject of earlier works on Tibet, but a fallen landlord family” 

(Choy 2005: 418). 

            Alai‟s short stories from the late 1980s form a kind of an intertextual quest for an 

identity lost during the „liberation‟ of the author‟s native area, when the ruling class was 

deprived of its position and was substituted by the former slaves. In this way, Alai questions 

the key notion of the „liberation‟ of the Tibetan areas that was supposed to bring progress, but 

in fact brought only confusion, the very root of the hybrid identity of the Tibetan inhabitants 

of Aba Prefecture. Alai‟s literary explorations of the confused identity and hybridity of his 

homeland are to be read as attempts to reaffirm the „Tibetanness‟ covered under layers of 

Chinese identity supported by the active sinicization of the area through education in the 

„Minority Institutes‟ (minzu xueyuan 民族学院) established by the communist government 

after the „Liberation‟. Such a process of sinicization, leading to alienation from the native 

environment and culture, is described in his novella “Xue mai” (血脉 Blood Relations)
240

: 

 

           “In the Institute there are all the minority nationalities from some far-away places, with their various 

strange customs and queer behavior, that is the uncivilized people. The uncivilized people have come to the 

Institute to be civilized. Therefore, the people inside the Institute, unless it is a special holiday, or unless they are 

dancing on a stage or in the television news program, are not allowed to wear their national costumes.” (Alai 

2001: 375; emphasis added) 

 

Alai refers here ironically to the official view of minorities in the PRC as “backward” 

(luohou 落后), “uncivilized” (bu kaihua de 不开化的) people in need of “civilization”(kaihua 

开化), using the most stereotypic clichés used by the majority society in their representations 

of minorities: the minority people dancing in their colorful costumes during minority festivals 

or on TV shows
241

.  

Many motifs that intertextually permeate through Alai‟s historical short stories and 

novellas have found their place in his first full length novel, Chen’ai luoding
242

, which is 
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connected with the earlier works through the main themes of hybridity and the quest for 

identity. The novel describes encounters and conflicts between Chinese and Tibetan culture in 

the periphery of Amdo in the first half of the 20
th

 century, and ends with a telling of the 

history of the „liberation‟ of the area, which, similarly to “Jiunian de xueji” has brought the 

golden age of Tibetan chieftains to its death. It is a family saga narrated in the first person 

from the point of view of a mentally disabled Tibetan boy, the future chieftain of the Maichi 

clan territory. In the novel, the presented Tibetan perspective is deformed by the low mental 

level of the narrator and by his childishly narrow horizon. But on the other hand, such a 

„handicapped‟ narrator is able to mediate with a certain innocence and naivety the cruelty of 

the times and the irrationality of the local fights and riots. This point of view together with the 

motifs of loose sexual behavior and exuberant fertility of the narrator has a strong estranging 

effect, and clearly contrasts the „childish‟ mentality and wild character of the indigenous 

inhabitants from the rational mentality of the conquerors.  

Such representation on the one hand reflects the cultural hybridity of the author living 

on the periphery of both cultures, but on the other hand it shows his familiarity with the native 

environment and his profound knowledge of the cultural and historical traditions of Amdo, 

and his inclination to the „Tibetan perspective‟ by emphasizing the suppressed voice that is 

double-marginalized through the official historical and cultural discourse: as a Tibetan (as 

opposed to Chinese), and as a landlord (as opposed to the poor peasant heroes of 

revolutionary literature). This position is symbolically stressed by the young age, idiocy, and 

hybridity of the main protagonist, who, as a son of the Tibetan chieftain and a Chinese 

prostitute, is a mixture of opposite qualities (Tibetan-Chinese, high-low, stupid-wise 

fool/genius, child-sex maniac - to list just the main opposites). 

 Alai‟s novel is a kind of an „alternative history‟ that  according to Lin Qingxin 

represents “[t]he pursuit of personal rather than collective history [...] a negative response to 

the monopolistic appropriation of the past by the monophonic historical discourse for the 

imposition of cultural and political other” (Lin 2005: 32). Alai disrupts this monophony by 

“opening up a dialogue [...] [that] vocalizes the suppressed consciousness of those who have 

been confused about their identities after the liberation” (Choy 2005: 419). At the same time, 

by representation of such an „alternative history‟ in the terms of idiocy, Alai examines the 

roots of the „minority identity‟ of his Amdo-Tibetan ancestors, who are “disoriented in the 

identity crisis between Chineseness and Tibetanness” (Choy 2008), which pushes the 

protagonist repeatedly to ask the key question: “Who am I?”. As Howard Choy has suggested, 

Alai‟s narratives can be read intertextually as a series of attempts to fill in the “identity 
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vacuum created by history” or as the author‟s search for his own identity (Choy 2005: 420), 

and Chen´ai luoding is the narrative that is most pronounced in its efforts. 

 Not all of Alai‟s short stories from the late 1980s and the early 1990s focus on recent 

history of Sino-Tibetan relations. Some of the stories re-tell Tibetan folk tales or legends. For 

example in “Agu Dunba” (阿古顿巴, Akhu Tönpa, Tib. A khu sTon pa
243

) Alai recreates the 

story of a famous Tibetan trickster in a completely novel way. The life story of Akhu Tönpa 

in his work bears similar traits to that of Sidharta Gautama. From the clever but somehow 

tricky joker he becomes a gloomy, poor and hungry man, who is not recognized by the 

suffering people as the real Akhu Tönpa. Very much as the future Buddha, Alai‟s Akhu 

Tönpa has left his comfortable life as the chieftain‟s son, rejected all wealth and gone around 

the world to help the needy. But the story of Akhu Tönpa in Alai‟s narration is not a fairy-tale 

for children, nor a funny rendering of famous stories to amuse readers. Unlike Akhu Tönpa in 

folk tales, and unlike the prince Sidharta in Buddhist narrative tradition, Alai‟s hero does not 

gain any recognition for his compassionate actions, and at the end of the story he leaves the 

valley whose inhabitants he has helped to live a better life by teaching them to cultivate the 

land. Akhu Tönpa, one of the Tibetan icons that symbolize one important aspect of the nature 

of Tibetan people, has changed from a carefree and clever, sometimes even cruel, trickster 

into a bit of a melancholic figure as a cultural teacher, introducing agriculture and Buddhist 

virtues to the people. The figure of Akhu Tönpa, a poor serf, exploited by local feudal ruler, 

was often misused by Chinese Communist Party for propaganda purpose from the 1950s 

onwards
244

. The Akhu Tönpa re-introduced by Alai then is a completely different kind of hero: 

not a poor peasant serf, but the chieftain‟s son, he travels across the country not to cheat and 

kill landlords and abbots, but to act as a hidden sage who helps secretly, not letting the people 

recognize him as a hero, very much in accordance with the Buddhist notion of unselfish 

compassion. Alai‟s “Agu Dunba” thus bears similar traits aimed at attempts to „rewrite 

history‟ as his historical fiction. 

 Two other short stories from the early stage of Alai‟s writing are based on folk tales 

and traditional narration. “Yeren” (野人 Wild man)
245

 presents some reflections on tales about 
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the Tibetan “wild man” or yeti. “Qun feng fei wu” (群蜂飞舞 A Cluster of Bees Dancing)
246

 

is Alai‟s modern version of traditional Tibetan biographies of high lamas. Similarly to Sebo‟s 

“Xingqisan de gushi”, it opposes the traditional genre by narrating a heterogeneous story, and 

by using modernist narrative methods. The narration involves the metafictional technique, 

portraying „Alai‟ writing a story about a wrongly identified incarnated lama. The narrated 

story itself has an inconsistent plot line, interfusing narration of past events concerning the 

identification of the lama and his childhood and education with the „present‟, when „Alai‟ 

stays in the lama‟s monastery and writes his story. The main protagonist of „Alai‟s‟ story is 

the real incarnated lama with prodigious skills, who was not however recognized as a result of 

a mistake made by the monastery‟s Geshe Lharampa
247

. The boy wrongly identified as tulku 

lacks the intelligence and skills of a great religious leader, which are clearly possessed by the 

real but unrecognized tulku, who has left the monastery, and after winning big success in both 

religious and natural sciences in Beijing decides to go to the USA to continue his career and 

to promote Buddhism in the West.  

 Both short stories, “Yeren” and “Qun feng fei wu”, are close to the typical works of 

„new fiction from Tibet‟, both in their „modernist‟ literary style and in their content, which 

evokes a mysterious atmosphere inspired by Tibetan cultural traditions or its natural 

environment. Although Alai does not belong to the Lhasa circle of authors of „new fiction 

from Tibet‟ (because he did not live in Lhasa), he clearly uses Tibetan culture and nature as a 

source of literary inspiration in a very similar way to those authors, and at the same time has 

the same background of „modernist‟ or „avant-garde‟ trends of contemporary Chinese 

literature. 

 

d) Tongga 

 

        Tongga, born in 1962 in Lhasa, was one of the young Sinophone Tibetan authors, literarily 

active in Lhasa during the 1980s. His short stories did not necessarily seek stylistic innovation, 

but did bring with them new topics that reflect the marginal position of the Tibetan self in the 

dominant Han Chinese society. Any information about him is hardly accessible, because he 

published only a few short stories in Xizang wenxue in the mid-1980s, and since then has 

worked for the Foreign Affairs Office of the TAR. In the late 1980s, he studied in Nepal, where 

he later worked as diplomat. According to several sources, Tongga is literate in the Tibetan 
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language, but has intentionally chosen the Chinese language for his literary creation to “show 

[the Chinese readers] the true nature and uniqueness of Tibetan culture” (Schiaffini 2002: 

84)
248

. Tongga‟s short stories, although written in what I would call a subjectivized realist style, 

by which I mean that they are not so radically „avant-garde‟ as fiction by most of the other 

writers of „new fiction from Tibet‟, and are closer to realist narration, but they are nevertheless 

„modern‟ (i.e. in contrast to realist fiction about Tibet) in their approach to the theme of Tibet. 

In his short fiction, Tongga deals predominantly with two important contemporary issues that 

were overlooked by the most other Sinophone authors: modern urban life in Tibet, and contact 

and communication between Tibetans and Han Chinese. In 1985, he published a trilogy of  

„miniature short stories‟ about the life of the youth in contemporary Lhasa: “Zihong se de 

Jiawa“ (紫红色的嘉瓦, Purple Jawa)，“Hong se de chang hong xue“ (红色的车红靴, Red 

Boots)，and “Xi yang, na huo yi ban de xi yang” (夕阳 ，那火一般的夕阳,  Sunset, the 

Flame-red Sunset)
249

. The three short stories represent Tibet in a very different way to the 

„magical realist‟ writers of the same period. It is a „civil‟ picture of Tibet without magical 

imagination or the mysterious influence of religion; the modern, lay, down-to-earth Tibet, with 

young men riding their motorbikes and young girls going to dance at the disco to fight off the 

dullness of life in a “sleepy hollow” like Lhasa. The author points out the contemporary social 

problems of Tibetan urban youth, and their aimless „decadent‟ lifestyle, which became a target 

of several campaigns against „bourgeois liberalization‟ in inland China during the 1980s, which 

lends Tongga‟s works a hint of unconventionness. 

 In his representation of modern Tibet, Tongga does not avoid sensitive issues of 

marginality or hybridity brought about by contact with the dominant culture. A very direct 

reference to the emergence of hybrid „Sino-Tibetans‟ confused about their ethnic and cultural 

identity appears in the short story “Jin Zang ren” (进藏人, A Man who Came into Tibet)
250

. 

The first part of the story is narrated in second person by a narrator whose name is Tongga. It 

tells the story of a young Tibetan writer, who grew up in inland China and arrived in Tibet only 

at an adult age. He becomes Tongga‟s mentor and introduces to him new “modernist literary 

techniques” and western literature and culture, such as the opera Madame Butterfly and the 

novel One Hundred Years of Solitude by Marques, things he had probably become acquainted 

with in inland China. The hybridity of the protagonist and his doubts about his identity and 

relation to his „native‟ Tibet are formulated through an “English fable” he happens to read in 
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one scene of the story. In the fable, birds are fighting for power with mammals, while a bat is 

fighting his inner battle over which party he should join. It first considers itself a bird, but after 

birds start losing the battle, it decides to go with mammals. But the mammals accuse him of 

being a traitor and drive him away. The parallel between the „no Han no Tibetan‟ protagonist 

and the bat is more than evident. The second part of the story is a melodramatic description of 

the main protagonist‟s search for a way back to his native Tibet, a place that had caused him 

much suffering, but finally brought him reconciliation with the fate of an outcast without a 

home. 

In a short story entitled “218 wan sui!” (218 万岁！, Room No. 218 Hurrah!)
251

, a 

Tibetan physical education college student in Beijing, Sanga, becomes a target of 

discrimination from his Han Chinese classmates, who consider him savage, backward and 

dirty. He is among the worst students at the college (as all his Tibetan compatriots were 

before), but he works diligently and with help of his roommates he finally passes his exams in 

third place in his class. On the one hand, the short story adopts the usual stereotypes about 

Tibetans or minorities in general, and conforms to the official standpoint of brotherly help 

offered by the more developed Hans to the weaker and backward minorities. Sanga is “lively, 

rough, spontaneous” (Stewart 2000: 128), and “proud as a real Tibetan” (129), whose “feelings 

burst forth like a mighty torrent” (128). In comparison to his rational and reserved Han 

roommates he is more intuitive and emotional. Both parties have to give up some of their habits 

and try to understand the other in order to live peacefully together as one family, and are in the 

end successful. However, on the other hand, the theme itself is very sensitive (in the PRC) and 

Tongga‟s representation of the relations between Hans and Tibetans is in many ways 

controversial, as he describes the prejudices and discrimination of minorities by the majority 

society. Although the common prejudices are partly in accordance with the official view of 

minorities as underdeveloped and in need of help
252

, they are rarely aired openly in the public 

sphere as Tongga does by putting such denigrating words into the mouth of a Han Chinese 

character: 

 

 “´[...] Tibet has leaped from a primitive slaveholding society to a socialist one. But what‟s in here´ - he 

crooked his forefinger and tapped his forehead - ´can‟t change as fast as social conditions. [...] Your faces and 

bodies are all covered with hair, right? So you haven‟t completely evolved into modern humans.´” (Stewart 2000: 

125) 
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Tongga also talks about the discrimination of “special students from Tibet” by the education 

authorities:  

 

         “Now, perhaps, these teachers would no longer tell him ´You special students from Tibet aren‟t required 

to take English...aren‟t required to take accounting...aren‟t required to take organic chemistry...´“ (ibid., 128) 

 

          Similarly to many of the Tibetophone authors, in this story Tongga is approximating the 

dominant discourse by appropriating the official standpoint towards Tibet. He translates the 

dominant ways of rationality and related values into a picture of Tibet that talks back to the 

Chinese image of China as a big family where the older brother helps and educates the 

younger children. But at the same time, such a picture has fully undressed the inequality of 

such relations and reveals Tibetans‟ sense of inferiority. This is something that probably no 

other writer – neither Sinophone nor Tibetophone – has dared to undertake so openly. With 

his matter-of-fact attitude in the depiction of contemporary Tibet, Tongga is closer to 

Tibetophone literature than to other Sinophone authors who stress the mysterious or magical 

aspects of life, inherited from the „old Tibet‟. But while the Tibetophone authors, writing for 

the natives, do not feel such a need, Tongga feels obliged to show the Chinese readership that 

Tibetans may lag a little behind in some aspects, but are still people and have a strong will to 

learn and evolve to “catch up” with the Han brothers, like Sanga did. 

          One of Tongga‟s short stories that attempts to use „modernist‟ methods is “Ni zai yiyu, 

na bu shi geyao” (你在呓语，那不是歌谣, You are Sleep-talking, that isn‟t a Ballad)
253

 with 

the subtitle “Guanyu Seren de san ge gushi” (关于色仁的三个故事, Three Stories about 

Seren). The story is also exceptional in terms of the place and some related issues. It takes 

place in Nepal, and the descriptions of „mysterious streets‟ of the old Lhasa, which appear so 

often in works of the Sinophone literature about Tibet, are here substituted with descriptions 

of Kathmandu‟s bustling tourist quarter, Thamel. In this story Tongga attempted to use an 

innovative narrative technique, which plays with the unrestrained possibilities of fiction-

writing. In accordance with the subtitle, he presents three stories about a Tibetan girl named 

Seren, which are all fabricated by a young Tibetan student in Nepal named „Tongga‟. 

„Tongga‟ has never met Seren, he has only heard about her from his Han Chinese friend. But 

this fact does not prevent him from fabricating a love story about himself and the Tibetan girl. 

Even after his fictitious love story with Seren has failed several times, „Tongga‟ does not give 

up his authorial effort: 
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         “So this is the end? Finish? I had been quite excited for a couple of days, but I even hadn‟t tasted a slap 

from Seren‟s hand. The hard and troublesome effort blocked deep inside my mental sphere had not gained any 

feedback, and announced the non-existence of love between me and Seren. But I never give up. I still have a pen 

in my hand and a vast realm of fantasy, so I can fabricate our love, even if it‟s only in an imaginary world.” 

(Feng 1989: 232)   

 

         This short story clearly shows Tongga‟s relation to other young authors of the „Lhasa 

salon‟ of the 1980s, and the narrative technique emphasizing the fictitious character of 

narrative literary text used here is very similar to that used by Ma Yuan in his “Gangdisi de 

youhuo”. What is, however, different is Tongga‟s representation of Tibet. Unlike Ma Yuan 

and others, he does not connect the „fantastic narration‟ with the „fantastic nature‟ of Tibet. 

His most fantastic short story takes place not in Tibet, but in Nepal, and the author‟s fantasy is 

not awoken by „Tibetan mysteries‟, but rather by the author‟s playful enthusiasm for fiction-

writing. Many of the sub-plots of the story are inspired by life in a foreign country, and reflect 

an encounter with an unusual cultural other, which is in this case the Tibetan community 

living in Nepal. Such encounters – between modernity and backwardness, cosmopolitanism 

and closeness, Hans and Tibetans, Chinese citizens and foreigners, and even “Chinese 

Tibetans” and “Nepalese Tibetans” – are the main theme of Tongga‟s literature, which 

differentiates him from the Tibetophone authors as well. His Tibet is not magical like that of 

other Sinophone writers, but neither is it as purely traditional as it appears in the works of 

many Tibetophone authors. In this regard, Tongga‟s position is quite exceptional. 

 

e) Other writers 

 

          Other Sinophone ethnic Tibetan authors that are occasionally included in discussions 

about the „new literature from Tibet‟ are not so clearly „hybrid‟ in terms of their origins as the 

three most renowned Sino-Tibetan writers, but were, like Tongga, educated in Chinese, 

usually in inland China. The female writer Yangzhen was born in 1963 in Lhasa in Central 

Tibet. She grew up there and can speak Tibetan, but during the first half of the 1980s she 

studied Chinese literature in Beijing.  After graduation in 1985, Yangzhen returned to Lhasa 

and worked as vice editor-in-chief of the magazine Xizang wenxue. Since 1994 she has 

worked in the Chinese Center for Tibetan Studies together with her Han Chinese husband, 

also a writer and editor, Long Dong. Yangzhen is one of the „one-work writers‟, because she 
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has published very few works of fiction, and since the 1990s she has mainly published essays. 

In the anthology Xizang xin xiaoshuo, two of her early short stories appear, originally 

published in Xizang wenxue: “卍 zi de bianyuan“ (卍字的边缘, The Rim of a Swastika)
254

 

and “Wu xingbie de shen” (无性别的神, A God without Gender)
255

. The latter was later 

reworked into a full-length novel and published under the same title in 1994 by Zhongguo 

qingnian chubanshe. It was the novel that made Yangzhen famous - in the second half of the 

1990s it was made into a script for a favorite TV series Lasa de wangshi (拉萨的往事, Old 

Times in Lhasa), describing the life of the aristocracy in old Tibet. But the rewriting of the 

short story into a novel changed the work into a kind of „standard‟ official picture of the 

feudal old Tibet that conforms to the official literature both in its realist style and the way of 

representation. Narrated in the first person from the point of view of a young girl from an 

aristocratic family, it tells the story of the decline of the aristocracy on the eve of the „peaceful 

liberation‟. The orphaned girl is brought up by her relatives, and from a young age is 

ostracized as an “inauspicious omen” of the family. After a series of disastrous events she is 

sent to a monastery to become a nun. There she is mistreated by the superioress, and realizes 

that the false compassion of Buddhism cannot save the miserable people of Tibet. After the 

arrival of the Red Army she becomes aware of the real compassion brought to Tibet by the 

“God without gender” – the army, which provides equal rights to all people regardless of their 

sex or origin. 

          However, the original short story was an experimental work that challenged the official 

realist narrative by distorting the storyline into incompact fragments. The story is conveyed 

through a stream of consciousness technique with changes of narrator. It is focalized from the 

perspective of the child, narrated alternately in first, second and third persons. This technique 

helps to create an experimental mimesis of the little girl‟s perception of the reality of the adult 

world that she is not able to grasp fully. The girl‟s encounter with the dark, mysterious and 

evil world of the old feudal Tibet is represented as a journey into the unknown, alien realms 

of destruction and decay. She learns about the life of the aristocracy in Lhasa and about the 

obscure teachings of Tibetan tantric Buddhism, and her youthful experience contributes to the 

formation of her mature awareness of the need for social change. But unlike in the later novel, 

the ideology is not formulated openly, it is rather indicated by the narrative structure and 

technique that refer to the perplexed psychology of the protagonist. The plot is suppressed at 
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the expense of psychological analysis and the narration is imbued with a dark, anxious 

atmosphere, enlivened with descriptions of details from everyday life in traditional Tibet. The 

representation of Buddhism is not negative, it rather seems to be a natural recourse for people 

dealing with the inhuman feudal society. 

         The short story “卍 zi de bianyuan” is also experimental in its character. Narrated in first 

person, it combines several narratorial and time levels: memories, inner thoughts, events 

narrated by different protagonists, dialogical passages without context, and „current events‟. 

Such a mosaic-like narration has resulted in the narrated story appearing to be covered with a 

veil of mystery. It tells the melancholic life story of several people whose fate is mysteriously 

interconnected, and seems to be somehow determined by the enigmatic swastika symbol. The 

reader is not able, however, to reconstruct the story from the fragments which form the plot. 

He can only feel the strange inexplicable sadness and the weight of human destiny that is 

determined by enigmatic forces located beyond the rational world. Both of Yangzhen‟s short 

stories are stories of mystery, which use experimental or „modernist‟ narrative techniques 

inspired by most recent development of Chinese literature in the 1980s, and are thus typical 

examples of „new fiction from Tibet‟ from this period. 

            Yangzhen‟s portrait of aristocracy in feudal Tibet is often compared to another female 

writer‟s work published at around the same time as Yangzhen‟s full length novel, Meizhuo‟s 

Taiyang buluo (太阳部落, The Clan of the Sun)
256

. Meizhuo was born in 1966 in Hualong 

(Tib. Bayan) County in Qinghai and graduated from the Chinese Language Department of the 

Qinghai Nationalities Institute in 1986. She lives in Xining and is a professional writer, since 

1998 she has been the vice-chairman of the Qinghai Writers‟ Association. Her novel Taiyang 

buluo is one of the new historical novels describing the rivalry between two feudal clans in 

the first half of the 20
th

 century. Taking place in Meizhuo‟s native Amdo, the novel tells the 

history of two local wealthy families and their relations to the central KMT government that 

strives to weaken the power of local clans and to gain control over the area. The novel draws 

from the increasing popularity of historical TV „soap operas‟ set in pre-Liberation aristocratic 

circles and shares the common trend of the mid-1990s towards the popularization and 

commercialization of literature. Meizhuo is still literarily active, since the year 2000 she has 

published another full-length novel
257

, a collection of essays and recently a collection of short 

stories Shexiang zhi ai (麝香之爱 Musky Love)
258

. Due to the time of publication, the 

                                                 
256

 Beijing: Zhongguo wenlian chubanshe, 1995. 
257

 Yueliang yingdi (The Moon Camp). Beijing: Zhongguo wenlian chubanshe, 2000. 
258

 Lhasa: Xizang renmin chubanshe, 2007. 



 185 

majority of Meizhuo‟s work exceeds the scope of this dissertation, but in Sino-Tibetan literary 

discourse she is considered one of the important Tibetan authors. Her work has thus largely 

contributed to the Chinese perception of Tibet and the „Tibetanness‟ that will be discussed in 

the following part of this study. 

         One of the youngest authors already included in the first anthology Xizang xin xiaoshuo 

is Suoqiong, who was born 1965 in Ali (Tib. Ngari) in Western Tibet. He studied at a Tibetan 

secondary school attached to the Tibetan Nationalities Institute in Xianyang (Shaanxi), which 

explains his Chinese education. In the past he worked as a teacher and was engaged in several 

cultural institutions as editor and journalist. Since graduating, he has been living in Lhasa. 

Any other information on him is unavailable, and he is not listed among the Writers‟ 

Association members, which indicates that he probably did not continue creative writing after 

the end of the 1980s. Two Sino-Tibetan anthologies (Feng 1989, Sebo 2002) include his three 

miniature short stories, which resemble more a school exercise or brief sketches than real 

creative fiction. I have not found any other work by Suoqiong. All three pieces are very short, 

attempt to use innovative techniques of narration, and their content is absurd. They do not 

emphasize any „specifically Tibetan‟ traits, more emphasis being put on the experimental 

form and irrational or even grotesque character.  

        “Suidao” (隧道, Tunnel)
259

 is, with hardly one page, the shortest. It is a parable about 

(the impossibility of) communication between different cultures. Three protagonists, an 

American traveler, a young boy in “old sheep-skin chupa” (who is otherwise not explicitly 

identified as „Tibetan‟), and a Han Chinese businessman “from a small town in inland China” 

(literally “inside the border/mountain pass”, guannei 关内), are trying to lead a dialogue, but 

they lack the necessary knowledge of a common language. The American is repeating his two 

sentences (You have tsampa? You have butter tea?) in poor Tibetan, the Tibetan tries to use 

his two Chinese sentences (Where does he come from? Where is he going?), and the Han 

Chinese is repeating the only words he knows in English (China, America). The 

communication is hindered not only through their language insufficiency, but mainly because 

they do not have a common topic and common interests. Their sympathy, interests and focus 

are symbolically expressed through the foreign language they attempt to use: the American is 

interested in (maybe sympathetic with) Tibet, the Tibetan is oriented towards China, and the 

Han Chinese is attracted by America (or the West). This simple parable has a deeper meaning 

when analyzed with regard to the issue of Tibetan identity, because it very clearly shows 
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Tibet and Tibetans as a different culture and different world (i.e. from China), and shows that 

the communication between the Tibetan and Chinese world is as hard as communication 

between China and/or Tibet and the West. 

         Another of Suoqiong‟s miniature sketches is “Zou tianya” (走天涯, To the End of the 

World)
260

, which is even more permeated with absurdity than “Suidao”. It is written in the 

form of a dialogue between two unnamed protagonists, a child and an adult. The adult wants 

to set out on a journey to the other end of the world, and is asking the child for directions. 

Paradoxically, the child seems to be wiser than the adult, but at the same time is more anxious 

about the long trip, and is reluctant to leave. It is the adult who possesses the curiosity and 

courage of youth, and wants to go, no matter how far the goal is. The reason for his firm 

determination for the trip is the past trauma he has experienced:  

 

          “No, it‟s not only me. Almost all people had been hiding for a very very long time. Therefore, as we have 

emerged in the sunshine, we simply feel unable to accommodate to it. And moreover, until today I still feel it 

difficult to bear.” (Feng 1989: 196) 

 

          The past experience, the “hiding somewhere in the corner” can stand for a certain dark 

period in the past, which can be either the Cultural Revolution, or even the „dark period‟ of 

feudalism in Tibet. In any sense, the “brightness” that suffused the present opened new 

horizons for the generation who had been “hiding” for many years, and provided them with 

courage and enthusiasm. The young generation is in contrast more skeptical and does not 

believe in any ideals, maybe due to a better education that provided them with knowledge, so 

that the “child” is able to see the futility of the “adult‟s” efforts. Suoqiong is certainly not a 

typical representative of the „new fiction from Tibet‟. His literary style is clearly inspired by 

Chinese experimental fiction, but his themes are very different, the mysteries stemming from 

Tibetan culture and religion are substituted by the absurdity stemming from everyday reality 

in contemporary Tibet.    

         For different reasons that have been discussed in detail by Patricia Schiaffini (2002), 

many Sinophone writers (both Han and Tibetan) who were literarily active in the Lhasa of the 

1980s stopped writing fiction in the subsequent decade, and the Chinese-language literary 

scene in the TAR started to decline. Only a few of the younger authors who continued to 

publish in Xizang wenxue during the 1990s have gained larger recognition. One of them is the 

female author Geyang, born in 1972 in Chaya County (Tib. Drakyab) near Chamdo, which is 
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today a part of the TAR, but is part of the old Tibetan Kham province. In 1994, she graduated 

from the Meteorological College in Nanjing. She has lived in Lhasa and worked in the TAR 

Meteorological Institute for more than ten years. Her first short stories were published in 

Xizang wenxue in 1996, later she published a novel and a collection of essayistic works and 

reportage. The work that has made her famous is a short story called “Yi ge lao ni de zi shu“    

(一个老尼的自述, An Old Nun Tells her Story)
261

, which was included in one of the English-

language anthologies of „tales of Tibet‟. Geyang‟s fiction may illustrate the change in 

Sinophone Tibetan literature that occurred around the beginning of the 1990s. She inclines to 

a sober, almost realistic, but highly subjectivized narration, and shows sympathy to Tibetan 

traditions and religion without using the mystic or spiritual potential that had been used by 

writers during the 1980s. Tibet as represented by Geyang is devoid of any magic and mystery, 

it is the Tibet of ordinary Tibetans who bear the hardships of life only thanks to their strong 

will and religious faith. 

          “Yi ge lao ni de zi shu” is a short story narrated in first person in a simple realist style 

and presents the life story of an old Tibetan woman who has lived an ordinary life, identical to 

thousands of Tibetan women living in the old Tibet. It is a life that naturally leads people to 

abandon all worldly ambitions, and to turn to the Buddhist religion as the last refuge. She was 

born to a well-to-do merchant family as the youngest child, and was sent to a nunnery at the 

age of eight. She was raised in unpretentious conditions, and got used to the life of a nun. But 

after the untimely death of her elder sister, the young nun has to return to her family, and her 

parents marry her to an old impoverished aristocrat. She gives him four children, and finally 

even comes to realise that they had been living a life of marital love. After her husband, 

twenty years her senior, dies, their family property is gone, and she stays with her children, 

and leads the hard but simple life of ordinary people. At the age of sixty, the old woman 

leaves her family and returns to the nunnery, where she had lived as a child, and here she 

finally finds consolation in the compassion of Buddhism. The main protagonist‟s 

„autobiography‟ is narrated in an impersonal, emotionless manner, as if the old woman has 

lost all attachment to worldly life. In her life, she is always passive, obedient, and lonely. She 

always accepts anything that happens to her, does her best to be good at anything she is 

supposed to do, and gradually even starts to like it. But any time she starts to feel satisfied 

with what her life has brought to her, the conditions change and she had to start anew. She 

just keeps going on, never complaining about her fate or bad karma. Such a story is a simple, 
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youthfully naive celebration of the patient endurance of the Tibetan people, a characteristic 

which stems from their religion, and which is seen as a collective strength of the nation, 

enabling it to overcome all hardships. With her conservative literary technique and positive 

appreciation of traditional Tibet, its culture and religion, Geyang is a typical representative of 

new literary trends in Sinophone Tibetan literature in the 1990s
262

. 

     

3.4.3. On the Edge of Time and Space: The „Tibetan Perspective‟ 

 

        Short stories written by Sinophone Tibetan authors already differ from those written by 

Han Chinese in some basic narrative features. The main protagonists of such stories are 

mostly Tibetans and the characters have unmistakably Tibetan names, outer appearances as 

well as inner characteristics. In contrast, Han Chinese characters are often depicted as an 

alien, exoticizing factor, which is unfamiliar to the natives by its different appearance, 

language and customs. For example in Yangzhen‟s short story “Wu xingbie de shen” there is 

a character named “Chinaman Lobsang” (Hanren Luosang 汉人罗桑), incessantly “singing a 

dark, sorrowful song about his home far away”. Focalized through the point of view of the 

narrator, the Tibetan girl, his appearance and behavior seem strange and incomprehensible:   

 

        “A pair of black cloth shoes, body wreathed in a black Tibetan-style coat, above the long thin neck there 

was a pale face, framed with straight, long hair (....). The sound of his song abruptly ceased, and that man, 

terrified, raised his head and timidly looked at me. It was quite a while before he put the needle down and with 

gestures tried to tell me something, but I did not understand, what he said.“ (Feng 1989: 175). 

 

        Also in Alai‟s historical novel Chen´ai luoding, the intruding Chinese are depicted from 

the point of view of the Tibetan narrator-protagonist as the unknown Other. Generally the 

characters are specified as Han Chinese in this kind of fiction only rarely, and any contact or 

confrontation between Tibetans and Han is thematized only exceptionally (e.g. by Tongga). 
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Although the most common themes of the stories are conflicts between tradition and 

modernity, and the encounter of Tibetan people with the „modern world‟ (represented usually 

by big cities and towns), or the uprootedness of the native city dwellers struggling with 

modern city life (for example in Zhaxi Dawa‟s stories), the characters, who represent 

modernity and its hierarchy of values are usually also Tibetans, not the Han Chinese. Tibetan 

society is thus mostly depicted without explicit references to the Chinese presence, and social 

changes are presented more as a result of the general influence of the modernization process, 

than as a direct consequence of Chinese rule in Tibet. This feature is similar to the literature in 

Tibetan. 

          There are some other aspects that make Sino-Tibetan literature more Tibetan than the 

rest of the Chinese „new fiction from Tibet‟. Such implied aspects of the „Tibetanness‟ as 

represented in the literary works of the Sinophone authors in contrast to the literature written 

by Han Chinese writers can be divided into two groups – external and internal. As „external‟, 

I define such aspects that can be described as more or less superficial characteristics of the 

Tibetan culture or the stereotypical fixed attributes usually associated with Tibet or Tibetans. 

Use of these aspects does not require a deeper understanding of life in Tibetan society and 

they are thus used for simple characterization of environment and people, and to allow the 

reader to identify them as unambiguously Tibetan. Important motifs referring to such external 

aspects are, for example, the depiction of typical Tibetan landscape (salt lakes, snow 

mountains, grassland, etc.), Buddhist motifs and attributes associated with religion 

(prostration, mantras, Buddhist stupas - chörtens, prayer wheels, religious or meditation 

paintings - thangkas etc.), Tibetan names of characters, typical clothes, headdress, jewellery, 

traditional Tibetan dietary practice (tsampa, yak butter, butter tea, the barley beer chang etc.). 

Such motifs become topoi of the Chinese „fiction from Tibet‟, clichés that form an important 

constitutive part of the Tibetan „magical realism‟ and the „mysticism of Tibet‟ as represented 

by the whole Sinophone literature about Tibet during the 1980s. Zhang Jun (like many other 

authors, including for example Sebo) identifies the roots of Tibetan „magical realism‟ with the 

“magical atmosphere of Tibet itself” (Zhang: 1989: 437), and thinks that this atmosphere 

stems from the specific natural conditions of the Tibetan plateau:  

 

        “The natural conditions in Tibet are unique. On this „roof of the world‟ nature reveals its magical beauty, 

and the most unimaginable phenomena of the nature become in Tibet the most natural. The air is clear and deep, 

as if it wanted to absorb you; the crystal clear water of the high-mountain lakes mirrors sharply the world 

around; the eternal ice and snow reflect the blinding rays of sun, and your judgment supported by modern 
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science and by logic means in this moment nothing..., nature here has indefinitely many shapes, it cannot be 

tamed, everything here is interconnected in a peculiar and contradictory harmony.” (Zhang 1989: 438)  

 

        The external aspects serve to create a specific atmosphere that is automatically 

associated by the reader with Tibet, and are thus applied in exoticizing and extreme forms 

also by Han Chinese authors, as they are in accordance with reader‟s expectations about 

Tibet. Such motifs are an important source of the exoticism that helps to emphasize the 

otherness of Tibet and Tibetans in Han Chinese works. For example, the Tibetan characters in 

Ma Jian‟s stories eat raw meat and drink animal‟s blood, in Yan Geling‟s story “A Blind 

Woman Selling Apples” or in Liu Wei‟s “Zai hui Molang” the women wear Tibetan chupa 

with exposed breasts etc. In his playful metafictions, Ma Yuan applies many such motifs to 

emphasize grotesquely the culture differences between the Chinese and Tibetans. In the 

narrations of Tibetan authors, these aspects are generally only rarely emphasized, they are 

more often included in depictions as a natural part of everyday life or as a natural 

environment. Their aim is not to astound the reader or to evoke feelings of estrangement. 

They are either in accordance with the bucolic depiction of life in the traditional rural society, 

or in contrast with the uncertainty and uprootedness of modern urban life, as for example in 

Zhaxi Dawa‟s short story “Xizang, jizai pisheng koushang de hun”, where the idealized 

description of the Tibetan mountain landscape in the first section is in harmony with the 

pastorality of life of the herdsmen, in contrast to the penetrating threads of modern life that 

brings uncertainty and turbulence into the protagonists‟ lives. 

          For an analysis of Sinophone literature by Tibetan authors, the second group of 

„internal‟ aspects is much more important, as these help to reveal the identity hidden behind 

the text, and are more able to show the conscious expression of belonging to the Tibetan 

cultural and spiritual tradition. The internal aspects of „Tibetanness‟ can be seen as attempts to 

follow the literary traditions of Tibet (as some of the Tibetophone authors do in their fiction), 

which are manifested through such tendencies as the appropriation of Tibetan language 

(Tibetanisms, sayings, proverbs), or references to traditional literary genres - folk songs (glu 

gzhas) and stories (sgrung gtam), mythology and folk tales, biographies of lamas (rnam 

´byung) etc. Such narrative features are quite common in literature written in Tibetan 

language, but it is more difficult to trace them in Sinophone short stories. Alai, Yangzhen and 



 191 

Suoqiong all use many Tibetan words
263

, and Zhaxi Dawa, and to a lesser extent also Sebo 

and Alai, draw inspiration from Tibetan mythology, folk tales and biographies. However, 

direct generic influence (which often appears in Tibetan-medium works) is not apparent in 

any of this group of works. The „Tibetan perspective‟ could be further seen in a specific 

Tibetan world-view represented by the determination of one‟s fate by karma, the concept of 

death, hierarchy of values, concepts of time and space etc. These elements either do not occur 

in the works of Han Chinese authors, or are presented from a different perspective (of an 

outsider). 

          An attempt to provide a specifically „Tibetan perspective‟ of the narration can be 

identified also in the negation of progressive, linear history and a subjectivized perception of 

the flux of time. This is manifested through the cyclic conception of time, combined with the 

diffusion of past, present and future, or with the conception of ever-returning history bound 

together with the idea of reincarnation. This is typical for Zhaxi Dawa‟s stories, where “past, 

present and future form the psyche of an individual, and together they construct the inner 

world of the characters, so that all experiences of any period can be incorporated [into the 

narrative]” (Grünfelder 1999: 121).  For example in “Shiji zhi yao” the narrator-protagonist 

finds himself in the past life of his friend, in “Fengma zhi yao” history is repeated in cycles of 

deadly feuds for every new generation, and in “Zhizhe de chenmo” all events are determined 

by the law of karma and the future is as irreversible as the past. As has been noted before, a 

very specific symbol of cyclical time appears in Sebo‟s experimental short stories, where the 

narrative elements are suppressed at the expense of the closed cyclical structure, through 

which the author creates an irrational world, where everything flows without beginning or end 

in an ever-repeating circle (“Yuanxing rizi”, “Zai zheli shang chuan”, etc.).  

           Unlike in the Tibetophone literature, motifs of dying and death play an important role 

in the Chinese literature from Tibet. Han Chinese authors are usually fascinated by the 

Tibetan attitude to death, which they consider cruel and insensitive. In contrast, in Sinophone 

Tibetan works, death appears as a natural consequence already predetermined by the law of 

karma from past lives and as something that cannot be avoided or changed. It is thus accepted 

as a natural part of life, or even as a liberation from the suffering of the worldly life and as a 

gate to the next stage of living. Han Chinese authors like to depict the most shocking Tibetan 

custom, the „sky burial‟, which appears as a theme or as an important motif in several stories 
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from Tibet (for example Ma Jian‟s “Nüren lan”, Ma Yuan‟s “Gangdisi de youhuo”, 

“Ximalaya guge” etc.). The literary works of Tibetan authors usually reflect the Tibetan 

attitude to dying and death as a natural end of only one phase of life, not as a final act. Zhaxi 

Dawa‟s characters die easily, because they know that such is the law of karma and that death 

is a natural consequence of one‟s former merits and faults. The old nun in Geyang‟s story 

“Yige lao ni de zishu” has come to terms with her fate, life and death, because she knows that 

any result has its cause. Alai‟s story “Linghun zhi wu” (灵魂之舞, The Dance of the Soul, 

1992)
264

 can be read as a real celebration of the Tibetan view of death. The story is a fantastic 

dreamlike description of a natural and free death: “It is all destiny, and it does not ask how 

you want things to be, it is just as it is and that is all” (Alai 1992: 29).  

         Together with timeless stories playing with the conceptions of time, life and death, 

mythology-like tales imbued with Buddhist motifs and miracles of reincarnation, and stories 

depicting conflict between tradition and modernity, works which return to Tibet‟s past also 

appear, which return to the times before the arrival of the Chinese in Tibet, allowing the 

depiction of life in traditional society. Contemporary historical narratives of Tibet often refer 

to the traditional Buddhist ficto-historiographies that formed the “foundational narratives of 

Tibetan cultural identity” (Neumaier 2001: 94) in old Tibetan society. They “resist the flux of 

history” (ibid.) by presenting it as a series of miracles and reincarnations, thus replacing the 

history of progress by cyclical mythological time. Examples of such “ficto-historiographies” 

are Zhaxi Dawa‟s “Xizang, yinmi suiyue”, Alai‟s “Qun feng feiwu”, Yangzhen‟s “Wu 

xingbie de shen”, etc. 

  For its specific characteristics is the style of some Sinophone Tibetan stories 

identified as Tibetan „magical realism‟, which, according to Patricia Schiaffini, is rooted in 

the native tradition, and similarly to Latin-American magical realism “[...] present[s] native 

beliefs as facts of life, no matter how unbelievable they might seem to the outsider. We are 

not told the natives believe in something, as realist literature or colonial descriptions would 

do. Instead, we are shown the native beliefs as if the narrators themselves believed in 

them.”
265

 (Schiaffini 2002: 174) P. Schiaffini argues that Tibetan „magical realism‟ should be 

considered a peculiar literary style, rooted in the culturally hybrid identity of its authors. 

However, when considering the development of contemporary Chinese literature, it should be 

pointed out that what many Chinese critics called the „magical realist‟ style was used by 

authors outside Tibet as well (for example Mo Yan‟s or Han Shaogong‟s short stories from 
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the 1980s). „Magical realism‟ was one of the artistic techniques used by „root-searching 

literature‟ as an attempt to portray the cultural Other within the Chinese culture and on its 

periphery. Han Shaogong was inspired by peasants and minorities living in his native Hunan 

Province, as well as by the ancient culture of the state of Chu from the Warring States Period 

(476-221 BC), whereas Mo Yan found his cultural Other among the peasants of his home 

village in Shandong, who inspired him to create a fantastic world of Gaomi County outside 

the linear flux of history. Like the Latin-American writers, many contemporary Chinese 

authors turned (after decades of ideological craze in literature) to what they considered their 

native tradition, just as Zhaxi Dawa or Sebo did. In search of their cultural identity, within a 

process of „homecoming‟ they were inspired by the (un)familiar tradition they were estranged 

from, living in modernized large cities. In this sense, the position of the Tibetan writers was 

very similar to that of other PRC authors of the same generation. 

          A comparison with literature emerging in other parts of China shows that while 

attempting to represent the insider‟s view of Tibet and its culture through the various aspects 

of Tibetanness as described above, the Tibetan authors at the same time consciously reflect 

the trends of contemporary Chinese literature, using its poetics, narrative modes and literary 

style. Zhaxi Dawa, Sebo, Alai and Yangzhen (and to a lesser extent some other Sinophone 

Tibetan authors of the 1980s) adapt some literary forms of experimental „avant-garde 

literature‟, such as metafiction, „stream of consciousness‟, or free indirect discourse, and 

Zhaxi Dawa‟s (and to a certain extent Sebo‟s as well) poetic is strongly influenced by the 

„root-searching literature‟ of the mid-1980s. Some of Alai‟s short stories (such as “Jiunian 

xueji”), and above all his novel Chen´ai luoding, are important works of the Chinese „new 

historical fiction‟ that became one of the most prominent types of literature during the 1990s. 

This proves that, due to their hybrid identity, the Sinophone Tibetan writers are firmly rooted 

in the dominant Chinese literary tradition, whose forms they appropriate in order to create a 

modern literature with distinctive Tibetan traits. 

         In many aspects, the Sinophone Tibetan authors and their works stand somewhere 

between Han Chinese and Tibetophone literature. They use experimental or „modernist‟ 

narrative techniques and are often interested in the „magical‟ aspect of Tibetan culture, which 

are traits that bring them close to the Han Chinese authors. On the other hand, they are 

interested in Tibet‟s past, present, and future, and attempt to portray Tibet from the Tibetan 

perspective, using some of the „internal aspects of Tibetanness‟ as shown above. In this regard 

they share the concern for Tibet‟s development with the Tibetophone authors, while 

addressing the indigenous readership as well as uninformed outsiders to Tibetan culture. 
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         One of the key characteristics of Han Chinese literature from and about Tibet is that in 

such works, Tibet is represented as a personal, often highly subjective experience. The literary 

creation of these authors is motivated not by their concern for Tibet, but rather egotistically by 

their concern for either themselves, or for China (Chinese culture, Chinese „national 

character‟, Chinese society, etc.). All of the Han Chinese authors were inspired by their 

personal encounter with Tibet, and Tibet as represented in their works is a reflection of their 

inner perception, their emotions and imagination evoked by the inter-cultural encounter with 

an Other exotic culture. It is most evident in Ma Jian‟s short stories, which are written as 

travelogues combined with personal ponderings about questions of human life, death, and 

faith, but it is present in works by all Han writers in Tibet. They use first person narration 

much more often than Tibetan writers, and their stories are often narrated from a strictly 

subjective perspective. Most of the stories lead to a reflection of more abstract questions about 

culture or human life. 

         This is in sharp contrast with the Tibetophone literature. The literary creation of this 

group of writers is rarely motivated subjectively. It is unequivocally a literature with concern 

for society, not for the individual. Many of the Tibetan authors writing in Tibetan during the 

1980s were not professional writers, they were either government officials, or various 

„cultural workers‟ (including teachers and editors), and they started to write literature with a 

certain goal in mind, which can be identified as the „enlightenment of Tibetan society‟. The 

authors are not personally engaged in their stories, and the stories are not motivated by 

abstract reflections on the nature of human life or literary creation as they are in the case of 

Han Chinese authors. This kind of fiction is motivated more or less pragmatically, and is 

deeply socially engaged. Even such authors as Döndrup Gyel are haunted not by their 

personal grievances, but by a deep concern for Tibet‟s future. 

          In this regard, Sinophone Tibetan authors stand again somewhere between these two 

groups. In general, their literature is motivated socially, but there are more subjective stories, 

which show more concern for abstract ponderings on human life than for Tibetan culture and 

society (such as Sebo‟s or Tongga‟s short stories). Many works combine the two 

characteristics together. For example Zhaxi Dawa is a typical example of a socially engaged 

writer, whose works focus on the conflicts aroused by the modernization (and sinicization) of 

Tibetan society, but he includes more subjective aspects that show the psychological impact 

of such changes on an individual. Similarly, Alai‟s short stories often thematize the relations 

between Tibetans and Hans, and between the Tibetan and Chinese culture, but these histories 

usually have a personal, more subjective dimension (and are often narrated in first person). 
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Some of his short stories are more abstract and philosophical, such as “Linghun zhi wu”, 

“Yeren”, and “Huanle xingcheng” ( 欢乐行程 , A Happy Journey)
266

. Sebo, Tongga, 

Suoqiong, Yangzhen, and Geyang all incline towards subjective narration with more 

sophisticated considerations of abstract questions that are not restricted only to the future 

development of Tibet, social, and cultural questions. 
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 In Sebo 2002: 198-212. 
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4. MODERN TIBETAN LITERATURE AND THE NEGOTIATION OF A MODERN 

TIBETAN IDENTITY 

4.1. Tibetan Identity and Tibetan Nationalism 

 

         Benedict Anderson‟s definition of nation as an “imagined community” (Anderson 1991) 

is indeed a more than suitable definition for Tibetans, as far as they can be considered a 

„nation‟ at all. Even though a certain sense of a common (cultural, religious or otherwise) 

identity was always present among Tibetans from different parts of Central Asia
267

, they did 

not start becoming a „nation‟ (acknowledged as such by the nationalist endeavors of the 

Tibetan government in exile, as well as by the international community supporting the so 

called „Tibetan question‟) until the last decades of the 20
th

 century. The entity identified as 

„Tibetans‟ (Tib. bod rigs/ bod pa, Ch. Zangzu) is made up of several closely related but 

culturally and linguistically more or less heterogeneous ethnic groups, for whom the most 

important common trait is that they inhabit a geographically distinctive area - the slopes of the 

Himalayas and the high altitude plateaus north of the main Himalayan range. This area 

encompasses the vast Tibetan plateau, as well as the border regions of India, Nepal and 

Bhutan. 

          Tibetans (Zangzu) were recognized as a “(minority) nationality” ([shaoshu] minzu 少数

民族) along with 53
268

 other ethnic groups by the communist Chinese government in the 

1950s, during a process known as minzu shibie 民族识别 (usually translated as “nationalities 

identification”)
269

. The PRC‟s government adopted the Soviet definition of “nationality” 

(националность), based on four “common characteristics” defined by Stalin within the 

conditions of the Soviet Union. They were: a common language, a common territory, a 

common economy and a common psychological nature manifested in a common culture 

(Harrell 1996: 277). Among the now 55 officially recognized „minorities‟, Tibetans are 

among the most indisputable, because they, as a whole, generally possess all four „common 

characteristics‟. Nevertheless, with regard to the large territory inhabited by Tibetan people, 

there are various local divergences in linguistic, economic and cultural markers, and regional 
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 Such a condition corresponds to Anthony D. Smith‟s notion ethnie, which is “a community of historical 

culture with a sense of common identity”, and is characterized by 1/ a collective proper name, 2/ a myth of 

common ancestry, 3/ shared historical memories, 4/ one or more differentiating elements of common culture, 5/ 

an association with a specific „homeland‟ , 6/ a sense of solidarity for significant sectors of the population. 

(Smith 1991: 21) 
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 One more ethnic group, the Jinuo, was successful in gaining the status of a  “nationality” later, in 1979, so the 

total number of „minority nationalities‟ in the PRC is 55. 
269

 For more detailed infomation on the process of minzu shibie, as well as a definition and various connotations 
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(as well as sectarian) identities were traditionally of considerable strength
270

 (especially in 

Amdo and Kham).  

          A common identity, as it was traditionally perceived by Tibetans themselves, was based 

mainly on cultural factors. When R. B. Ekvall in his article “The Tibetan Self-Image”, 

published in 1960, made an early attempt to describe how Tibetans define themselves, he 

listed five “common cultural traits”: religion, folkways, language, race (human lineage), and 

land (Ekvall 1960: 375)
271

. As for language, the written, literary language played an important 

role for the educated elites, and especially in religion, where it functioned as the lingua franca 

for all Tibetan Buddhists (i.e. not only Tibetans). In this sense, it established the common 

identity of Tibetan Buddhists (including Mongols, Buryats and other ethnic groups), but not 

Tibetans as an ethnic group or a nation. The majority of uneducated people in Tibet spoke in 

regional dialects that were often mutually unintelligible. Spoken language thus played a 

significant role in the affirmation of regional identities (such Khampa or Amdowa), but, until 

quite recently, has never been seen by Tibetans as an important marker of a common 

(pan)Tibetan identity. As will be shown later in this chapter, only the changes in the second 

half of the 20
th

 century, particularly the emergence of the exile community, have made 

language a significant factor in the nationalist endeavors aimed at the international 

community. 

          The sense of common Tibetan identity is primarily defined on a mythological level by a 

common origin
272

, and on a rational level by several factors which are determined by the 

living environment. As stated by Warren Smith: “Environment has been of the most primary 

significance in the evolution of the ethnic cultural and national identities of both Chinese and 

Tibetans.” (Smith 1996: xix) For Tibetans, the environment has determined the economy of 

the high plateau (a mixture of nomadic pastoralism and settled agriculture and animal 

husbandry), as well as the main cultural specifics (diet, habitation, clothing, religion, 

customs). From ancient times, the mountain cults (worship of local mountain gods, yul lha
273

) 
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 An old proverb confirms this: Lung pa re rer skad lugs re re/ bla ma re rer chos lugs re re// “Each valley has 

its language, each lama has his religion“ (quoted in Tournadre, Nicolas, and Sangda Dorje. Manual of Standard 

Tibetan. Ithaca, Boulder: Snow Lion Publications, 2003: 173; also in Stoddard 1994: 122, Smith 1996: xxvi 

etc.). The common (Tibetan) identity is on the other hand suggested by another proverb brought forward by R. 
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gcig/ skad lugs gcig/ mi rigs gcig/ sa cha gcig//  “One religion, one language, one nation (Ekvall: race), one 

territory” (Smith 1996: 75).  
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 This article has been mentioned in Anand (2007: 87) as the first attempt to define Tibetan identity. 
272

 There are several versions of the Tibetan myth of origin, according to which Tibetans are descendants of a 

male monkey, an incarnation of the bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, and a female rock ogress. See for example 

Gjalcchän 1998: 51-54, Smith 1996.  
273

 For a detailed description of the mountain cults see Karmay 1994. 
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were seen as an important part of the regional identities, and they are closely bound to the 

local environment, and “serve to confirm the belonging of an individual, or a community to a 

particular locality” (Slobodnik 2002: 355). However, at the same time the mountain cults are 

a significant marker of a common Tibetan identity, because they appear as a typical cultural 

phenomenon universally in all Tibetan areas (see for example Smith 1996: 58).   

          Both Tibetan and Western scholarly sources agree that religion, or Tibetan Buddhism in 

particular, is the “most important factor of the identity of Tibetans” (Slobodnik 2002: 351; 

with reference to several sources). It is clearly formulated in subjective Tibetan terminology, 

which distinguishes between nang pa (“insider”, meaning „a Buddhist‟ or „Tibetan‟) and phyi 

pa (“outsider”, meaning „non-Buddhist‟ or „foreigner‟)
274

. One of the significant 

manifestations of being a nang pa was the duty to undertake a pilgrimage to Lhasa, the 

undisputed center of Tibetan Buddhism. Young Buddhist scholars and incarnated lamas from 

peripheral areas of Amdo and Kham were regularly sent for education to one of Lhasa‟s three 

big monasteries, and (male) laymen usually accomplished the pilgrimage at least once in their 

life. Religious – institutional as well as ideological - bonds were thus the most important 

binding factor that identified „nang pa-s‟ as „Tibetans‟.  

          A more mature awareness of the (pan)Tibetan identity as a „nationhood‟, however, did 

not appear until after the Tibetan uprising and the Dalai Lama‟s flight to India in the late 

1950s
275

, when, as Dawa Norbu argues, Tibetans found a very concrete „non-Self‟, and their 

contrastive definition of Self versus non-Self shifted from the binary opposition of nang pa 

and phyi pa to bod rigs (Tibetan-nation
276

) versus rgya mi (Chinese-people) (Norbu 1992: 

10). This change can be seen as a transition from the Tibetan “proto-nationalism”
277

 

(Hobsbawm 1990: 46) of the first half of the 20
th

 century to the defensive nationalism that 

emerged after the establishment of the Tibetan government in exile. Such “politicized cultural 

identity” (Norbu 1992: 10) builds on similar foundations to those the traditional sense of 

belonging did, but in a more conscious and emphasized way. The newly arising Tibetan 
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 See Norbu 1992: 10, Slobodnik 2002: 352, with references to other sources, including Shakya 1999. 
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 G. Dreyfus has suggested that the day “marking the birth of Tibetan nationalism” is July 4, 1957 (two days 

before the birthday of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama), when there was a popular ceremony in Lhasa‟s Norbulingka, 

during which a golden throne was offered by the people of Tibet to the Dalai Lama as an expression of 
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 The suffix rigs in the term bod rigs is analogous to Chinese zu in the sense of minzu (bod rigs is thus the 

direct translation of the Chinese Zangzu), which is (minority) „nationality„, but also „nation„, see Harrell‟s 

analysis of the term minzu (Harrell 1996: 276). 
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 Eric J. Hobsbawm‟s term “proto-nationalism” has been used to describe the situation in the “pre-Liberation” 

Tibet by Georges Dreyufus in a paper read during the 6
th

 Seminar of the International Association of Tibetan 

Studies in Fagernes in 1992, and later published in the article “Proto-nationalism in Tibet” (1994). 
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nationalism manipulates the same institutions that were used in nationalist endeavors 

throughout the world in the last two centuries, namely geography, common history and 

common culture. The pan-Tibetan identity emphasizes the territorial and cultural unity of all 

Tibetan areas
278

, and derives its origins from the Tibetan empire established by the Buddhist 

king Songtsän Gampo in the 7
th

 century. The „map‟
279

 of Tibet was drawn in the 9
th

 century 

by a treaty that was signed between Tang China and the Tibetan empire, the text of which is 

still displayed on a stele in front of the Jokhang Temple in Lhasa. The arrival of Buddhism, a 

distinctively „Tibetan‟ religion that established Tibetan traditional culture and “civilized” the 

originally “barbarous” Tibet (Dreyfus 2005: 10), dates back to the same period of the Tibetan 

empire. Buddhism thus remains the main defining cultural factor that is identified with 

„Tibetanness‟. Especially after the forced break up of tradition during Maoist Chinese rule, 

any religious behavior is seen as a conscious act affirming a belonging to the Tibetan identity. 

As argued by Dawa Norbu:  

 

          “Because the post-1959 generation was totally deprived of religious upbringing and socialization, its 

religious behavior must be interpreted in terms of affirmation of identity.” (Norbu 1992: 11)  

 

            The exile community has also emphasized a common language as a marker of a 

common Tibetan identity for the first time, which at least until the end of the 1980s did not 

happen in the Tibetan areas within the PRC, as shown for example by Marielle Prins in her 

paper on the standardization of Tibetan language, read at the 9
th

 seminar of IATS in 2000. 

Regional identities in ethnic Tibetan areas outside of the TAR are still very strong, as is 

confirmed by the fact that “[t]here are no official programs that promote the standardization 

of all Tibetan dialects into one spoken form of Tibetan common language, although there are 

informal processes at work on a regional level that promote the emergence of regional 

standard languages” (Prins 2000: 37). But in exile, quite naturally the regional identities of 

refugees have been suppressed by a need to communicate across the regional borders and to 

unite for the purpose of resistance to China. The Lhasa dialect of Tibetan (Lha sa skad) has 

thus become the common language of communication for all Tibetans living in diaspora 

around the world, and has become an important part of the new Tibetan identity in exile. 

Markedly, not only in terms of language, the new exile identity has been shaped by sharply 
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 Namely, including those parts that are administratively included in other Chinese provinces outside of the 

TAR (parts of Qinghai, Gansu, Sichuan and Yunnan). 
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 In Benedict Anderson‟s sense, „map‟ is one of the imporatant nationalist “institutionalized tools of power”, “a 

political-biographical narrative of the empire” (Anderson 1991: 175), which helps to visualize the territory 

claimed by a nation.  
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different factors than the new Tibetan identity within the PRC, and it is thus necessary to 

examine them as two separate identities, or two different notions of „Tibetanness‟.           

           Under the influence of postcolonial theory, identity has been often described in the last 

two decades as something “fluid”, or “changeable” (for example Harrell 1996: 3), something 

that is constantly in the process of “negotiation” (as the title of the book edited by Melissa J. 

Brown suggests; Brown 1996). Such “instrumentalist” theories
280

 principally reject the 

primordialist or “essentialist” (Anand 2007: 87) definitions of identity as something fixed and 

„natural‟, and rather emphasize the more or less conscious „construction‟ of an identity or a 

nation by certain groups of people with certain interests. The Tibetan identity has certainly 

undergone considerable evolution during the last century, especially as a result of changes in 

political conditions. It has become something “contested” by the Chinese occupation, and 

attempts to incorporate Tibetans within the large „Chinese nation‟ (Zhonghua minzu 中华民

族 ), as well as something “constructed” by the exile community for the purposes of 

nationalist agitation, not only inside the Tibetan community, but also outwards, within the 

international arena, with the aim of gaining international support for the „Tibet question‟.  

          D. Anand, who in his book Geopolitical Exotica: Tibet in Western Imagination 

analyzes the “socially constructed and politically contested nature of Tibetan cultural and 

political identity” (Anand 2007: 87), has come to a discursive definition of identity: “Identity 

is not an essence, but a performance, an articulation, a discourse” (ibid., 88). This 

presupposition then allows him to examine the “discursive construction” of the „Tibetanness‟ 

of the exile
281

 community, which has been formed by several factors, but interaction with the 

West and Western imaginations of Tibet are seen by D. Anand as the main initiators of the 

transition from traditional identity to the new (exile) identity. Anand has in fact only taken 

one aspect of Donald Lopez‟s (1998) much discussed axiom of the “prisoners of Shangri-la”, 

which is a transplantation of Said‟s critique of Western orientalism on contemporary Tibetan 

studies and developed it in more detail. In his book, Lopez argues that not only are Western 

Tibetanists “prisoners” of orientalist fantasies about Tibet, but so are Tibetans themselves, 

using the mirrored self-image as a tool in their nationalist efforts oriented towards the West.  
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nationalism is E. Hobsbawm‟s notion of “invented traditions”, see Hobsbawm 1983. For a more radical 
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           Following the publication of Lopez‟s book, some other authors examined the influence 

of the Western image of Tibet on the new Tibetan exile identity
282

. Toni Huber has shown 

how the political and intellectual elites in exile consciously create a “Shangri-la identity 

image” (Huber 2001: 366) of Tibet, and recreate the “myth of Tibet”, appropriating the 

Western rhetoric of non-violence, pacifism, environmentalism, human rights or feminism 

(ibid., 358). D. Anand has followed these debates and has characterized the newly constructed 

exile (and thus necessarily politicized) identity as on the one hand a conscious re-creation of 

Tibetan (Buddhist) traditions that were disconnected or destroyed in the colonized homeland, 

and on the other hand a product of a “dynamic shaping [...] through the interaction with 

western audiences” (Anand 2007: 98), which found its expression in the appropriation of 

Tibetans as a “religious, peaceful, exotic, and idyllic community“ (ibid.). In such a 

„performance‟, the exiled Tibetans “have redefined and reconstructed Tibetan culture and 

identity” (ibid., 100) with the aim of gaining political support from the West. 

         Although since the late 1990s several studies on modern Tibetan identity
283

 have 

appeared, all of them are focused on the Tibetan community in exile (and its interaction with 

the West), and as far as I know, no such analysis has been made concerning Tibet proper. If 

identity is a discourse, there is no doubt literature is a significant part of such a discourse, and 

analysis of literary works can provide important information about the discursive formation of 

the modern Tibetan identity within the PRC. And if identity is a „performance‟, the key 

question to answer is „Who is the intended audience?‟. The identity discourse in Tibet proper 

is radically different from the Tibet in exile in many aspects, particularly due to the colonial 

conditions and omnipresent censorship (which of course is not only the case for Tibetan 

writers, but for Chinese as well). Such conditions have also made the question of the intended 

audience of any intellectual and cultural production in Tibet more problematic.  

          In exile, the production is divided into two streams, one oriented inwards, towards the 

Tibetan exile community, one oriented outwards, towards the international public. The first 

one emphasizes traditional identity more, and is represented by various cultural institutions in 

Dharamasala, such as the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, the Institute of Buddhist 

Dialectics, or the Norbulingka Institute for traditional Tibetan handicrafts and many others. 

The latter one stresses „modern‟ identity more, which has appropriated many Western ideas as 
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 The interaction between Tibet and the West is the main subject of several essays collected in the book 

Imagining Tibet: Perceptions, Projections, and Fantasies edited by Thierry Dodin and Heinz Rather (see Dodin 

2001).Tibetan appropriation of the Western imaginations is examined in essays by Peter Bishop, Toni Huber, 

and Jamyang Norbu in this volume. 
283

 Shakya 1991, Norbu 1992, Bishop 2001, Huber 2001, Anand 2007. 



 202 

well as the Western image of Tibet with emphasis on „religious culture‟, human rights, and 

the politics of non-violence. In Tibet, however, any overtly nationalistic message is 

unthinkable, as the intended (even if often involuntarily) audience is primarily always the 

Chinese state or its Tibetan representatives at different levels of administration, who are the 

first readers and critics of all literary production in the PRC and ethnic Tibetan areas under its 

government. Particularly Tibetophone literature, which is often included in school textbooks, 

must necessarily conform to the official guidelines. The audience of this kind of literature is 

restricted to people literate in the Tibetan language, that is, it remains almost exclusively 

within the Tibetan intellectual community, which is a fact that determines the character of 

such literary production. Sinophone literature has much wider audience, but it is primarily 

intended for (presumably Han) Chinese readers. The intended audience of any intellectual or 

cultural production plays a significant, if not the key, role in the representation of reality, and 

will be taken into account in the following analysis of various representations of Tibetanness.   

           With regard to the intended audience, the Tibetan identity discourse within the PRC, 

like the nationalist discourse in the exile community, has been formed by several factors, and 

has appropriated various influences from outside the Tibetan community. The situation in the 

PRC is even more complex than the situation in exile, where there are three main sources of 

influence: Tibetan tradition, the need for modernization, and Western perceptions and 

representations of Tibet. It is thus reasonable to suppose that in the PRC the same sources will 

be present, only instead of the West the dominant role is assumed by China. Nevertheless, the 

West still plays an important role, even if only implicitly. Firstly, although (unlike India, the 

location of the new Tibetan exile nationalism) China never was a colonial country, and a 

subject of forced modernization by the West, the modern Chinese nation has evolved under 

the strong pressure of Western imperialism in the second half of the 19
th

 century. Chinese 

concepts of nationhood as well as the notions of modernization and industrialization have all 

been created by appropriation and „translation‟ of ideas from the West (often indirectly 

through Japan). Secondly, as since the 1980s there have been contacts and communication 

between Tibetans inside Tibet and the exile community, some of the Western ideas that were 

appropriated by the exile Tibetans have found their way into Tibet more directly. Thirdly, 

after the opening of Tibet to foreign tourism, first-hand contacts between Tibetan intellectual 

elites and foreign scholars, researchers, and journalists have been possible, which means the 

possible direct influence of Western views, especially concerning the „Tibet question‟, 

democracy, human rights etc.  
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           Tibetan self-image and Tibetan cultural and political identity are complex constructs 

that have been shaped by many often contradictory factors since the 1980s, which have 

resulted in a plurality of voices and images that combine the Western „myth of Tibet‟ with the 

Chinese construction of a modern Tibet, and with Tibetan nationalist efforts. In Peter 

Bishop‟s words “Tibet is a heterotopia
284

, a plurality of often contradictory, competing, and 

mutually exclusive places simultaneously positioned on a single geographical location” 

(Bishop 2001: 220). In the following chapters, I will attempt to turn the „heterotopia‟ of Tibet 

into an ordinary and worldly place, to „normalize‟ it by finding possible definitions of the 

modern Tibetan identity (or „Tibetanness‟) as it is (re)presented in the literary works of 

contemporary Tibetan authors. The following analysis is based on a presupposition that 

Tibetan authors have approximated at least some aspects of the dominant Chinese discourse, 

as is clear from the previous analyzes of the three kinds of literature connected to Tibet. The 

Chinese representations of Tibet are thus examined as a basis the Tibetan authors have to deal 

with in their own representations (by which I do not assert that they do it consciously or 

voluntarily, the Tibetan representations are, however, certainly a kind of reaction to the 

dominant Chinese discourse about Tibet, either its affirmation or its negation). At the same 

time, the Chinese representations are compared with Western orientalist imaginings of Tibet 

in order to explore the Chinese approximation of the Western orientalism in the domestic 

„nationalities discourse‟. Respective sections thus examine some of the Chinese (as well as 

Western) stereotypic images and clichés about Tibet, and their reflections in the Tibetan self-

image, along with their rejection/ appropriation in the process of the negotiation of the 

modern Tibetan identity during the 1980s. 

 

4.2. Imagining Tibet: Towards a Definition of „Tibetanness‟ 

 

Western sinologists and scholars with interest in China-related cultural studies (Stevan 

Harrell, Susan Blum, Luisa Schein and others) who have examined the problems of minority 

nationalities in the PRC and the relations between the Han majority society and minorities, 

have remarked that the representation of different minorities within the dominant (Han) 

Chinese cultural discourse has certain specific common features. The minority-oriented 
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cultural discourse includes fine arts, photography, and literature, as well as music production 

or „minority marketing‟ promoting „minority tourism‟. It has been pointed out that the relation 

between the „center‟ and „peripheries‟ inhabited by minority nationalities is in many aspects 

analogical to the relation between the colonial center and colonized territories within Western 

imperialism. The PRC‟s ruling system in the „minority areas‟ is partially inherited from the 

Chinese imperial past, but at the same time it is inspired by the Chinese modernization project 

that has been initiated by Chinese encounters with the West in the 19
th

  and first half of the 

20
th

 centuries. Chinese rulers make attempts to implement an „advanced culture‟ or to 

„civilize‟ the native peoples in the peripheral areas. For example Stevan Harrell (1995) has 

described the (Han) Chinese “civilizing project”, which legitimizes the Chinese rule over 

these territories by bringing them progress and modernity, and by helping these “backward 

societies” to get to a higher level of evolution:  

 

 “A civilizing project [...] is a kind of interaction between peoples, in which one group, the civilizing 

center, interacts with other groups (the peripheral peoples) in terms of a particular kind of inequality. In this 

interaction, the inequality between the civilizing center and the peripheral peoples has its ideological basis in the 

center‟s claim to a superior degree of civilization, along with a commitment to raise the peripheral peoples‟ 

civilization to the level of the center.“ (4) 

 

In the cultural sphere, the representation of minorities by the Han majority is 

analogous to a certain extent to Western intellectual discourse about the Orient, which was 

described by Edward Said as “orientalism” (Said 1994). Luisa Schein (1997, 2000), who has 

focused on the interactions between the Han and Miao nationality, has defined such 

interaction as Chinese “internal orientalism”. While Western orientalism had its roots in 

academia and was based on the specific approach of Western scholars specializing in the 

history and culture of Asian civilizations, Chinese “internal orientalism”, supported by the 

official authorities‟ approach to „minority nationalities‟, is manifested mainly in mainstream 

cultural production and has therefore influenced not only the educated elite, but also the 

whole majority population of the PRC. As L. Schein has noted, the relation between the 

Chinese „center‟ and the minority „peripheries‟ is nonetheless much more complex than the 

East-West relation as characterized by Said, because China designates herself on the one hand 

towards her minorities as the „internal Other‟, while on the other hand she herself becomes the 

„oriental Other‟ vis-à-vis the West:   
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“By the twentieth century, China‟s representing of internal others was implicated in a complex mimesis 

that both struggled with being the Orient to Europe‟s modernity and in turn echoed Europe‟s othering modalities 

in its own colonizing discourse.“ (Schein 2000: 102) 

 

 However, Chinese „internal orientalism‟ is in no way a simple mimicking of Western 

orientalist discourse in Chinese conditions. The way of representing minorities in literature 

and arts in the PRC has inherited and appropriated a long tradition of such representations in 

Imperial China
285

, and has its important paragon in the „native soil fiction‟ of the 1920s and 

1930s, particularly in the person of Shen Congwen, whose specific images of „minorities‟ in 

West Hunan bear many similar traits to „root-searching‟, and especially minority oriented 

literary works of the 1980s. Shen Congwen with his representations of the „imperfect 

paradise‟ of West Hunan, where he combines nostalgic yearning for the idyllic world of lost 

childhood with a depiction of the cruel reality of the region “known for its mountainous land, 

tribal riots, voodoo customs, banditry and poverty – a barbarous country to people living in 

the „Middle Kingdom‟” (Wang 1992: 249) may be seen as a forerunner of Chinese „internal 

orientalism‟. What he shares with the „internal orientalism‟ of the PRC in the 1980s is the 

contrast between the evolutionally „old‟ (i.e. Han, Central Plain, China) and „young‟ (i.e. 

minorities, periphery, non-Chinese cultures) societies or nations, and the ambiguity within the 

positive and negative representations of „minorities‟, which are represented on the one hand 

as underdeveloped, barbarous, and cruel, and on the other hand as dwelling in an idyllic state 

of childhood, beautiful, natural, and unrestrained.   

Besides the legacy of older representations, contemporary representations of 

minorities in general stem from the way in which the official authorities as well as majority 

society look at the minorities. If the Chinese relation to minorities can be generally described 

as analogous to the relation between the colonizing West and the colonial East, we can go 

further to examine similar representations of the „native cultures‟ both in the „colonial 

literature‟ in the West and in the „literature about minorities‟ in China. Even though there are 

certain differences between the official standpoint and the perception of minorities by the 

majority society, both perspectives are manifested through the same set of stereotyped 

characteristics ascribed to particular minorities. Some of these characteristics are common for 

all minorities, other refer just to one particular minority. Such stereotypical characteristics and 

the perception of minorities by Han have been analyzed and described in detail by Susan D. 
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Blum (1994, 2001). The stereotypes are based on the evolutional superiority of the Han and 

are symbolically expressed through analogy to family relations (this kind of symbolism is 

fully in accordance with China‟s self-presentation as a multiethnic „family‟). Both officially 

and unofficially, China presents herself in three different positions towards minorities, with 

more or less the same connotations: 

1) The „older brother- younger brother‟ relation, where the older brother (more 

developed society) helps the younger brother (a backward society) to a healthy evolution; this 

kind of relation implies that both „brothers‟ are potentially equal and both have the same 

chance to achieve the presupposed level of development;  

2) The „adult-child‟ relation, where the still naive and simple child has to be led by the 

adult showing him the „right way‟; the basic difference from the first kind of relation is that, 

together with the inferiority, it accentuates more the „childish character‟ of minorities – 

simplicity, innocence, and sincere admiration for the adult, together with the implied close 

contact with „mother nature‟;   

3) The „male-female‟ relation; the attribution of feminine characteristics to minorities 

implies on one hand their relative weakness and subordination towards the dominant 

„masculine‟ society, but on the other hand it accentuates an (exotic) erotic attractivity and the 

related symbolism of fertility and vitality in general;  

The three symbolic relations were also applied to a certain extent in the representation of the 

East-West relation in Western colonial literature, specifically the „male-female‟ relation (as 

already mentioned in chapter 3.1.), which was appropriated by Chinese intellectuals in their 

considerations of the position of China vis-à-vis the West during the second half of the 19
th

 

and the first half of the 20
th

 centuries. 

These three kinds of relations found their way into literature and arts during the 1950s 

as the main tools of propaganda and mass education. They appear quite overtly (for example 

as images of minority women and children, naked or in colorful costumes that emphasize their 

exotic appearance), or are ciphered within the complex „minority discourse‟ both in academia 

and mainstream cultural production. The above described relations have their origin in 

Confucianism, and are deeply rooted in Chinese cultural tradition. Such relations, used to 

illustrate the Chinese “civilizing project” in the minority areas, are fully applicable for the 

legitimization of the inclusion of these areas into the Chinese sphere of power, and are thus to 

be read symbolically, as affirmation of (Han) Chinese domination above minorities.   

Thomas Heberer, who in his article “Old Tibet, a Hell on Earth? The Myth of Tibet 

and Tibetans in Chinese Art and Propaganda” has examined ways of representing Tibetans in 
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propaganda art (illustrations in newspapers or journals, posters etc.)
286

 that are very similar to 

the three relations as described above. He differentiates between three kinds of 

representations: “patriarchal-pedagogical”, “historical-primitive” and “exotic-erotic” (Heberer 

2001). These are basically the dimensions that also appear in literature about Tibet throughout 

the second half of the 20
th

 century. The specific connotations of each type of relation can 

materialize either directly (i.e. in descriptions of people, their clothing, food, level of 

education etc.), or indirectly – on a symbolical level (i.e. in descriptions of customs, 

landscape, or in the perception of reality). (Han) Chinese authors of literature about Tibet 

often focus on such „specifically Tibetan‟ characteristics that clearly delineate the unfamiliar 

„indigenous‟/‟barbarian‟ space in contrast to the familiar „Chinese‟ space. 

In her Ph.D. dissertation thesis (1994), Susan D. Blum has analyzed Chinese 

perceptions of minorities, and has defined several “dimensions of otherness” (Blum 1994: 

189), or categories that are used by the Han Chinese majority to gage the scope of difference 

between themselves and various minorities, as well as the scope of backwardness or level of 

evolution of a minority, which are also plausible in the case of the literary representation of 

Tibet and Tibetans. These categories produce „social stereotypes‟ (“exaggerated prototypes”) 

of particular minorities that help to create the “modal ethnic Other” (ibid.), or “reversed Self”, 

according to which the Han Chinese define their own identity
287

 as different from the minority 

nationalities inhabiting the peripheries of the „Motherland‟. The most important “dimensions 

of otherness” are:  

- Cultural: system of writing (whether a nationality has developed its own system of 

writing, and how different it is to Chinese characters), festivals (in accordance with Chinese 

lunar calendar or not, „barbaric‟ elements, such as promiscuity during celebrations of certain 

festivals, bloody sacrifice etc.), customs (especially marital customs – premarital sex, 

polygamy, polyandry; religion and cults, funeral practices); 

 - Material: dietary habits (eating rice or not, „barbaric‟ elements, such as eating raw 

meat or raw vegetables), lifestyle and economy (polarity lowland – mountains, agriculture/ 

settled – animal husbandry/ nomadic); 
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 T. Heberer does not specify from which period the art and propaganda works he has analyzed in his paper are. 
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is post-Cultural Revolution) PRC.  
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identity“, from latin idemn=same, identical, Ch. rentong 认同) and in China (more “relational, contrastive“, 

defined as “one„s place within a system“, Ch. shenfen 身份) (Blum 1994: 284). 
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 - Moral/ social: gender and sex (place of women in the social hierarchy, patriarchal/ 

matriarchal society, family relations), appearance (clothing, civilized – barbaric, clean – 

dirty); 

 - Political: sinicized or not, recognizing the cultural and moral supremacy of the Han 

or not, obedient or rebellious;
288

 

 From the structure of the “dimensions of otherness”, it is evident that Tibetans are in 

general perceived negatively by the Han majority. This is confirmed by S. Blum‟s research as 

well: “Tibetans are not perceived positively as an ethnic group, [...] they are seen as „fierce‟ 

(lihai 厉害, baozao 暴躁) and rebellious.” (Blum 1994: 219) One of the reasons is probably 

the fact that Tibet has for centuries developed its own distinctive culture, independent of the 

culture of the Chinese civilization, and Tibetans are thus not open to Chinese „civilizing‟ 

attempts or sinicization. Another aspect is the important role of religion, seen by many 

Chinese as “wasteful” (Blum 1994: 224). Tibetans are often described as “dirty and lazy”, or 

as “ungrateful”, and “separatist” (ibid.). The question is to what extent this generally negative 

perception of Tibetans among Han Chinese is present in Chinese literature about Tibet, and 

how it contributes to Tibetan self-perception and self-representation in modern literature. The 

following chapters will focus on particular themes and motifs whose selection is informed by 

the above defined „categories of otherness‟, as they are seen as „typically Tibetan‟ by the Han 

Chinese (and not necessarily by Tibetans). The analysis of these themes and motifs as they 

appear in literature about Tibet  (Xizang wenxue) and by Tibetan authors (Zangzu wenxue) 

will provide further information about the representational strategies used by different groups 

of writers (Han Chinese and Tibetan, Tibetophone and Sinophone), and help to clarify the 

process of a discursive identity-creation in the cultural dialogue, or, to borrow Dibyesh 

Anand‟s words, answer the question: “How do representational regimes affect the discursive 

production of Tibetanness?“ (Anand 2007: 16). 

 As in the colonial conditions of territories under the rule of Western imperialism, in 

the quasi-colonial milieu of contemporary Tibet, the writers were influenced by the dominant 

discourse of Tibet‟s marginality and backwardness, and approximated its values and 

standpoints in their self-representations. The main concern of modern Tibetan literature is, 

without any doubt, the modernization of Tibet. As was shown in the previous chapter, many 

social and political issues (such as liberation from the restrictions of old feudal traditions, 

critique of religion, and problems of bureaucracy and corruption) that have been promoted by 
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official authorities since the establishment of the PRC are reflected quite directly in modern 

Tibetan literature. At the same time, Tibetan authors seek a self-representation that could 

oppose the dominant Chinese discourse through an essentially indigenous negotiation of the 

issue of Tibet‟s modernization. They oppose the Chinese “internal orientalism” by presenting 

Tibet as an independent culture with its own traditions and with specific requirements 

concerning future development. They represent Tibet without the actual Chinese presence and 

without references to the ‟otherness‟ of the indigenous space as perceived by outsiders. They 

are thus much less interested in the „specifically Tibetan‟ characteristics which serve to 

indicate the „native‟ as the „Other‟, than their Han Chinese counterparts are. 

The following section will (among other issues) examine different aspects of 

Chineseness and Tibetanness as they are negotiated in three kinds of literature dealing with 

Tibet. This analysis will provide the basis for a comparative definition of modern Tibetan 

identity as it appears in early modern Tibetan literature, a concept that is informed by a 

complex set of mutually linked and influenced images and representations of Tibet created by 

all kinds of subjects (official and unofficial, Chinese and Tibetan, Sinophone and 

Tibetophone, as well as Western).  

 

4.2.1. Tradition and Modernity 

 

 While the Han Chinese authors of literature about Tibet predominantly stress the 

backwardness of Tibet and Tibetans, authors of Tibetan nationality are clearly concerned with 

Tibet‟s efforts for modernization. The clash between tradition and modernity is probably the 

main theme in modern Tibetan short stories. The dilemma of a society on a “crossroad 

between the old and the new” (Virtanen 2000: 19) is most radically pronounced in the literary 

works of the prominent Sinophone author Zhaxi Dawa and the leading figure of the 

Tibetophone literary scene of the 1980s, Döndrup Gyel. Despite the different backgrounds of 

the two writers, who in some sense represent two opposite poles of modern „Tibetanness‟, 

they come to a similar conclusion: that Tibetan modernity is still a problematic and 

ambivalent category. They both authored a short story centered on a female character 

intended to symbolize Tibet: Döndrup Gyel‟s “Sad kyis bcom pa´i me tog” (A Blighted 

Flower) and Zhaxi Dawa‟s “Xizang, ji zai pisheng kou shang de hun” (Tibet, a Soul Knotted 

on a Leather Thong), the former in Tibetan, and the latter in Chinese, which were published at 

around the same time (in 1983 and 1985 respectively). Both stories can roughly be 

characterized as depictions of the conflict between tradition and modernity against the 
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background of a love story taking place in contemporary Tibet, but the attitudes they express 

are seemingly directly opposite contributions to the topic. Döndrup Gyel as one of the first 

authors writing in colloquial Tibetan in the early 1980s had to look for new modes of 

expression and to introduce new – „realist‟ – narrative techniques into Tibetan literature, and 

his literary work is actively engaged in the endeavor for enlightenment and the modernization 

of Tibetan society. On the other hand, Zhaxi Dawa, who, due to his biographical background, 

is estranged from the Tibetan tradition present in the everyday life of people in Tibet, as a 

representative of Chinese „root-searching literature‟ is more interested in the reconstruction of 

Tibetan identity rooted in traditional culture, and his attitude towards modernity is thus from 

the beginning ambiguous.   

 A closer reading, however, reveals many internal contradictions in both short stories 

that transform the clear and uni-directional message (the promotion of modernity in the case 

of Döndrup Gyel and the search for the spiritual traditions of Tibet for Zhaxi Dawa) into a 

reversible cyclical movement, revealing uncertainty about the right direction. As has already 

been suggested (chapter 3.3.2.), Döndrup Gyel‟s novella contains many references to a more 

positive evaluation of the traditional way of life, and its language and style owe much to 

Tibetan literary traditions. Although the main female protagonist‟s suffering is a consequence 

of the „bad‟ tradition, she is punished for her disobedience, and her encounter with the 

dreamed-of modernity turns into a disaster. Zhaxi Dawa‟s short story was published in the 

same year, when Döndrup Gyel committed suicide, only 3 years after he wrote his “Blighted 

Flower”, but Zhaxi Dawa‟s narrative style and point of departure, which he takes to approach 

the subject of tradition and modernity, is very different from that of Döndrup Gyel.   

From 1980, the Chinese literature that provided a literary context for Zhaxi Dawa‟s 

creation underwent an enormous change from „realist‟ „scar literature‟ to „modernist‟ „root-

searching literature‟, thanks to the introduction of Western modernist trends and techniques, 

including such narrative techniques as stream of consciousness or metafiction, and new 

literary modes like existentialism, absurd drama or magical realism. It provoked a lively 

debate about „modernism‟ in Chinese literary circles, which lead to the summoning of the 

Hangzhou conference
289

 in 1984 that marks the beginning of „root-searching literature‟. 

However, it is still quite problematic to ascribe the differences between the two stories to the 

different life conditions or education of the two authors – while Döndrup Gyel (fluent in 
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Chinese) was studying in Beijing during the 1970s, Zhaxi Dawa moved with his family in 

1973 to Lhasa, where he achieved a high school education. The list of authors who inspired 

Zhaxi Dawa, includes, instead of Balzac or Gorky, literary paragons of Döndrup Gyel (see 

Virtanen 2000: 18), names like Breton, Sartre and even Sigmund Freud, who are mentioned in 

the short story proper (Feng 1989: 4). The names of Gabriel Garcia Marquéz, William 

Faulkner
290

, and Franz Kafka
291

 also appear in discussions about Zhaxi Dawa‟s literature. 

 The narrative style of Zhaxi Dawa‟s short story is often characterized as „magical 

realism‟, for which the diffusion of reality with myth and magical elements is typical. This 

particular short story is characterized by the employment of a modernist method of 

metafiction: the story of two protagonists on their journey in search of a mythical Buddhist 

land Shambhala, narrated in the third person, which is introduced by a frame narrative in the 

first person describing the visit of the writer to a place in southern Tibet where he meets an 

old “living Buddha” (Ch. huofo, Tib. sprul sku). The old man tells him the story of two young 

Khampas, in which the writer recognizes his own short story, written a few years ago, which 

lies unfinished closed in his drawer. We are then told the whole story, and in the end the 

writer decides to return to that place as well as back in time to search for his characters to find 

out the end of the story. He finds the male protagonist Tabei on the brink of death in the 

mythical land created by the palm of Guru Rinpoche (colloquial Tibetan name for bodhisattva 

Padmasambhava) behind the sacred mountain Kelong. The dying boy hears a voice that he 

considers to be the voice of a deity, assuming he has arrived in the Buddhist paradise. But the 

author-narrator recognizes that the noise is the opening ceremony of the 23
rd

 Olympic Games 

in Los Angeles being broadcast via satellite. So the main protagonist dies in his mistaken 

belief, without abandoning his false illusion. 

 The author-narrator ponders ironically on the characters he has created:  

 

“Why haven‟t I till today created a character of a „new man‟? This is really a mistake. After their 

creation, the characters with their moves and actions become a part of reality. If someone was to blame me, why 

do I still allow their existence in these great times today, how would I answer?”  (Feng 1989: 21) 

 

In the end, after the death of Tabei, the author-narrator takes the female protagonist 

Qiong with him to “slowly recreate [her] into a new person” (Feng 1989: 23). The conclusion 

of the story is stylized as a „creation myth‟,  a new beginning after a disaster or Armageddon, 

                                                 
290

 See for example Zhang 1989: 440. 
291

 See for example Zhuoma 2008. 



 212 

the scene of which is evoked by the description of the author-narrator‟s wandering through 

the fantastic desolate landscape in search of his protagonists. In one moment of his journey he 

imagines a final scene of an Armageddon-like sci-fi movie, which then serves him as a model 

for his conclusion of the story: 

 

  “In the waste land of the world on the judgment day, the male and female protagonists lying in two 

opposite directions both slowly raise their heads, and with all their strength fight to stand up. Finally the two 

only survivors on the world crawl together. Embrace. Weary sights. Cut. They will become the new Adam and 

Eve.” (Feng 1989: 20) 

   

Finally, it is the author-narrator himself, who becomes the “new Adam” that walks with his 

“Eve” Qiong towards a better tomorrow: 

 

“I replaced Tabei and Qiong followed me, together we set on the way back. The time started to count 

from the beginning again.” (Feng 1989: 23) 

 

Although Tabei seems to be the main protagonist of the story, Qiong is in fact a very 

important character, who, similarly to Lhakyi in “A Blighted Flower”, can be seen as a 

symbol of traditional Tibet. If Lhakyi is the “frost-bitten flower”, then Qiong  is the “soul of 

Tibet knotted to a leather thong”: when she leaves home to set out on the journey with Tabei, 

she takes a leather thong and binds it around her waist, so that she “looks [abandoned and 

helpless] like a small dog that has no master” (Feng 1989: 6). For every day on the journey 

she binds one knot to count the days from home. At the end, when the author-narrator takes 

her back (to the modern world/city), he counts the knots on the thong and comes to a Buddhist 

magic number 108, which is “exactly coinciding with the number of the prayer beads on 

Tabei‟s wrist” (Feng 1989: 23).   

We can suppose that it is tradition which binds Qiong and which urges Tabei to 

continue in his futile journey in search of the mythical Shambhala, and which finally brings 

him to his death. But in fact, what killed Tabei was not his false illusion that forced him 

forward, but rather the modern world he and Qiong met on their journey: 

 

“The further they went, the villages they came in to spend the night more and more lost the tranquility 

of nocturnal nature, they were more and more noisy, more and more chaotic; the noise of machines, noise of 

songs, noise of  roaring. But the place he headed to definitely wasn‟t a chaotic metropolis with the mess of 

different noises, he headed to...[unfinished in original]” (Feng 1989: 12) 
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Though Qiong is very different from Tabei and has a strong desire to enjoy the worldly life in 

a modern town, a desire which enabled her to survive, she does not stay in the town and 

contrary to the expectation of the author-narrator follows Tabei to the mythical land behind 

the Kelong Mountain. They are both strongly bound to tradition, and are not able to live in the 

modern world of water power plants, tractors and helicopters (these are mentioned in the 

opening metanarrative of the short story). The encounter with this modern world brings them 

nothing but suffering and death. Tabei dies without abandoning the tradition that proved to be 

nothing but utopia and illusion, and Qiong would have to become – with the help of the 

author-narrator as she is not able to find the right direction herself (as “a dog without master”) 

- a completely new person, unburdened by tradition, to be able to live in modern society.  

The story can be read as a search for the tradition lost through the years of building 

communism and now replaced by the fast developing modernity that is destroying the last 

remainders of tradition among Tibetan people. This modernity is seen predominantly 

negatively – it is associated with noise, the stink of petrol, pollution and finally death, when 

Tabei dies as a consequence of a car accident caused while driving a small tractor, whereas 

tradition brings tranquility, and is seen very poetically in connection with pure nature and 

peaceful seclusion. But the conclusion of the story is rather pessimistic about the return to 

tradition. Tibetans, even if they are in fact not able to live in the modern world (like Tabei and 

Qiong), have no choice. They are led towards modernity, while they are themselves passive, 

weak and naive, like the female protagonist of the story. They have to be, and are going to be 

re-created into “new, modern people”, as sarcastically suggested by the author-narrator in the 

story. 

 If we go back to the comparison of the two Tibetan literary works, the two authors and 

their stories stand in many ways in opposition to each other: Döndrup Gyel, while searching 

for a way to modernity, stands firmly rooted in tradition, whereas Zhaxi Dawa comes from a 

position of modernity to look for the roots of tradition covered by layers of modern lifestyle. 

A list of the opposing qualities of the two short stories can serve to attest a certain 

complementarity of the main motifs and narrative devices of the two stories: 

 

Döndrup Gyel Zhaxi Dawa 

Tradition → Modernity → Tradition Modernity → Tradition → Modernity 

Realism Magical realism 

Reality Myth 
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Suffering = tradition Suffering = modernity 

Desire for worldly love → rape Desire for spirituality → death 

Psychology (with hidden symbolism) Symbolism 

Metaphorical, symbolic language Simple, inartificial colloquial language 

Description of life in a rural society 

→ revolt 

Description of modernized urban environment 

→ estrangement 

 

Despite the seemingly contradictory attitudes of the two authors as they appear in the two 

analyzed short stories, after analysis it is evident that neither of them is absolutely sure about 

the direction in which contemporary Tibetan society should face – towards tradition or 

modernity? Both short stories emphasize this uncertain position through the depiction of 

female characters that can be interpreted as symbols of Tibet: both of them, Lhakyi and 

Qiong, are weak, naive, subordinated, led by males or dependent on the decisions of males, 

and they both wish to enjoy ordinary (and modern) life. The encounters of Lhakyi and Qiong 

with male strangers representing the modern world are described in a very similar way – both 

of them are deluded by the illusion of a free and happy life in modern society. As a result, 

Lhakyi is raped by the stranger, and although we are not told what happens to Qiong in the 

village where Tabei leaves her, when he goes to the mythical land behind Kelong Mountain, 

we only know that despite the expectations of the writer-narrator, she leaves the village and 

goes to search for Tabei, because “[Tabei] took [her] heart and knotted it to his waist, and 

[she] definitely couldn‟t live without him” (Feng 1989: 20). There is also a similar symbolic 

message in the titles and in the main motifs of the two stories: a flower (girl/ Tibet) looted by 

the frost (of tradition) and a soul (of a girl/ Tibet) bound up with a leather thong (of tradition). 

 Both stories show tradition as deeply rooted in the hearts and minds of Tibetan people, 

and their representation of modernity is highly ambiguous. Modernity brings freedom and joy, 

but also uncertainty and danger for those who are not ready to accept it. The conclusion both 

authors suggest in their short stories is that it is not possible to completely reject tradition and 

replace it with modern values the people are not familiar with. The specifics of traditional 

Tibet should be preserved to serve as a „crutch‟ during the journey towards modernity, 

otherwise Tibetans will lose their distinctive identity. In Zhaxi Dawa‟s short story, this kind 

of loss of identity is symbolized by the death of the male protagonist Tabei after his 

„uninformed‟ encounter with the modern world, while Döndrup Gyel‟s female protagonist 

Lhakyi instinctively seeks a traditional kind of refuge in a monastery, where she plans to 

become a nun, after her unfortunate encounter with „modernity‟. According to both authors, 
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Tibetans are not able to step directly into modernity without being confronted with highly 

unfavorable consequences. 

 In the first half of the 1980s, with his ambivalent attitudes towards tradition and 

modernity, Döndrup Gyel was a notable exception among Tibetophone writers. Most short 

stories from this period did not question the need to modernize at the expense of eradicating 

Tibetan traditions and the Tibetan style of life
292

. Later, some younger writers (Yangtso Kyi, 

Tenpa Yargye etc.) started to combine the superficial promotion of modern „scientific‟ values 

with a detailed description of different aspects of the traditional way of life (often in 

connection with a nomad environment), including popular religious practices. At a deeper 

level, such description can reveal increasing interest in the indigenous specifics, which helps 

the conscious affirmation of the Tibetan identity hidden behind the texts. Only around the 

beginning of the 1990s did Tibetan authors (i.e. Anyön Trashi Döndrup, Pema Tseten) start to 

bring up questions concerning achieving a reasonable balance between tradition and 

modernity, which both have their place in contemporary Tibetan society. The topic is often 

approached through depictions of conflicts between the old and young generations of 

Tibetans, and through contradictory representations of life in the countryside and in big 

towns. Controversies are usually aroused around a few basic questions that directly relate to 

the issue under negotiation, the issue of „Tibetan identity versus modernization‟: Religious 

matters and superstitions versus a modern scientific standpoint and the use of advanced 

methods (often concerning medical treatment or death), problems of education and language 

issues (whether Tibetan children should learn Tibetan or Chinese), and estrangement from the 

original natural environment and thus the loss of traditional lifestyle and values
293

. The 

younger authors not only accept modernization as a necessary precondition for Tibet‟s further 

development, but they see it as a phenomenon that is already present in contemporary Tibetan 

society, which has to deal with it, willingly or not. At the same time, they focus on those 

elements of tradition that are seen as important constituent parts of Tibetan identity (i.e. 

language, religion, or economy), and represent them mostly neutrally or even positively to 

emphasize the need to preserve them as the most important symbols of Tibetan nationality. 

 In the works of all Tibetan (both Tibetophone and Sinophone) authors, there is 

apparent tension between tradition and modernity, as if these two phenomena that obviously 
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coexist in contemporary Tibetan society were mutually contradictory or conflicting. As if 

modernity was unavoidable and automatically meant the end of all traditional aspects, and 

thus inevitably caused the loss of the distinctive Tibetan identity and the sinicization/ 

westernization of Tibetan society. The contrasts between the two poles representing the binary 

opposition between tradition/ modernity are very sharp and insurmountable: old/ young 

generation, rural/ urban environment, religion and superstitions/ modern science, Tibetan/ 

Chinese education etc. Those aspects associated with tradition seem incompatible with those 

aspects associated with modernity, and this contrast is still present even in more recent works, 

such as Pema Tseten‟s novella “Grong khyer gyi „tsho ba” (Life in Town)
294

. When we 

compare such representation of tradition and modernity with that which appears in works of 

Han Chinese authors, there is a notable difference. Han Chinese authors tend to represent 

traditional Tibet, without any signs of the leaking of modernity, and emphasize the 

„backward‟ side of Tibet more, which is effective as a representation of Tibet as the „exotic 

Other‟. They focus on a rural or wild natural environment with the only exception of the 

„sacred space‟ of Lhasa‟s Barkor, they often turn to the past or to myths and legends, and in 

their depictions they use „magical‟ aspects of „Tibetan reality‟. Where they do, rarely, portray 

signs of modernity, the representation is rather positive, such as in Jin Zhiguo‟s “Lu” (路, 

1983), where the construction of modern Tibet brings safety into the protagonist‟s mind, or in 

Li Qida‟s “Bage de chuanshuo”, where the (Chinese) car with a “kind-hearted driver” helps 

the main protagonist to accomplish his mythical pilgrimage. 

 

4.2.2. History – Myth - Time  

 

 In Chinese literature of the 1980s, two mutually contradictory notions of time/ history 

appear: 1/ „Linear‟, which has its roots in the Marxist conception of history that evolved from 

Western theories based on evolutionism and social Darwinism and from the Hegelian concept 

of progressive History; 2/ „Cyclic‟ or other different conceptions of time (including „timeless‟ 

or „spatial narratives‟) that are consciously and intentionally anti-historic, with the aim of 

questioning and contesting the concept of (linear) grand History that has been monopolized by 

the official discourse
295

. Among the „different‟ (non-linear, anti-linear) concepts of time, there 

are also „traditional‟ attitudes (inspired by traditional Chinese narrative genres), which are 
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characterized by the relative absence of the flux of time, repetition and a „spatial‟ rather than 

„temporal‟ structure of the narrative
296

. Since the establishment of the PRC, a linear concept 

of history (i.e. „fictions of revolutionary history‟; Lin 2005: 14) has predominated in 

literature, and this was unquestioningly adopted by official propaganda and social-realist 

literature to promote values of socialist modernization. As characterized by Lin Qingxin: 

  

“‟Fictions of revolutionary history‟ were structured within a linear progressive temporal frame that 

treated time as forever moving forward, for the entire goal of revolution was to eradicate the old and to welcome 

in the new.” (ibid.) 

 

 As such, the concept of “[t]he unilinear view of history toward the utopia of 

communism” (Choy 2005: 402) was appropriated by Tibetan authors during the formative 

period of modern Tibetan-medium literature, and it has become the basic pattern that had to 

be contested in the process of searching for and negotiation of a distinctively Tibetan identity. 

As pointed out by D. Anand, “chronopolitics, or the politics of time” (Anand 2007: 

31) is one of the important “strategies of representation” in Western colonial literature, as well 

as in Western representations of Tibet and Tibetans. “The [non-Western] Other has been 

imagined as socially and culturally backward (in time)...” in order to “legitimize control in the 

name of modernity” (ibid.). Similar strategies, using a „different‟ time to emphasize the 

otherness and lower level of evolution of the native space (Tibet as “frozen in a certain stage 

of history”, or “timeless, outside history”, ibid.) have been employed by Han Chinese writers 

in their literary representations of Tibet, particularly in the works of Ma Jian, Ma Lihua, and 

Jin Zhiguo, as well as by the Sinophone Tibetan writers, mainly Zhaxi Dawa and Sebo. 

However, in the new experimental fiction, „different time‟ is signalized by specific narrative 

strategies that refer to the cyclical concept of time, which in Tibet is associated with the 

Buddhist concepts of the wheel of Dharma, a wheel of time symbolizing the circle of life and 

death, and including the institution of reincarnation. The cyclical concept of time without 

historical progress can be interpreted as an approximation of the colonial notion of 

„backwardness‟, but at the same time it should be read in the context of the „new era‟ 

literature‟s attempts to contest the official concept of linear history and material progress. 

As observed in both Chinese and Western scholarship (e.g. Zhang 1997, Kasarello 

2000) on the Chinese „new era‟ literature, from the 1980s, Chinese writers started to lead a 
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dialogue with the originally monological discourse of the official (linear) concept of history 

by including oppressed marginal voices, thus attempting to substitute monologue with a 

plurality of small/ alternative histories
297

. This led to a “subjectivization of history” (lishi de 

zhutihua 历史的主体化 ; Lin 2005: 31)
298

 in its literary representations. Such attempts 

reached their peak in the „new historical fiction‟ of the 1990s, but their origin is to be seen in 

the „root-searching‟ and „avant-garde‟ literatures since the mid-1980s, when some writers 

(e.g. Han Shaogong, Mo Yan, Li Rui, Ge Fei etc.) experimented with alternative concepts of 

time and history (cyclical time, atemporal or myth-resembling stories, spatial narration or 

narration inspired by traditional narratives etc.). This trend naturally influenced Han Chinese 

writers in Tibetan areas, as well as their Tibetan counterparts writing in Chinese. As observed 

in respective chapters, various disruptions of linearity/ causality appear in the short stories of 

Ma Yuan, Liu Wei, Zhaxi Dawa, Sebo, Alai and Yangzhen.  

In her study of Zhaxi Dawa‟s magical realistic short stories, Patricia Schiaffini 

borrows Johannes Fabian‟s
299

 interpretation of the use of a „different time‟ in the colonialist 

discourse: “[...] using temporal references as „cyclical‟ or „repetitive‟, are some of the devices 

used by the colonizers to distance themselves from the colonized” (Schiaffini 2002: 199). In 

this sense, the use of such devices in literature about Tibet by authors like Zhaxi Dawa is to be 

ascribed to their “hybridity”, which preconditions them to represent the native space from the 

point of view of an outsider („non-native‟) due to their “inability to go beyond the concept of 

Marxist evolution” (ibid.). That is, by representing the native world as dwelling in a „different 

time‟, they indicate its backwardness, or lower degree of evolution, and the need to 

„modernize‟ it by implementation of linear time leading to historical progress according to the 

Marxist concept of history.  

However, considering the development of modern Chinese literature, this kind of 

„transplantation‟ of colonial theory into the Chinese context, and into Sino-Tibetan relations is 

clearly an oversimplification. As noted by Howard Y. F. Choy: “The teleological 

historiography [...] is rejected by the new generation of Tibetan and Chinese writers, who 

bring under question the state‟s iron law of progress and discern alternative patterns of 
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history.” (Choy 2005: 402; emphasis original). The „different time‟ is thus rather used to 

question or contest the dominant master narrative by providing a different perspective or 

different perception of reality and history of the (marginalized) individuals/locals/natives, as 

opposed to the collective history of grand historical events (the „little narratives‟ in contrast to 

the „grand narrative‟ of the official history, the opposition established by Western postmodern 

narrative theory, which, as noted by H. Choy, interestingly correlates with the Chinese 

opposition between xiaoshuo as „small talk‟ and shi as „grand history‟, Choy 2008: 6). The 

need to provide such different perspectives definitely stems from an encounter with an 

(ethnic, cultural, ideological) Other, but, what is more important, it is a direct response to the 

Marxist discourse of the history of the pre-„new era‟ period, which did not allow alternative 

interpretations and suppressed marginal voices from various spheres of society (i.e. not only 

ethnic/cultural minorities, but social/ideological minorities as well, such as various „class 

enemies‟). 

Among the Han Chinese writers in Tibet, the disruption of time seems to be one of the 

main concerns, particularly in Ma Yuan‟s „avant-garde‟ short stories. Inspired by Latin 

American literature, specifically by the work of the Argentinean writer Jorge Luis Borges and 

his “The Book of Sand”
300

, in his short story “Tuman guguai de tu´an de qiangbi” (The Wall 

Painted with Strange Patterns) Ma Yuan experiments with purposefully non-linear narration, 

which puts together fragments of several stories of several protagonists, mixed with 

narratorial comments of the author-narrator on the technique of literary composition. A 

similar technique is adopted in “Gangdisi de youhuo” (The Lure of Kailash), where stories of 

different people in different times and locations mingle with variations on Tibetan mythology 

and with scenes from traditional popular literature (such as tales about the snow yeti or a 

popular story of two brothers, Dönyö and Döndrup). Many of Ma Yuan‟s short stories take 

place in an apparently atemporal setting, where it is impossible to tell whether it is the past or 

present (such as “Xugou”/ Fiction or “Ximalaya gu ge”/ The Ballad of Himalayas), or where 

past mingles with present as the characters roam through the centuries (e.g. “You shen”/ 

Vagrant Spirit). 

Zhaxi Dawa‟s fictional “atemporal world, where tradition mingles with modernity, and 

magic with reality” (Schiaffini 2002: 194) is often seen as a result of the „colonial situation‟ 

of Tibet, or as a kind of escape from the problematic “intellectual environment, where it is not 
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allowed to praise Tibet‟s past, and it is not permitted to criticize Tibet‟s present” into “a 

totally imagined territory, where everything is possible” (ibid.). In Zhaxi Dawa‟s works, 

cyclical time is often interconnected with the motif of rebirth and reincarnation (as in “Feng 

ma zhi yao”/ The Glory of the Wind Horse, or “Zhizhe de chenmo”/ Silence of the Sage), or it 

is represented through certain repetitive patterns, in which people‟s lives seem to be mere 

repetitions of the past experience of previous generations. For example in a short story 

entitled “Meiyou xingguang de ye” (A Night Without Stars)
301

, remarked upon by Patricia 

Schiaffini, history is depicted as a never-ending circle of enmity and revenge: children are 

born only to kill the murderers of their fathers, generation after generation, the offspring of 

two families are killed only to produce new hatred and new thirst for revenge. The characters 

are trapped in a never-ending circle, which does not allow for any progress. Even when an 

„enlightened‟ protagonist, Agebu who resembles the heroic characters of socialist literature, 

attempts to break this vicious circle of evil tradition by giving up his vengeance, his wise and 

broadminded act is blemished by his own wife who kills the enemy with her own hand to save 

the credit of the family. The same motive of hereditary vengeance, an imperative of tradition, 

which rules over the characters‟ lives, appears in another of Zhaxi Dawa‟s short stories, 

“Fengma zhi yao” (The Glory of the Wind Horse). For Zhaxi Dawa, such repetitions that deny 

the notions of evolution and progress serve as a means to constitute an „alternative/subjective 

history‟ of the Tibetan region as seen from the marginal „native‟ point of view vis-à-vis the 

dominant master narrative of official Chinese history. 

Atemporality or a kind of „mythical time‟ in contrast to the flux of time, i.e. 

development and progress, is the leading theme of “Xizang yinmi suiyue” (Tibet, Mysterious 

Years), where the repetition (the life stories of the three Tsering Gyamos, or the motif of an 

inherited duty to serve to a Yogi never seen by people) clearly symbolizes the burden of 

tradition. At the end of the novella, the resurrected Yogi gives the third Tsering Gayamo a 

Buddhist rosary consisting of 108 beads with the words: “‟Every one of the beads is a period 

of time. Every one of them is a Tsering Gyamo and Tsering Gyamo is every woman.‟” (Tashi 

Dawa 1992: 106) The rosary is a symbol of (religious) tradition, as well as a symbol of the 

cyclical never-ending history that repeats itself in the fate of every human being. The final 

scene seems to be suggesting that the personal history of one single (wo)man can serve to 

represent  the histories of any (wo)man, and such small histories that seem to be “out of the 

flux of History” in fact contribute to its creation: “Miracles take place every minute, but there 
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is only one river of time that flows with eternal history and the thousands of men and 

women....” (ibid.)   

Many of Zhaxi Dawa‟s Tibetan characters live in a secluded world, which remains 

untouched by the History that is passing by, and are predestined to suffering – either under the 

burden of tradition they are unable to dismount, or due to the interference of the other, 

unknown world of modernity in their lives. In this way, Zhaxi Dawa presents two types of 

characters:  „traditionally oriented‟ characters, who are often unable to deal with the changes 

brought about by the new regime (e.g. Tabei in “Xizang, ji zai pisheng koushang de hun”, or 

Tsering Gaymo in “Xizang yinmi suiyue), and „modernized‟ characters, who are by contrast 

not able to come to terms with the tradition and history of their own country (e.g. Sangye in 

“Shiji zhi yao”, or Agebu in “Mei you xingguang de ye”). To become „modern men‟, the 

„traditional characters‟ need to reconsider, or rather rewrite the history, to start again “from 

the beginning”, as is suggested in “Xizang, ji zai pisheng koushang de hun” (Tibet, a Soul 

Knotted to a Leather Thong), where time runs backwards when the author-narrator is 

searching for his characters, and starts to “count from the beginning again” (Feng 1989: 23), 

after he has decided to take Qiong with him to the modern world. Another example of such a 

„rewriting of history‟ is Sangye‟s trip back to past in “Shiji zhi yao” (An Invitation of 

Century). Sangye‟s friend decides to erase one incarnation - one period of his country‟s feudal 

past - from his personal history, to be reborn in the new Tibet. This can be interpreted as an 

attempt to unload the burden of Tibet‟s (feudal) tradition and history, the collective memory, 

which ties people down, and hinders the process of modernization. 

Zhaxi Dawa indulges in the magical realist style that enables him to contest the official 

view by providing a „different perspective‟, or by denoting a different kind of rationality of 

the natives. But he strictly avoids (as he does deliberately in “Xizang yinmi suiyue”) the 

politically sensitive „big issues‟, such as the „Liberation‟ of Tibet, the Lhasa uprising in 1959, 

and the flight of the fourteenth Dalai Lama to India, or the history of contacts and relations 

between Tibetans and Hans in general. In Zhaxi Dawa‟s short stories from his mature period, 

Tibet is represented completely without the Chinese presence, and the contrast between 

Chinese (modern) and Tibetan (backward) is transformed into the contrast between city 

(modernized and uprooted) and countryside (traditional and secluded).  

As for the history of Tibetan ethnic areas, Alai seems to fill the gaps left by Zhaxi 

Dawa, as his main concern is the history of Sino-Tibetan encounters. For Alai, the 

„Liberation‟ has caused a rupture in the continuity of Tibetan life and culture. It marks the 

transition from a „timeless‟ realm of traditional Tibet to progressive history, a transition from 
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the frame of Buddhist philosophy to Marxist dialectical materialism, which has deprived 

Tibetan people of their religion-bound identity. Alai‟s historical fiction represents typical 

„alternative histories‟ narrated by marginalized voices that have been silenced after the 

„Liberation‟. The marginal position of Alai‟s first person narrators is often stressed by their 

„unreliability‟: narrating events focalized through children‟s eyes, narrating events not 

witnessed personally, or narration by an „idiot‟, etc. This strategy is used also by Yangzhen in 

her short story “Wu xingbie de shen” (God without Gender), partially narrated by a little girl. 

In this case, however, the „unreliable narrator‟ is used to exponentiate the perception of the 

„old Tibet‟ as irrational and dark. In the short story, the focalization is used to present the 

subjective perception of time by the child. It is perceived as confused and indistinct, evoking 

the impression of timelessness and continuity. In the later novel of the same name the concept 

of time has been radically changed in favor of the notions of historical linearity and progress, 

probably to conform to the official ideology. 

In Tibetan-medium short stories the linear concept of time and history clearly 

predominates above the cyclical and other devices and narrative strategies presenting a 

„different time‟ as they appear in the Sinophone literature about Tibet. If the works are 

interested in time or history at all, they often tend to imitate the official pattern of the 

transformation from old to new, from backwardness to progress and modernity (e.g. the 

„stories of the wounded mind‟ that express hope for a better tomorrow, or simple 

propagandistic stories, such as Repgong Dorjekhar‟s “sDug bsngal gyi mig chu” / Misery´s 

Tears). Important exceptions are works that are set in the „old Tibet‟ (e.g. most popular full 

length novels), or those depicting the life in the countryside. Descriptions of countryside (in 

both rural and nomadic environments) are often embedded in a timeless world, where 

traditions are still alive and it is even hard to tell whether the story takes place before or after 

„Liberation‟. Time in the countryside is measured only by regular rural or religious activities 

and festivals that remain unchanged day after day or year after year. An example is Yangtso 

Kyi‟s “rTswa thang gi nyin tho” (Journal of the Grassland), where – despite the title that 

seems to suggest a linear progression of time - many scenes begin or are broken by brief 

descriptions of the everyday activities of nomad women, evoking the sense of timelessness 

and continuity, such as: 

 

 “It was nearly midday. Ama Dzomkyi was seated in the doorway of the tent she shared with Akhu 

Tsewang, sunning herself, as she did every day.” (Stewart 2000: 20).... “Again today, when Ama Huamo had 

performed all the chores a nomad woman must, she looked up at the ray of sun streaming in through the opening 



 223 

in her tent and said to herself...” (21)... “Akhu Norbum´s wife sat in the doorway stirring the chura (cheese) that 

she´d laid out to dry.” (23).... “While they were milking together, Ama Drolma took the opportunity to say...” 

(25) 

 

All of these descriptions include motifs that are exclusively connected to the 

traditional nomadic lifestyle, and that are not present in the modern (urbanized) world: the 

sharp grassland sun, nomad tents, milking, spinning and weaving, churning tea, stirring milk 

cheese etc. Such motifs evoke the atmosphere of the old Tibet, and their repetition recalls the 

traditional perception of time as non-linear and endless.  In fact, the short story is meant to be 

a critique of the old society. It depicts the heavy burden that a nomad woman has to bear, the 

lack of individual freedom, female passivity and inability to resist. The narration is structured 

to graduate in the breakpoint of history, when the timelessness is transformed into a modern 

linear conception of history as progress. At this point the main protagonist Drölkar realizes 

that change is possible and that it only depends on her own will to be free. However, the end 

remains open, since we are not told whether Drölkar is strong enough to change her fate. In 

the final paragraph, the fate of an individual human being appears trivial when face to face 

with the eternal timeless grassland that encompasses the destiny of so many other human 

beings, and its eternity, changelessness and repetition – the “endless milking of the grassland” 

- seems to provide security in contrast to the uncertain future brought by progressive time: 

 

“Mother and daughter remained, breathing in the air, each sitting with her own recollections and tears. 

There was nothing left to say. And yet still there sounded in the dark the endless milking of the grassland – sshh, 

sshh, sshh, sshh...” (Stewart 2000: 26; translated by Lauran Hartley) 

 

 A similar juxtaposition of two concepts of time appears in Trashi Penden‟s short story 

“Phyi nyin gyi gnam gshis de ring las legs pa yongs nges” (Tomorrow the Weather will be 

Better than Today). The title itself, as an expression of hope for a better future, refers to the 

linear concept of time, which is seen as a necessary precondition for the improvement of the 

living conditions of the Tibetan people, who are still trapped in the serfdom of cruel nature. 

But the linear superstructure of the story is broken into a chain of repetitive motifs, as the old 

peasant climbs up to the mountains every day to work on his small field, only to see his crops 

swept away by floods and storms. Each period of the year is marked by specific activities, 

such as ploughing, fertilizing and the irrigation of fields, and by specific festivals and rituals 

connected to the agricultural activities. Here, again, the repetition that symbolizes the patient 

endurance of Tibetan peasants provides the main protagonist with a sense of security during 
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the upheavals of time symbolized by the changes of weather (i.e. policy). For the old peasant, 

hard work is determined by the cycles of a rural year, the only means to deal with the disasters 

his family is confronted with. But his children, the new generation already born in the new 

Tibet, cannot understand his never-ending and highly symbolic effort to fight nature. For 

them the repetition has lost its symbolic value, and the notions of linear evolution and 

progress have prevailed over the traditional concept of cyclical time. 

 

4.2.3. Religion – Mysticism - Death 

 

 Religion (or religiosity) is the main attribute generally associated with Tibet and 

Tibetans. On the one hand, it is a fundamental constituent part of the Tibetan identity as 

traditionally perceived by Tibetans themselves (the differentiation between nangpa – 

“insider”, Buddhist - as opposed to chyipa – “outsider”, non-believer). On the other hand, it is 

also an important constituent factor in the perceptions and representations of Tibet and 

Tibetans by outsiders (both in China and the West), and one of the stereotypes emphasizing 

the perception of Tibet as a “geopolitical exotica” (Anand 2007), which, according to D. 

Anand lies outside regular (i.e. West-bound) international relations – a concept that deprives 

Tibetans of their right to self-determination not only from the official Chinese point of view, 

but on the international scene as well. Paradoxically, religion, upon which the Tibetan identity 

was traditionally based, has become the main symbol of Tibet‟s inferiority („backwardness‟), 

and has contributed to the uneven relations between Tibet and „developed‟ modern nations. 

As for Western perceptions of Tibet as a “fabulous, exotic, remote and difficult place” 

(Bishop 2001: 200), they are literally inseparable from fantasies about Tibetan religion or 

spirituality. The adjective that probably most universally represents the image of Tibet in the 

West is „mysterious‟ – a quality which inevitably stems from the character of the Tibetan 

religion (tantric Buddhism with such „mystic‟ practices as reincarnation or divination through 

oracles possessed by tantric deities). It was probably the (imagined) “extreme remoteness 

from the West” (Anand 2007: 56) caused by specific geographical, as well as political 

conditions, which contributed subconsciously to the picturing of Tibet as mysterious or 

mystical. But the fantastic tales about supernatural practices of Tibetan yogis and lamas (i.e. 

religious practices) quickly became the focal point of Western fantasies of Tibet, and the 

biggest „mystery‟.  

Beginning with Edward W. Said, it has been repeatedly noted that the perception of 

the oriental Other in the West is characterized by two seemingly contradictory tendencies (i.e. 
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idealization versus debasement), which are both expressed in the notion of the „noble savage‟, 

popular since the Enlightenment period in Europe. As for Tibet, on the one hand it has been 

seen romantically, “as the fabled Shangri-La” (Korom 1997: 1) (beautiful landscape, peaceful 

monks, wise lamas), while on the other hand the negative image of the country as “inferior, 

even repugnant” (ibid.) (dirty, cruel, undeveloped, ignorant) has always been part of the 

Western image of Tibet. Western representations of Tibet during the 20
th

 century have thus 

been based on several opposing strategies of representation (e.g. debasement – idealization; 

eroticization – moralization; infantilization – gerontification) (Anand 2007: 21), which only 

further develop the double-faced positive-negative image, rooted deeply in the “orientalist 

milieu” (Bishop 2001: 204).   

The „mysterious‟ quality attributed to Tibet by the West is inherently present in both 

categories (positive and negative) of image, religion as such, however, has in the Western 

context been mostly associated with the positive, „romantic‟ image. Tibet has become an 

“imaginal/ utopian archive” (Anand 2007: 39) of spirituality and wisdom, as well as a kind of 

primordial purity, that has already been lost in the West, or in Jamyang Norbu‟s ironic words 

is: “[...] necessary to save a materialistic and self-destructive West” (Norbu 2001: 372). Tibet, 

the „roof of the world‟, has been pictured as an inaccessible celestial kingdom. In contrast, 

negative images in the past were related to the earthly and very concrete social conditions in 

feudal Tibet. The perceived primitivism and cruelty of Tibetan society, including the Tibetan 

attitude to carnal matters from sex to death, became a part of Western fantasies, along with 

the tantric teachings and supernatural powers of lamas. Death in particular seems somehow to 

be connected with Tibet in the Western imagination
302

, and fantasies about the relation 

between Tibet and death have inevitably contributed to the imagined „mysteriousness‟ of the 

land. Peter Bishop has examined various connotations of the Tibetan Book of the Dead or 

Bardo Thödol
303

 in the West, and has remarked that it has been read as a kind of “Baedeker of 

the world beyond” (Bishop 1997: 50), or as a spiritual “guide to living as much as to dying” 

(ibid., 65). It has thus been accepted as an authority in spiritual matters of „life and death‟, as 

if Tibet and its religion possessed a key to these questions, which the West does not have or 

has lost access to. People fear death, and at the same time it fascinates them. It is very much 
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the same attractivity that stands behind the „myth of Tibet‟ as a remote and inaccessible land 

on the „roof of the world‟. 

Chinese representations of Tibetan spirituality bear some similarities with Western 

perceptions. There is the same bipolarity of positive and negative perceptions, but religion is 

not so clearly „positive‟ as in the West. It might be due to ideological reasons (the official 

critical attitude to religion as “the opium of the people” in K. Marx‟s words), but there is 

certainly a more general contrast between the pragmatically-oriented (Confucian) Chinese 

civilization and the spiritually-oriented (Buddhist) Tibetan culture, in which Chinese 

pragmatism has seen religion (particularly Buddhism) as „wasteful‟, and monks as „lazy 

useless mouths‟. Obviously, in China Tibet has not become an „archive of spirituality and 

wisdom‟, but it still has some positive qualities that could be associated with a more abstract 

spirituality rather than with actual religion. Until the end of the Cultural Revolution, religion 

was officially despised as a sign of backwardness, and it was still seen as quite a sensitive 

topic during the 1980s. In the literary works of many Tibetan authors it is thus associated with 

a negative („backward‟) set of images. For example, in Repgong Dojrekhar‟s short story “Ca 

ne” (A Tea Bowl)
304

, an old man is ridiculed for his respect to religious authorities. 

Significantly, religious motifs are quite rare in literature by Tibetan as well as Han Chinese 

authors. The only notable occurrence is in Ma Jian‟s series “Liangchu ni de shetai...” (Stick 

out your Tongue...), where Tibetan Buddhism is represented on one hand as the most cruel 

manifestation of Tibet‟s backwardness and a source of people‟s suffering, but on the other 

hand it is pictured as deeply rooted in people‟s hearts and minds, as a phenomenon which is 

firmly bound together with the environment and living conditions on the high plateau. Ma 

Jian has no admiration for Tibet‟s spirituality, but he seems to be deeply impressed by the 

enormous strength which helps Tibetan people to survive under harsh conditions, and makes 

them insensitive to the suffering they have to deal with. The source of this strength comes 

only from religion. However, not from the institutionalized, personified religion Ma Jian is 

criticizing, but rather from a kind of individual faith, a spirituality that is rooted deeply under 

the surface of Tibetan society. The official repudiation of Ma Jian after the publication of the 

series shows how sensitive religious issues could still be in the PRC of the 1980s, even where 

the representation of religion is not positive. 

That is probably the reason why, except for quite mechanical critiques of „superstition‟ 

(as has been discussed in chapter 3.3.3.), not many authors during the 1980s addressed the 
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issue directly. However, brief and matter-of-fact descriptions of everyday religious practices 

and activities, such as the reciting of sutras, turning of prayer wheels, circumambulations etc., 

together with the use of mantras, sayings or swearing (such as the phrase könchog sum
305

), 

appear as common motifs in works by Tibetan authors, and occasionally also by Han Chinese 

writers, clearly just to render the typical „local color‟. Religion here clearly lacks the 

mysterious character it has in the Western representations, and it is represented as a part of the 

everyday reality of Tibet. Works by Han Chinese and some Sinophone Tibetan authors do 

indeed depict Tibet as mysterious or magical, but these qualities do not directly stem from 

religion (i.e. Buddhism) proper. The „mysteries‟ are closer to mythology, which has more to 

do with general popular beliefs, the minjian 民间 perspective that belongs to local folklore, 

„traditional culture‟ (chuantong wenhua 传统文化), and not „religion‟ (zongjiao 宗教).  

For example, for Ma Jian magical elements are never mixed with religious motifs. The 

story with the most magical elements is “Jin ta” (Gold Stupa), an old tale told by a narrator 

who is reportedly several hundred years old. It is a variation on local folk tales inspired by 

local histories, and the magical elements are rationalized by the author-narrator, who ascribes 

possible disinformation to high altitude, which has caused his brain not to work properly. 

There are no religious motifs in this short story. On the contrary, all of the religious motifs in 

other stories are brutally demystified. In “Guan ding” (The Final Initiation], the young female 

incarnated lama does not seem to feel herself as an incarnation of the late Rinpoche, neither 

does she show any of the tantric skills she is supposed to have obtained from her past lives, 

and contrary to the expectations of monks, she dies in the cold water of a frozen river, not 

able to produce any “yoga skills” in her ordinary and female body. Obviously, no miracles are 

taking place in Tibet any more... In “Guang tun ba chi xiao du” (Naked Buttocks and Eight 

Teeth of a Small Whelp), the religious devotion of the two Tibetan protagonists (father and 

daughter) is incited not by their spiritual fervor, but paradoxically by their sinful life in the 

past (the daughter was conceived in a sexual relationship between her father and his own 

mother, and the daughter later herself becomes a target of the incestuous lust of her father). 

Ma Jian in this way rationalizes the mysteries and miracles of the Tibetan religion from the 

point of view of a modern, rationally oriented, and scientifically educated atheist man. 

If the „mysterious character‟ (shenmi secai 神秘色彩, Zhang 1989: 437) of Tibet, as it 

appears in Sinophone literature, is not connected with religion as it is in the West, where does 
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it come from? One factor is certainly plausible in the cases of both the West and China. This 

is the “extreme remoteness” of Tibet in a geographical as well as a cultural sense. Chinese 

writers and literary critics consider the everyday life of Tibetans exotic enough to serve as a 

source of inspiration for Chinese “illusory” (xuhuan 虚幻 ) and “magical” (rumo 如魔 ) 

stories: 

 

 “The magical imagination of the authors in the first place stems from the riddle-like life here [in Tibet], 

which is permeated with unusual charm (qite meili 奇特魅力). If it were not for the natural phenomena, level of 

development of production, and religious identity (zongjiao yishi 宗教意识) here, such stories could never 

appear.” (ibid.) 

 

Two sources of the Tibetan „mysteries‟ in the Chinese cultural context are Tibetan landscape 

(see next chapter) and Tibetan traditional culture (including the means of production and 

religious practices). Buddhism, as one of the three traditional Chinese religions, does not 

provide the fresh exotic tinge in the Chinese context as it does in the spiritually more remote 

West, but certain differences between the Chinese and Tibetan forms of Buddhism (such as 

tantric teachings and rituals, the institute of incarnated lamas, divination with human oracles 

possessed by deities etc.), and especially the popular beliefs and practices do. One of Ma 

Yuan‟s characters (a “lao Xizang”) in his short story “Gangdisi de youhuo” (The Lure of 

Kailash) comments on the “fresh and novel” elements of everyday life in Tibet: 

 

“For people who have only recently come from the inland to Tibet, and for foreign tourists, everything 

in Tibet seems to be so fresh and novel – prostrations, prayers, lighting of butter lamps, and burning of paper 

money as offerings, devotees praying on Barkor, stonecutters carving the texts of sacred scriptures into stone 

blocks under Potala, huge colorful images of Buddha cut into the rocks on the hilltop above, monks in yellow 

garments, yaks,  fivecolored prayer flags, bathing and horse riding festivals, it is hard to describe it all. [...] When 

the outsiders think it is fresh and novel, it is because the life here is so different from the life they live 

themselves. Here they can witness with their own eyes the things that were deposited deep in their memories, 

things that they heard as children told in myths and legends. For them it is as unimaginable and as appealing as a 

fake old castle in Disneyland. Not everyone is lucky enough to see with his own eyes his childhood memories.” 

(Ma Yuan 2003: 373-4) 

 

 In Han Chinese works, we never find the characters of wise lamas, which are typically 

associated with Tibet in Western orientalist literature about Tibet. Tibet here is rarely ancient 

(as in the West), much more often it is ‟young‟ or „primitive‟ (i.e. at a lower level of social 

evolution). Tibetan characters in Han Chinese works are childish, feminine, weak, and so is 
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Tibetan culture – immature, and not able to exist in „reality‟, as a fairy-tale land of childish 

fantasies (a “Disneyland” in Ma Yuan‟s words), and thus endangered by the evolution and 

modernization taking place. This is the case for, for example, the weak or primitive female 

characters in Ma Jian‟s or Yan Geling‟s short stories, in Jin Zhiguo‟s “Meng, yiluo zai 

caoyuan shang” (Dream, Abandoned in the Grassland), in Ma Yuan‟s “Xugou” (Fiction) or 

“Gangdisi de youhuo” (The Lure of Kailash), etc., and the childish or primitive male 

characters in Ma Jian‟s “Guangtun ba chi xiaodu”, or in Ma Yuan‟s “You shen” (Vagrant 

Spirit) and “Ximalaya guge” (Old Ballad of Himalayas). 

In the Chinese context, the „myth of Tibet‟ is thus created more as a fairytale land that 

resembles the far-away landscape of lost childhood (i.e. a primitive stage of human 

evolution). It does not have the function of a „utopian archive‟, a treasure house of ancient 

wisdom, as it has in the West, and the negative set of images related to the notion of 

„backwardness‟ clearly prevails (i.e. Tibet as primitive, barbarous, childish, immoral), even if 

they serve to create a Shen Congwen-like “imperfect paradise”, sought after and romanticized 

by many authors.  

Even the association of Tibet with death, which appears in China as often as in the 

West, is never represented as an imagined teacher-disciple relation, where Tibet could play 

the supreme role as a culture that has some profound knowledge about matters of „life and 

death‟ as it is often perceived in the West. The Chinese are fascinated by the Tibetan attitude 

to death, but clearly consider it barbarian. All notable references to death in the works of Han 

Chinese authors are related to the so called „sky burial‟ (Ma Jian‟s “Nüren lan” and Ma 

Yuan‟s “Ximalaya guge” and “Gangdisi de youhuo”), a practice where the dead body is cut 

into pieces and offered to vultures and other necrophagous birds. In all cases, this process is 

described in torturous detail, two of the victims being young girls, the last one a young man – 

bodies that are hard to imagine in such horror-like conditions. In Chinese eyes, such treatment 

of the dead body is not only brutal, but is also against the Chinese beliefs that the body is a 

gift from your parents and should remain intact even after death. Although the Chinese 

attitude to the Tibetan forms of burying dead bodies is not expressed explicitly in these works, 

the repulse of the Han Chinese authors is clear from the shocking descriptions of the scenes of 

the „sky burial‟, and in the case of Ma Jian it is even expressed through the reactions and 

comments of the author-narrator who observes the scene. 

Ma Jian‟s representation of the „sky burial‟ in “Nüren lan” (Woman and the Blue Sky) 

shocks with its brutally open depiction of the dead body of the young girl and her unborn 



 230 

child, as well as with its description of the seemingly insensitive behavior of male Tibetan 

characters, specifically Mima‟s two husbands: 

 

“They [Mima‟s two husbands] briefly laughed at me, than opened the hemp sack and she fell out on the 

ground. Her arms and legs were bound with a rope before her chest, and she looked like a new-born infant. There 

was a big swastika sign carved with a knife on her back, the wound was already dry and retracted. When they 

loosened the rope, her body fell flat on the ground. They stretched her head and limbs. She faced up, her eyes 

fixed on the paths of fog scattered up in the sky.“ (Ma Jian 1988: 211)  

 

Ma Jian‟s description of the total eradication of the girl‟s dead body is excruciatingly 

detailed: 

 

“In this moment the vultures with screams flew up into the air and started to approach the site. The sky 

was immediately black with hundreds of wings. The two brothers turned Mima around and the blade point 

started to cut the flesh on her round buttocks. The cut continued along her leg, from thigh down to her heel. The 

younger brother picked up the flesh and cut it into tiny pieces. All that remained from her one leg were now only 

bones. Because she was turned with her belly down, some sticky fluid started to flow out from her internals.” 

(ibid. 213)  

 

The horrible scene is depicted with the supposed calm indifference of the author-

narrator who observes the burial. He is documenting every detail of the scene with his camera, 

and after the burial is finished, he merrily says that the next day he is going fishing with the 

Chinese soldier - Mima‟s lover. His actual shock and horror is indicated only indirectly. The 

most significant is at one moment, when he is going to take the first picture of the childish 

body of the girl and his camera does not work. Through the lens of his camera he sees a 

hallucination of the girl‟s mouth moving in an ironic grin. Obviously, the inhuman suffering 

the girl had to live through when she was alive was reflected in her terrible death and cruel 

burial that are as inhuman as the living conditions in Tibet are. 

 Significantly, I have not found a single description of a sky burial in a Tibetan literary 

work, not even a mention of death or funeral practices (if we do not count the humorous 

depiction of the death of the government officer in Tsering Döndrup‟s “Show to Please the 

Masses”), apart from one short story by the Sinophone author Tongga. In “Tianzang shengya” 

(天葬生涯，Life of a Sky Burial Master)
306

 he tells a story of a young boy, who was born 
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into a family of the Tibetan „impure‟ caste
307

, where the men‟s hereditary profession has been 

the disposal of dead bodies. Although born into the new society, the boy is still ostracized by 

society, and unable to start an ordinary family life. He still feels the distance between himself 

and the majority society acutely, while at the same time feeling responsible for continuing the 

job his ancestors had done for centuries (“Some people should do sky burials, just like some 

people should work in the fields”; Feng 1989: 220).  

The narration is focalized from the point of view of the boy, focusing on his inner 

thoughts and emotions, and does not involve any detailed descriptions of the processes of his 

work, or depictions of anything related to death or dying. The story is clearly in accordance 

with the official campaign against the discrimination of members of the low castes, and 

criticizes the remnants of „old society‟ in the „new Tibet‟, taking advantage of the – in the 

Chinese context – exotically attractive topic of the „shocking custom‟ of sky burial. The 

choice of sky burial as the main theme for the short story, already reflected in the title, on the 

one hand provides the story with a distinctive Tibetan flavor in the eyes of the Chinese (sky 

burial as a uniquely Tibetan custom), and on the other hand it shows the appropriation of the 

Chinese notion of Tibet‟s backwardness and Chinese rationality by the Tibetan author. The 

author again „demystifies‟ one of the „mysteries‟ of Tibet, showing the „mysterious‟ figure of 

the sky burial master as an ordinary young boy, who wishes to have an ordinary life and a 

family. 

In this short story, Tongga has thematized the inner conflict between man‟s 

subordination to tradition and his longing for the freedom provided by the transformation to a 

modern society, a conflict that often appeared in modern Chinese literature in the first half of 

the 20
th

 century. Tongga‟s indulgent attitude to certain aspects of tradition evokes a similar 

approach to the theme in some of Shen Conwen‟s short stories, and is reminiscent of (Shen 

Congwen‟s disciple) Wang Zengqi‟s short story from the early 1980s “Shou jie” (受戒，

Taking Oaths) inspired by the prewar „native soil‟ fiction. Wang Zengqi‟s protagonist is a 

young Buddhist monk who, similarly to Tongga‟s sky burial master, dreams about an 

ordinary life not bound by the strict rules prescribed by his social position in the traditionally-

oriented society. 

 One of the few examples where death becomes the main theme of a short story by a 

(Sinophone) (half) Tibetan writer is Alai‟s “Linghun zhi wu” (The Dance of a Soul). It is a 
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fantastic dreamlike depiction of the last moments of an old man, Sönam Paldän. The approach 

to the theme of death is based on bifurcation of what used to be a living man into a senile 

dying body and an ageless soul, which achieves its freedom in the process of the body dying. 

Sönam has prepared himself for his death by dressing in the riding equipment he used to wear 

when he was younger, and is set to search for his horse he used to ride. While his body is 

sitting motionless in final agony, his soul is on a hallucinatory journey through the old man‟s 

memories and meets the people and horses who Sönam loved during his life. At the very 

moment of his death, his family is around him, and his soul does not definitively leave the 

body until the arrival of Sönam‟s beloved white horse, which then finally takes the soul to 

heaven. There is not a single allusion to religion in the short story, but the description of a 

tranquil and welcome death of an old man who has intentionally prepared himself to leave this 

world seems to be in accordance with the Bardo Thödol, as a “guidebook of life and death”. It 

stresses death as the natural end of human existence in this world: 

 

“... One of such old men of this clan was just going to die. Simply because of his age. My [Tibetan] 

fellows believe that it is possible to die like this. People who die like this are lucky. And Sönam Paldän was 

lucky. One of the old men who will in future be also able to die with such a death told me: Such a death does 

indeed exist, young people, and those who want to die let their soul to go once more through the experiences of 

the past life. Before everybody could die like this, but it is no more possible today. Oh, the old man sighed. 

Nowadays you get sick, suffer from pain, and your soul cannot see the light. This light serves as the soul‟s feet, 

as its path.” (Alai 1992: 30)  

 

Alai‟s depiction of death seems to reflect the Tibetan (Buddhist) attitude to death, which is in 

sharp contrast to the Chinese perceptions of death in Tibet. Sönam was an old man, who 

expected the arrival of death, but most of the people who die in the Han Chinese short stories 

are young people who died sick, in pain, in accidents or were brutally killed. The brutality is 

then stressed by the Han Chinese authors through shocking descriptions of the sky burial. In 

Alai‟s short story, death is described as the liberation of the soul, which is then able to leave 

the sick and impotent body and fly up into the sky itself.  

In terms of spirituality, there is a clear difference between Tibetan self-representation 

and the representation of Tibet and Tibetans by outsiders. Spiritual motifs, as well as motifs 

related to dying and death are almost absent in works by Tibetan authors writing in the 

Tibetan language, and appear only occasionally in works written in Chinese (such as 

Geyang‟s “Yi ge lao ni de zishu”, which has a clear religious undertone). In contrast, Han 

Chinese authors use these motifs to show the exotic, „mysterious‟ character of Tibet, and to 
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emphasize its otherness. Tibetophone authors (and some Sinophone authors like Tongga) 

refuse to represent Tibet as „mysterious‟, and stress the rational elements in the everyday life 

in Tibet more. In “Yi ge lao ni de zishu” (An Old Nun Tells her Story), religion is represented 

merely as a simple and natural philosophy of life, with nothing mysterious or even spiritual 

about it. It simply represents the Tibetan attitude to life and death, and the things that are 

beyond it: 

 

“Many of my sisters of bygone years are still alive. As we tell each other the stories of our lives, 

everything we‟ve suffered becomes something beautiful. And we discuss our hopes for the future, after this life. 

The pasture where I tended livestock as a child is still as vast as when I was young, the sky as blue. The white 

stupa, the red walls, the green leaves... nothing has changed, and I realize now that the tumultuous life of a 

human being is nothing more than a passing flash in the timeless world of nature.” (Batt 2001: 175) 

 

Tibetan writers have mostly appropriated the notion of the backwardness of Tibet and 

are willing to depict Tibetan society in the process of development, as a modernizing society, 

or criticize the backward aspects. In contrast, some of the Sinophone Tibetan authors with a 

„hybrid background‟ (Zhaxi Dawa, Alai and Sebo), have chosen to develop the Chinese 

imagined „mysterious character‟ of Tibet in an attempt to approximate the Tibetan perspective 

to the Chinese point of view, or to mediate the „Tibetan reality in Chinese words‟, as was 

discussed in relation to the Tibetan „magical realism‟ in chapter 3.4. 

 A reading of modern Tibetan literature marks spiritual and mysterious motifs as the 

most widespread stereotypes in the outsider‟s imaginings about Tibet. Native Tibetan authors 

in general do not accept these stereotypes, because their primary aim is the negotiation of a 

modern Tibetan identity, which might reflect the contemporary changes and the development 

Tibetan society has undergone during the last decades. „Mysterious character‟ does not help to 

construct modern identity, and is not seen as something „Tibetan‟ by Tibetans themselves. 

Neither is religion highlighted as a part of Tibetan identity in works by Tibetan writers, for 

which there are two possible ideological reasons. First, professional writers as the main 

representatives of intellectuals in the PRC have always had a specific position. From the 

1940s, their function was more or less to be the mouthpieces of the Communist Party, and 

until the 1980s, their primary aim was to promote modernity and progress, which is in 

accordance with the axiom of writers‟ social responsibility, as pointed out in chapter 1.3. 

about the role of writer in the Chinese society of the 1980s. Although many young writers in 

inland China in this period rejected this role, for minority writers during the 1980s it was still 
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an unambiguous imperative. Even when religion was rehabilitated and experienced a 

renaissance in daily life, it was still impermissible to write about religion as a part of Tibetan 

identity that distinguishes Tibetans from Chinese. Second, young Tibetan intellectuals in the 

1980s were themselves interested in the search for a new modern (i.e. secular) identity, which 

was not based on religion, and intentionally demeaned the role of religion in contemporary 

Tibet, quite contrarily to the expectations of readers outside of Tibet.  

 

4.2.4. Representation of Landscape
308

 

 

As noted by Thomas Moran in his article about representation of nature in Gao 

Xinjian‟s Lingshan (灵山，Soul Mountain):  

 

“Yue (1998: 68, 72) observes that in most contemporary Chinese fiction about nature, „the natural 

environment is hushed into a mere setting for the cultural imaginary‟, and the image of the self is superimposed 

„upon the mirror of nature‟. Nature ends up as little more than the metaphorical vehicle for a meditation on 

human culture and history.” (Moran 2002: 212)
309

 

 

This characterizes the use of representations of landscape in the Chinese literature of 

the 1980s in general, and it is especially plausible for „root-searching‟ literature and literature 

about ethnic minorities. Such representations of landscape are highly metaphorical and 

symbolic. Symbolic representation of landscape in Chinese literature about minorities (as well 

as that about any cultural, social, or political „Others‟) serves generally as a means of 

„othering‟ the minority nationalities, especially where the „native space‟ is in some way 

specific and differs sharply from the „Chinese space‟ (as for example Xinjiang, Inner 

Mongolia, Xishuangbanna, or western Hunan)
310

.  
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industrialized landscape or urban environment. 



 235 

For Tibet, landscape is one of the important symbols of its „otherness‟, as for the same 

reason it is one of the important symbols of the Tibetan identity. The reason is quite obvious, 

because the Tibetan high-altitude landscape differs from anything Chinese, as well as from 

the space inhabited by other minorities. In its otherness, the Tibetan landscape is perceived as 

a challenge to Chinese intrusion and rule with its inaccessibility and inhospitable climate. As 

in colonial literature, in Chinese literature and art dealing with minorities in general, the 

symbolic representation of landscape refers to the “civilizing project” in the peripheral areas. 

The landscape stands against the colonizers and is therefore perceived as alien and hostile. 

The depiction of landscape thus often serves as a metaphor for successes or more probably for 

difficulties encountered during the realization of the “civilizing project”. The more the 

landscape is resistant to the civilizing endeavors, the more it is seen as backward and in need 

of „civilization‟. Such a landscape is then described as strange, inhospitable, bleak, or 

endangering, which are the characteristics that are, in accordance with the subjective 

perception of the unfamiliar Other, considered as unfathomable or „unreadable‟. Elleke 

Boehmer in her study of colonial and postcolonial literatures characterizes a typical „colonial‟ 

depiction of landscape, which is very similar to the Chinese representation of Tibetan 

landscape:  

 

“Colonialists texts are littered with images of nameless threat and trauma: of inertia and impossible 

immensity, of places of engulfing darkness and overwhelming enigma, recalcitrant peoples, unbreachable 

jungles, vast wastelands, huge and shapeless crowds.” (Boehmer 1995: 94)  

 

Both literatures (colonial and Chinese) are full of metaphors referring to the insidiousness and 

„unreadability‟ of the native Other, such as “swamps, mazes, and cavernous mountains” 

(ibid.). Even when such a landscape is resistant, its opposition is rather passive. The passivity 

correlates with the clearly feminine character of the indigenous people and of the whole space 

inhabited by them. A feminine aspect always means the promise of the final victory of the 

masculine power of „colonizer‟. As a female body, the landscape incites its violation by the 

dominant force. As the opposite of the resisting, wild landscape, sometimes depictions of 

landscape that has surrendered and has been successfully „colonized‟ or civilized appear – be 

it images of cultivated or industrialized countryside, depictions of „modern‟ elements (cars, 

airplanes, farming machines etc.), or a landscape subjugated by highways and railways. A 

special role in this kind of literature is played by the urban space, which is a natural 
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environment for the actors of the „civilizing mission‟. It is a safe territory, where they can 

exercise their superiority.    

In accordance with the characterization above, Han Chinese authors of literature 

dealing with Tibet prefer the depiction of countryside over the urban space. Typically, they 

describe vast mountain plateaus, mountain ranges and grasslands, landscape with a magical or 

mysterious atmosphere that embodies the exotic otherness or hidden threat as perceived by 

people not used to living in this kind of environment. For the Han Chinese – foreigners to 

Tibet, coming from cities – the wild, open landscape has a special esthetic value. It fascinates 

them with its beauty, but at the same time it cannot be known or understood, and therefore it 

is potentially frightening and dangerous. In contrast, for writers of Tibetan nationality, such 

qualities are often possessed by the urban space, which is not perceived as a natural 

environment by them. Thus the feelings of alienation and endangering that are connected with 

the countryside in Chinese literature are often bound to the „urban jungle‟ in the works of 

Tibetan authors, whereas the countryside is represented as natural, without any specific 

characteristics. In Tibetan literary works, the countryside landscape is either not accentuated 

by an expressive depiction (usually when the plot takes place in the countryside), or it is 

pictured as a nostalgic memory of the home far away, a landscape of lost childhood, or the 

unspoilt past (usually in contrast to the urban space in which the plot takes place). A particular 

contrast to the urban space is the typical Tibetan „domesticated‟ landscape (grassland, nomad 

tents, yak herds, snowy mountains, blue lakes), important in the sense of delimiting the 

„Tibetan space‟ within the multiethnic PRC, and as such it determines Tibetan national and 

cultural identity, which is awoken only in contrast to an unfamiliar environment.  

What is quite significant is that while in the Han Chinese literature the countryside 

landscape is depicted as desolate and uninhabited, in Tibetan works it is described as rich and 

fruitful. The specific character of the Tibetan landscape is clearly perceived as an important 

constitutive factor of the Tibetan identity by Tibetans. It has played an important role in 

Tibetan religion (e.g. the worship of mountains and lakes as local gods, yul lha), has 

contributed to the formation of Tibetan culture and for centuries it has determined the 

economy of the Tibetan plateau (above all the nomad pasturage, barley-oriented agriculture, 

and consequent dietary habits). Religion and economy are both seen as important determining 

factors of Tibetan identity (see Slobodník 2002: 352). It is thus possible to interpret the ways 

landscape is represented in literary works as a symbolic affirmation of belonging to a culture 

or nation (i.e. the representation of the Tibetan landscape as a natural environment for living), 
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or as its rejection and/or conquest (i.e. exoticizing the representation of the Tibetan landscape 

and the accentuation of various aspects of its otherness).  

The way in which Tibet and its people and landscape are represented in literature is 

often dependent on the origin and background of the author. As has been argued before 

(chapter 3.2.), Han Chinese writers who came to Tibetan areas during the 1970s or earlier, and 

who are often members of the PLA, usually incline towards a realist literary style. Such 

authors tend to represent Tibet more through the official rhetoric, that is, as backward and in 

need of help from outside. Those authors who came to Tibet in the 1980s have abandoned 

realism and incline more to experiments with literary style, involving modernist narrative 

techniques. The symbolism in their works is very much the same, but the need of 

transformation and civilization is not expressed explicitly. The works emphasize the 

exoticism of Tibet more, which serves as a magical element, making such works more 

appealing to the new tastes of Chinese readers. 

During the 1980s, writers whose literature can be easily recognized as „colonial‟ were 

still active in Tibetan areas. One group of such works dealing with the representation of the 

Chinese „civilizing mission‟ in the western part of the PRC (Zhongguo xibu 中国西部), 

including Tibet, are the “stories about expeditions on the western front” (Xi xian jun lü 

xiaoshuo 西线军旅小说 ) that were analyzed by Guan Weizhong in his book Xibu de 

xiangzheng (Symbol of the west) (Guan 1992: 267). In many aspects, this kind of fiction is 

similar to the colonial travelogues or “quest tales”, which depict invasions into a colonized 

territory through a “traveling metaphor” (Boehmer 1995: 93-94).  

An example is the writer Yang Zhijun (杨志军, born 1955 in Qinghai) with a PLA 

background. The title of his novel Hai zuotian tuiqu ( 海昨天退去 , Sea Retreated 

Yesterday)
311

, published in 1988, makes an obvious reference to the „backwardness‟ of the 

area where the plot is situated – the northern part of the Tibetan plateau. The novel describes 

the construction of a pipeline from Golmud to Lhasa through the Kunlun Mountains. The 

construction is both a symbolic as well as an actual intrusion of the Chinese into Tibetan 

space. The project is depicted as a heroic sacrifice of thousands of the PLA soldiers who laid 

down their lives on the altar of their Motherland in a struggle with harsh natural conditions. 

Tibetan nature here is depicted as an extremely cruel force, bringing death to the soldiers and 

thus hindering the fulfillment of their heroic task. The soldiers suffer due to the lack of 

oxygen at high altitudes, and the Tibetan landscape is described as a place completely 
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unsuitable to live in. Those soldiers who do not die suffer from various physical or psychical 

handicaps and are stigmatized for the rest of their lives. In spite of all the dangers, the pipeline 

construction is finally finished, and the landscape is thus reclaimed and „humanized‟. The 

pipeline will be there forever as a monument to the civilizing endeavors of the Chinese army. 

A similar representation appears in the early short stories of another „west-part writer‟ 

(xibu zuojia 西部作家) Jin Zhiguo. Jin Zhiguo came to Tibet during his childhood with his 

parents. Although he grew up there, his literature shows the same distance from the natural 

environment as that of the other Han Chinese writers. At the beginning of his short story “Lu” 

(路 , A Road)
312

 he describes the Tibetan landscape as desolate and hostile towards the 

„intruders‟ from outside. At the same time, the landscape possesses an incitingly mysterious 

character, a „magic power‟, as if there was some unidentified supreme authority ruling over it: 

 

“The black road was pressed from both sides between the yellowish plain, as a dash stretching far away 

without end, as if drawn here, in the piece of land which is closest to heaven, by a huge magic hand, which 

intended to express some mysterious symbolic meaning. Two halves of the barren plain cut by it relied each on 

the back of a beast-like mountain ridge, looking derisively down at the Liberation-brand vehicle he was driving. 

It was too small, all alone it was climbing along the dash like a beetle.” (Jin 1983: 86) 

 

The landscape as described by Jin Zhiguo is majestic, noncommittal, but it “derides” the futile 

human effort to subdue nature. Such a landscape bears potential danger, it makes a man feel 

uneasy, makes him vulnerable. The driver in the short story shares his negative feelings with 

his chance female passenger. The adult man admits that the barren plain horrifies him and his 

mind is overwhelmed with a mixture of superstition and irrational fear. However, when the 

man and woman meet by chance for the second time, the man‟s worries have disappeared, and 

his mind is instead full of positive expectations. Now he acts as though he believes that 

humankind has the strength to gain power over nature and to win the battle with it. The reason 

for such a change in the protagonist‟s attitude is not indicated directly in the short story, but it 

is suggested that it is the human effort invested into the construction and „civilization‟ of the 

landscape. The short story closes with the same scene as the opening one, some details have 

however changed: This time the landscape does not “look derisively down” (chaoxiao de 嘲

笑的) at the truck, but it looks “respectfully” (jingyi de 敬意的), and the car, even though it is 

still small, does not “climb like a beetle along the dash” (pa zhe 爬着), but rather it “swallows 

the dash” (tun zhe 吞着) of the road.    
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Modernist „new fiction from Tibet‟ by Han Chinese authors (that in fact emerged at 

the same time as the above analyzed realist literature) does not contain direct references to the 

“civilizing project” in Tibet. Its authors – inspired by the contemporary „root-searching 

literature‟ – were rather inspired by the Tibetan environment, cultural traditions and by the 

indigenous world-view. But even though the „colonizing effort‟ is not expressed explicitly in 

the short stories, the representation of the Tibetan landscape in this kind of literature is very 

similar. The authors mainly emphasize two symbolic aspects of Tibetan landscape: Barren 

and inhospitable scenery that symbolize estrangement or incomprehension of the Tibetan 

environment. Such landscape delimitates the insurmountable gap between the „Chinese‟ and 

„Tibetan‟ worlds. The other aspect of the represented landscape is romantic or exotic. This 

aspect also accentuates the otherness, but its positive side. This kind of landscape symbolizes 

the inherent potential, the possible curative or regenerative force, and represents a sharp 

contrast to the stagnating or even declining Chinese civilization as many young intellectuals 

saw it in that period
313

. Both aspects are often represented through the images of landscape 

that is dark, enigmatic, mysterious, and full of magical occurrences and miracles. 

For example, in Ma Jian„s „Tibetan series‟ “Liangchu ni de shetai...”, the Tibetan 

landscape is often depicted as desolate, empty, and dangerous. Its character clearly resounds 

in the plot of cruel stories narrated in a naturalist way. The landscape is obviously the 

„victimizer‟, the cause of the immense suffering of the human beings inhabiting it. At the 

same time, it is seen as a source of traditional Tibetan culture and of Tibetan life-philosophy. 

Buddhism in such conditions appears as the one and only acceptable philosophy, because life 

and death have lost their value vis-à-vis the boundless rule of nature: 

 

“On the Tibetan plateau, where every piece of land is permeated with spirituality, myth and legends 

blend together in a unique totality. There is suffering, completely unimaginable for a modern civilized man.” 

(Ma Jian 1988: 240) 

 

The descriptions accentuate the houseless, deserted scenery, which represents a serious threat 

for any human being. Typical motifs are various corrugations, ditches, or other „scars‟ on the 
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face of landscape, which are potentially dangerous for anyone who dares to disturb the intact 

majesty of nature: 

 

“The grassy slope was grooved as it traced the shape of limestone rocks covered with a layer of soil; 

deep crevasses grew wider and wider as the rain water and melting snow poured inside, and created a labyrinth 

of ditches and hillocks sprawling to all directions. On such places, horses would often fall down and get injured, 

and cattle, when it gets stuck in one of the deep depressions, would sometimes die from exhaustion.” (Ma Jian 

1988: 215) 

 

There are also threats in the form of swamps and salt lakes, which change life-giving 

water into an omen of death. Landscape interwoven with such drainage evokes an image of a 

deadly labyrinth. The dangerous aspects of the landscape are simultaneously accompanied by 

sinister silence and the indifference of nature to the suffering taking place amidst its beauty. 

This evokes an image of the landscape as a beautiful, but cruel woman, an almighty goddess, 

who takes delight in human pain. Ma Jian has personified the Tibetan landscape in this way in 

the short story “Duomula hu de weixiao” (The Smile of Duomula Lake). The personification 

of a lake into a goddess has its roots in Tibetan mythology and religion. A traditional Tibetan 

concept originating in the pre-Buddhist religion is based on the worship of mountains as 

incarnations of male gods, and lakes as female goddesses (see Karmay 1994: 112). However, 

Ma Jian generally inclines to the feminine character of represented landscape, which refers to 

its perceived inscrutability, unsteadiness, or „moodiness‟ more than to Tibetan mythology. 

The attribution of such „female‟ characteristics to the represented landscape can, together with 

other analyzed aspects, be interpreted as an (unconscious) expression of an ideological 

affirmation of the above described dominant discourse stemming from the Chinese “internal 

orientalism”. Even if Ma Jian does not use such motifs consciously in name of the 

hypothetical „civilizing mission‟, and rather seeks to find answers to questions about the 

meaning of human life, a symbolic reading allows such an interpretation. 

Ma Yuan presents quite a different representation of landscape, emphasizing 

mysterious elements stemming from Tibetan religion and mythology. Ma Yuan‟s exoticizing 

magical images of Tibetan landscape embody a certain distance from the everyday reality on 

the high plateau, and function as an othering element that stands between the Chinese and 

Tibetan worlds. Ma Yuan likes to mention phenomena and animals that are exclusive to the 

region, such as musk deer or snow leopard, but his stories are also enlivened by various 

legends, such as yeti or some supernatural beings. The wild open landscape is often depicted 
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in an idealized, romantic way, like in a fairytale, but there are still some motifs that are 

characteristic specifically to Tibetan nature (i.e. hot springs [in the Mount Kailash area], clear 

blue sky, the stars low above the horizon, as if the sky was very close above one‟s head, etc.): 

 

“The snow [had] already stopped a while ago, and the ground was covered with a white quilt. The air 

was bright, so that you could see far away. The surface of the nearby lake seemed as if boiling, the white steam 

raising high in the air. The sky was dark blue, without moon, but the dense lights of stars were glimmering very 

low above my head. The pillar of white steam pointed upwards, as to get closer to the stars, wavering, it was 

floating high into the sky.” (Ma Yuan 2003: 376) 

 

Whereas most of the Chinese works about Tibet focus on the depiction of a „typical 

Tibetan‟ countryside space, such as grassland or mountains, Ma Yuan is one of the few Han 

Chinese authors whose short stories sometimes take place in a town. He has chosen the capital 

of Tibet (and the only Tibetan big city), Lhasa as the ideal environment for many of his 

mysterious stories. However, in Ma Yuan‟s stories, Lhasa is not an urban environment in its 

proper sense. He is not interested in the modern urban life (as some of the Sinophone Tibetan 

authors are, namely Tongga, but to a lesser extent also Zhaxi Dawa, Sebo, and Alai), and, on 

the contrary, in several short stories focuses on the atmosphere of the old Tibetan center of 

Lhasa around Jokhang Temple and Barkor, the area which is the most important sacred space 

in Tibet. Like the whole region, Lhasa is also a „fairytale land‟ for Ma Yuan, where old 

legends come to life. One such picture of the old Lhasa (that was slowly disappearing during 

the 1980s) is presented in the short story “You shen” (Vagrant Spirit). Here, the central 

pilgrimage circuit in Lhasa, Barkor, becomes a place where the contemporaries of the Chinese 

emperor Qianlong intermingle with antiquities-traders, contributing to the special atmosphere 

of the Tibetan „holy city‟. 

This kind of exotic, alienated representation of Tibetan space, similar in some aspects 

to that of Ma Yuan, is present also in many short stories of Zhaxi Dawa. His short stories 

often take place in towns, and only exceptionally in the countryside. Both spaces are imbued 

with a magical atmosphere inspired by mythology. The countryside is depicted as a more 

natural environment for Zhaxi Dawa‟s Tibetan characters, but such „pure‟ and „authentic‟ 

places are slowly disappearing, and their seemingly timeless existence is disturbed by the 

abrupt invasion of modernity, usually represented by the urban space. However, even in the 

depiction of the countryside landscape Zhaxi Dawa uses surreal or magic elements based on 

Tibetan mythology, popular beliefs and superstitions. The description of a mythical landscape 
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on the top of a holy mountain in the short story “Xizang, ji zai pisheng koushang de hun” is 

probably the most remarkable one: 

 

“The further I went the stranger grew the scenery opening before my eyes. The bodhi-trees with 

yellowish branches covered with egg-shaped leafs rolled on in regular rows as I walked, as if moving on an 

invisible running belt. Nearby I saw the ruins of an old temple. I noticed that a huge elephant with feet as long as 

ladders to heaven was approaching over the vast plain. It reminded me of the painting „The Temptation of San 

Anthony‟ by Salvador Dali.” (Feng 1989: 19) 

 

It is significant that Zhaxi Dawa is referring to such a heterogeneous element as the surrealist 

painting by Salvador Dali. What is supposed to be the author-narrator‟s native landscape is 

compared to a Western, and moreover essentially „modern‟ piece of art. It is thus presented as 

something strange, distant, incomprehensible, and irrational, so that the author-narrator has to 

use Western modern art, more familiar to him, to represent the landscape of his own 

homeland, a land he is estranged from. Similarly, in one of the earlier stories “Xingqitian” (星

期天，Sunday)
314

, Zhaxi Dawa describes a scene where the main protagonist compares 

Tibetan prayer flags to the “flags of different countries fluttering on the mast of a transoceanic 

steamer that he saw in a foreign movie” (Zhaxi 1983: 10), or “colorful ribbons that hung on 

the Chang‟an Road in the capital [of the PRC] to welcome foreign guests” (ibid.). For Zhaxi 

Dawa‟s protagonists, the Tibetan landscape represents something unusual, exotic, and so to 

describe it they have to find something more familiar to help them express the new experience. 

In the short story “Xizang, ji zai pisheng kou shang de hun”, the author-narrator has, in the 

following scene, found the ruins of an ancient battlefield, which he thinks can be identified as 

the site where one of the battles led by legendary Tibetan king Gesar had taken place. By this 

allusion the storyline is firmly embedded in the realm of myth that, as fantastic as it may seem, 

is an integral part of the everyday life of the natives. As the author-narrator gains a deeper 

cognition of the indigenous culture, he finds himself amidst this magic world. Mythology and 

legends also play an important role in Zhaxi Dawa‟s short stories that take place in the urban 

environment. For example, in “Fengma zhi yao“ (The Glory of a Wind Horse), “Huang fangzi 

qianmian” (In Front of the Yellow House) or “Shiji zhi yao“ (An Invitation of Century), the 

protagonists appear in different incarnations or in different periods of history, as if time ran in 

circles, and could be „reloaded‟ as a video tape. As Patricia Schiaffini has pointed out, Zhaxi 

Dawa‟s use of such magical-realist elements reveals the author‟s estrangement from „Tibetan 
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reality‟, which is presented as something marvelous, and thus worth recording (Schiaffini 

2002: 211). 

As was shown in the previous chapter, works that adopt and approximate the Chinese 

rhetoric and values of the previous era (before the Cultural Revolution) predominate in 

Tibetophone literature produced during the formative period of the 1980s. Their main themes 

are chosen to illustrate the official critical attitude to the traditional elements together with a 

promotion of modern values. This is usually connected with a critique of diverse religious 

practices and discussions concerning gender and marriage issues. In this kind of literature, 

landscape does not play the explicitly significant role that it has played in Chinese literature 

about Tibet, and it is not a clear symbol used by Tibetan authors to oppose Chinese 

representations of Tibet.  At the same time, such „omissions‟ of one of the important symbols 

of Tibetan otherness, which plays such an important role in Chinese literature about Tibet, 

themselves have meaning: it can be interpreted as a kind of concealed opposition towards 

such „orientalization‟ of Tibet. Occasional short descriptions of landscape and its symbolism 

further support this hypothesis. Representations of landscape in Tibetophone literature have 

diverse functions at a symbolic level, which can be divided into three categories: 1) The 

struggle with wild nature, its colonization and „humanization‟; 2) The idyllic landscape of the 

„homeland‟; 3) The encounter with the „civilized Other‟ – the intrusion of the urban space. 

The first category refers to a similar process that emerged in the native colonial 

literatures on the former territories of the British Empire, the process of „approximation‟, 

which is described as “borrowing, taking over, or appropriating the ideological, linguistic, and 

textual forms of the colonial power” (Boehmer 1996: 106). Such a representation of landscape 

is parallel to the Chinese representation of the “civilizing project”, but the protagonists are 

Tibetans instead of Chinese, so that the „colonization‟ takes place without the foreign 

presence. In a similar way to the native writers in former British colonies, Tibetan authors 

“turn the identities ascribed to them into positive self-images” (Boehmer 1996: 105). The 

Tibetan representations of Tibetan landscape are as much celebrations of the immense human 

effort to reclaim a savage space, as they are celebrations of this same space they see as their 

homeland. In this kind of representation, Tibetan writers adopt similar genres and methods as 

the Chinese: travelogue, traveling metaphor, adventurous stories or quest tales.  

For example, Tenpa Yargye‟s short story “´Grul bzhud kyi glu sgra“ (A Traveling 

Song) describes a traditional salt expedition undertaken regularly by men from Changtang, 

which is at the same time an „initiation ritual‟, through which boys become men. A short story 

by Trashi Penden, “Phyi nyin gyi gnam gshis de ring las legs pa yongs nges” (Tomorrow the 
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Weather will be Better than Today) can be read as a clear affirmation of Tibetan identity, in 

spite of the dominant ideology it presents. It is a celebration of the Tibetan „national 

character‟, which was formed by harsh natural conditions. The main protagonist‟s family is 

constantly on the brink of starvation, but they never give up their „colonial project‟. The old 

peasant hopes that one day his effort will be successful, and that he will be able to find and 

pay for a bride for his eldest son. At the end of the story, when grieving over ruined crops, he 

still keeps his high spirits with the faith that the „weather‟ will „turn one day‟ and will bring a 

fair wind to Tibet. 

 

“When the lifelong mates have to separate for ever, it is destiny; when the crops are not worked out one 

year, it has to be repaid the next. Even if our crops have been damaged by a catastrophe, the next year is ahead! 

Weeping cannot help us, we do not have [any] other choice than to go and fight for the next year‟s crops.“ 

(Huang 1999: 328) 

 

The optimism of „looking ahead‟ instead of grieving over past miseries can be 

interpreted on several levels. The short story uses an important metaphor of „weather‟ that is, 

as noted by Perry Link, too often used (both officially and colloquially) in China to represent 

the political situation (Link 2000: 14). When accepting such a metaphor, we have three 

possible „readings‟ of the short story: 1) „Colonial‟ – reclaiming of the Tibetan space, as 

suggested above; 2) „Ideological‟ – the story as an allegory on the Cultural Revolution, where 

the hope in a better „tomorrow‟ is associated with the arrival of the new reform policy; 3) 

„Nationalistic‟ – again with reference to the Cultural Revolution that destroyed the everyday 

life of Tibetans as a storm, where the optimistic end is read as an expression of hope that the 

oppression is over and the Tibetan nation will be revived. 

The depictions of landscape emphasizing its idyllic character, or nostalgic 

representations of the lost homeland mostly appear in Tibetan literature in contrast to the 

modern urban space, which is seen as unfamiliar and alien. In this case, even a neutral 

depiction of Tibetan countryside has specific significance when compared to Chinese images 

of Tibet, because Chinese writers used the Tibetan landscape to accentuate the otherness of 

Tibet. Thus, when Tibetan authors seem not to be interested in the „specifically Tibetan‟ 

landscape, it should be interpreted as their affirmation of the Tibetan identity, as they have 

„accepted‟ the space as natural, not as an exotic amusement. The depictions of countryside 

allow Tibetan authors to represent an „authentic‟ Tibetan environment, without the intruding 

Chinese authority. From the Tibetan perspective, the countryside landscape has lost the 
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threatening character ascribed to it by Han Chinese writers. It is not desolate, barren, or 

dangerous any more. Quite the contrary: it is welcoming to its inhabitants, nourishing them 

with its fertility. 

 

“The green crops were waving back and forth in the soft cool wind and the branches of the apricot trees 

at the edges of the field were laden with fruits yet to ripen. Soon the green crops would turn as yellow as gold. 

When autumn arrived there would be a heavy workload harvesting, threshing the crops and collecting the grain 

in the granaries and so on.” (“A Flower Blighted by Frost”; Virtanen: 2000: 42) 

 

Even when the landscape is veiled by the unfavorable weather, for example by fog, as it is in 

Döndrup Gyel and Tsering Döndrup‟s short story “rGyu „bras med pa‟i mna‟ ma“ (A 

Shameless Bride), it is not threatening. The weather (fog) is here used as a metaphor - to 

symbolize the darkness in the main female protagonist‟s heart, and also refers to the evil 

influence of the Gang of Four during the Cultural Revolution
315

. The fog is not used to 

emphasize the inhospitability of the landscape, which itself is described positively: 

 

          “High mountains, low earth, serpentine water-streams, dense forests and the rest – everything in this world 

was enveloped by a veil of fog. Grey, secluded, silent. If this curtain of fog had not been there, the scene would 

have been as beautiful and attractive as a drawing by an artist or a well-written poem. However, because the 

whole earth was enveloped by fog today, the glory of the smiling flowers of the summer months, the dance of 

the birds showing their skill of their wings and the melodious humming of bees – these good features had turned 

into secret hidden qualities. ” (Virtanen 2000: 75) 

 

          It is significant that threats or feelings of estrangement appear in connection with 

representations of urban space. Towns and cities depicted are mostly in Chinese areas and 

serve as administrative centers for surrounding Tibetan autonomous prefectures and counties 

(i.e. Xining or Chengdu). This kind of environment is described as unnatural for Tibetans, and 

as such it is often connected to themes of conflict between tradition and modernity. In the 

urban environment, what is emphasized are either the changes brought to Tibet by a foreign 

culture that are disturbing the hitherto authentic native culture, or the problems stemming 

from such an encounter, because „underdeveloped‟ Tibetans are not able to accommodate to 
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the new environment. This intrusion of a foreign power is expressed symbolically in Döndrup 

Gyel‟s “Sad kyi bcom pa‟i me tog” (A Flower Blighted by Frost), where the main female 

protagonist is raped (by a Tibetan) after she has left the safe soil of her native village and has 

set out on a journey into an unfamiliar environment, to Xining. In contrast to the previous 

idyllic description of the fruitful homeland landscape when it was depicted during summer 

when the fruit and crops are ripening, the city is now pictured in winter, encrusted with ice 

and snow. Such a description of a freezing city again correlates with the fate of the main 

protagonist, whose youth has been “blighted by the frost” at the moment of her rape: 

 

         “The sun appeared, smiling from behind the eastern mountain tops after laying the red and yellow 

ornaments of morning clouds on the neck of the girl of dawn. The sky was blue and clear resembling an 

unblemished huge flat jewel which has just been bathed in water. The long, slow-moving Tsongchu river of 

Siling (Xining) was still asleep under its cover of ice and once in a while drew a light, snoring breath.” 

(Virtanen: 2000:  58) 

 

          The motif of rape is clearly connected to the urban space and to the „modernity‟ 

encountered by the main protagonist when entering this alien space. By the inclusion of this 

kind of symbolic setting, the story again allows two possible readings. On one level there is 

an „ideological‟ message: promotion of modernity based on the right of free choice of partner. 

At a deeper level, there is a „nationalistic message‟: the symbolic „rape‟ of a nation by the 

foreign intrusion into the native space. 

          Even when the stories take place in the unfamiliar „Chinese‟ urban environment, in 

their works Tibetan authors only exceptionally deal directly with the relations between 

Tibetans and Han Chinese. The representation of Han characters is very rare as well. It is 

more common in works written by Tibetans in Chinese language, such as Tongga‟s or Alai‟s 

stories. In his literature, Alai, who himself is half Tibetan, half Hui, focuses on the theme of 

„hybridity‟ stemming from the amalgamation of Chinese and Tibetan cultural, social and 

ideological elements. His narratives, although written in Chinese, clearly accept the Tibetan 

perspective, which is manifested i.a. in his representation of landscape, which is closer to the 

Tibetan concept than to the Chinese. In his short stories, the city becomes an alien 

environment, where the sharp cultural, linguistic and other differences between the two 

nationalities are very clear. In his short story “Xue mai” (Blood Relation) Alai explicitly 

demarcates the uneven relation between the „civilized Chinese‟ and „backward minorities‟. 

For him, the city is a space where „colonial drama‟ is taking place with the aim of „civilizing‟ 
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(kaihua 开化 , Alai 2001: 375) the minorities. The Tibetan element, resistant to such 

civilization efforts attracts unpleasant attention in such an environment:   

 

          “[...] his huge figure swayed as he was walking in the stream of people wearing light colorful clothes, 

emanating an odor that assailed people‟s nostrils. His purple coat was hanging heavily on his shoulders. The 

dense stream of people divided before him automatically to make way, as if he wasn‟t a man, but a wild beast 

driven into the middle of a crowd.” (Alai 2001: 376) 

 

 In contrast, Alai‟s descriptions of the landscape of the Tibetan countryside are rather 

tranquil and idyllic, as for example in the short story named “Yu” (鱼，Fishes):  

 

“As we climbed out of the car to get the body moving for a short while, everybody inadvertently 

blinked his eyes to look around at the landscape. The Small village that we‟d just left a while ago shriveled deep 

in the grassland and the distance bestowed it with a beauty it did not possess itself. A gentle and slow stream 

under the hillock radiated in the sunrays a kind of warmth. Everybody sat down on the grass, and the autumn 

stalks around us slightly rustled. The sound was made by the last remainders of wet from the melted frost as it 

evaporated in the air. The air smelled of dried grass.” (Sebo 2002: 214-214) 

 

This short story describes a picnic, a very common activity undertaken in Tibet (by 

Tibetans as well as Han), which in the Chinese cultural environment is often associated with a 

„wild natural‟ environment like grassland or mountains, and is thus seen as a „typical‟ activity 

for Tibetan areas. Probably the most famous depiction of this kind of Tibetan picnic is in Ma 

Yuan‟s “Lasa he de nüshen” (The Goddess of Lhasa River), where several Han Chinese and 

Sinophone Tibetan intellectuals and artists from the „Lhasa salon‟ are enjoying their time near 

the river in Lhasa. The picnic is described in quite an obscure and ironic way, and the „finale‟ 

of the short story is a scene where the protagonists try to move away two dead pigs whose 

smell is disturbing them in their relaxation. In Alai‟s short story there is also a group of Han 

Chinese and Tibetan intellectuals who travel together in Tibetan grasslands in Aba Prefecture 

in north-western Sichuan. They stop in the idyllic grassland landscape to take a pause and to 

get something to eat – some (Han Chinese) men take a gun and go hunting marmots, while the 

first person narrator „Alai‟ with another Sinophone Tibetan writer, „Gongbu Zhaxi‟, are 

delegated to take a role as fishermen. „Alai‟ ponders for a short while on the cultural 

differences between Han and Tibetans in eating fish:  
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“For me, to go fishing wasn‟t a good choice. There are commonly practiced water-burials
316

 in the 

grassland, during which water and fish eliminate the mortal remains of the body, and therefore fish are for many 

Tibetans a taboo. For this trip I have taken with me a manuscript given to me by Professor Dangzhu Angben 

from Central Minorities Institute. In his book he has examined popular Tibetan taboos and worship of nature. He 

has also focused on the taboos concerning fishing and eating of fish. He said that Tibetans, when they perform 

traditional exorcist and expurgatory rituals for driving away evil spirits and other unclean things, they take these 

invisible but omnipresent things from soil, their homes and souls, and throw them with incantations into water. 

And then the fish living in the water become hosts of such inauspicious things.” (Sebo 2002: 215) 

 

As a result, „Alai‟ was successful in his fishing and caught plenty of fish, but while the 

fish were still alive lying on the ground near the river, he experienced a hallucinatory 

nightmare, where he heard all the fish wailing in their premortal agony. In contrast to Ma 

Yuan, who seems to be quite amused about the obscure conditions in Tibet, and is trying to 

enjoy all the „strange‟ things he encounters here, Alai focuses on the cultural differences 

between Han and Tibetans, inclining clearly towards the Tibetan sacral respect for nature. 

While in Ma Yuan‟s story the protagonists are clearly „normal‟ and the environment is 

„strange‟, in Alai it is the other way round. The grassland landscape is beautiful and idyllic, 

and the insensitive behavior of the (sinicized) group of urban intellectuals disturbs the purity 

and deep spiritual quality of Tibetan nature. Alai himself, as a sinicized intellectual, stands in-

between the two cultures, but acutely feels the inappropriateness of his own position. 

This short analysis of the use of literary representations of the Tibetan landscape has 

proved that landscape plays an important symbolic role in many works dealing with Tibet. 

Han Chinese authors use the depiction of Tibetan landscape to express symbolically their 

distance from the Tibetan Other. In realistic writing as well as in „modernist‟ attempts they 

choose those motifs that emphasize the threatening or exotic character of the landscape. For 

this reason, they tend to represent the countryside and wild nature that bear specific 

characteristics of „Tibetanness‟ as perceived by an outsider. Such a perspective shows a 

certain inclination to the Chinese „internal orientalism‟, which is present in Chinese 

representations of minority nationalities in general. 

 Tibetan authors do not usually include long descriptions of landscape in their works. 

This is clearly because they do not intend to represent themselves as the „exotic other‟, and 

thus do not emphasize the symbolic function of landscape in their fiction. For them, the 

surrounding landscape is the natural environment, where Tibetans live and work. Their 

                                                 
316

 There are four traditional ways of disposing of a dead body in Tibet, which are connected to the four basic 

elements: earth (burying into ground), water (burying into rivers), fire (cremation), and air („sky burial‟, where 

the body is offered to necrophagous birds and animals). See Kolmaš 2003: 24.  
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„neutrality‟ towards the representation of landscape clearly differentiates Tibetan authors from 

the Chinese, who pay exceptional attention to any elements that emphasize the otherness of 

the Tibetan environment. Depictions of landscape play a certain role only in such works that 

seek to manifest the „Tibetan perspective‟ of reality by focusing on the traditional way of life 

(as in Tenpa Yargye‟s short stories) or by contrasting the Tibetan environment with an alien 

(urban) space that is established through a connection with the Chinese presence in Tibet. The 

landscape of the Tibetan countryside is then depicted as the idyllic homeland, whereas the city 

plays a negative role by disturbing the traditional space where Tibetans feel safe and free. 

Even though life in the countryside is hard because of the climatic conditions, Tibetan people 

possess the skills and strength to deal with nature as their ancestors did for centuries. In 

contrast, urban space is unpredictable and dangerous, bringing changes to the Tibetan way of 

life. 

 Sino-Tibetan authors (like Zhaxi Dawa and Alai) are hybrid by their origin as well as 

by their literary work. For example, Zhaxi Dawa‟s short stories embody characteristic traits of 

both Chinese and Tibetan literatures. On the one hand, he inclines towards the „magical-

realist‟ style of representing Tibetan reality, making Tibet an exotic „mysterious‟ place. But 

on the other hand, many of his short stories take place in urban environment, so that the 

„magic‟ is the result of collisions between Tibetan tradition and Chinese modernity. As argued 

before, Zhaxi Dawa‟s magical realism can be seen as an attempt to make the „Tibetan 

perspective‟ accessible to Chinese rationality. This tendency is manifested in his depictions of 

landscape as well. For Alai, his own „hybridity‟ became the main topic of his literature, but 

his representations of the Tibetan landscape, both urban and natural, bespeak the „Tibetan 

perspective‟ he attempts to represent in his fiction. 

 

4.2.5. People, Customs, and Habits  

 

“Predictably, the figure of the ethnic Other in post-Mao China was for the most part represented by a 

female. This was a part of a recurrent constellation of features that merged femaleness with rural backwardness 

with relative youth (in sense of lack of seniority) with non-Han cultures.” (Schein 1997: 74)  

  

Representational strategies generally used (by a dominant Self) to depict alien people 

from other (supposedly inferior) cultures have been succinctly described by contemporary 

Western scholars through three basic metaphors of “the child, the savage, and the fool” 

(Heberer 2001: 120). In China, two strategies in particular are plausible for their 
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representation of minorities: Their “barbarization” (ibid., 113) and „feminization‟ or 

“gendered images” (Schein 1997: 73). The subjective “dimension of otherness” of a minority 

is measured according to different „barbarous‟ habits and customs, and these become a 

popular subject of artistic or literary representations. In all works by Han Chinese authors, 

there is a clear dividing line between „Chinese‟ and „Tibetan‟. The main protagonists are 

always Han Chinese, even when it is usually not stated explicitly, whereas the Tibetan 

characters are always clearly marked as „Tibetan‟ (Zangzu), either verbally or through specific 

characterization of their appearance and behavior. Tibetan characters have no name, and are 

not able to communicate unless they can speak Chinese (such „mute‟ characters appear in the 

works of almost Han Chinese writers, and exceptionally also in works of Sinophone Tibetan 

authors, such as in Zhaxi Dawa‟s “Xizang, yinmi suiyue”, where the Chinese UFO researcher 

is not able to communicate with the main male protagonist of the story, and the scene is 

alternatively focalized from the „Tibetan‟ and „Chinese‟ points of view).  

Male Tibetan characters usually have some „wild‟, „barbarian‟ traits, such as long hair, 

a naked chest, a knife on their belt etc. For example, in Ma Jian‟s short story “Guang tun ba 

chi xiao du” there is such a description of a Tibetan nomad:  

 

“I still remembered, how he just a while ago, with an expression of an insatiate infant sucked his finger 

stained with yak‟s blood. He was as black as a devil. A clump of his ink black hair was bound up with a red 

string, and on his temples, that reflected the deep red color of fire, the bulging veins could be clearly seen. When 

he was talking, he waved fiercely his hands, and a strand of hair, which slipped out of the red string, was 

swinging on his forehead as he moved his head wildly. I was almost afraid of him.” (Ma Jian 1988: 226)   

 

 Female Tibetan characters are often beautiful, sexually attractive, weak and 

submissive. There is also an example from Ma Jian‟s short story, “Nüren lan”, but there are 

similar descriptions of Tibetan women in Ma Yuan (“Gangdisi de youhuo”, “You shen”, 

“Lasa he nü shen” and others), Yan Geling (“Mai hong pingguo de mangnü “) and Jin Zhiguo 

(“Meng, yiluo zai caoyuan shang”).  

 

“A round face, bright red cheeks, small nose, deep black eyes gazing at me with curiosity. The skin on 

her neck and breasts was white and delicate, her bosom closely embraced by a tight blouse. From my side I 

could see the dark depression between her breasts, which jumped together with clattering of the bus.” (Ma Jian 

1988: 207) 
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A typical motif connected to Tibetan woman is their morally questionable behavior, which 

stems from a certain purity, naivety and primitivism. In Ma Jian‟s “Guang tun ba chi xiao du” 

there is a description of a Tibetan young female beggar who is sitting in Barkor in Lhasa with 

exposed breasts and sucking her own nipples
317

. Tibetan women are also sometimes depicted 

as unashamedly nursing their children in the presence of male strangers, for example in Liu 

Wei‟s short story “Zai hui Molang”: 

 

“The gate of Pubu‟s home was painted with red color. A woman with disheveled braided hair was 

sitting inside the courtyard with a sucking infant in her arms. Her upper body was unveiled. The child let the 

nipple slip from his mouth and turned his head to look at me. His black eyes were shining.” (Feng 1989: 143). 

   

Chinese authors pay special attention to Tibetan dietary habits. They consider the fact 

that Tibetans eat raw (dried) meat to be most barbarous, the meat being cut from the bones 

with their knife (in contrast to Chinese meat cut into small pieces to enable it to be 

comfortably eaten with chopsticks). Apart from that, two drinks are seen as specific markers 

of a Tibetan identity by the Chinese. Chang (Ch. qingke jiu 青稞酒, Tib. chang; barley beer), 

which is an important part of the romantic image of Tibet, often associated with love for 

beautiful Tibetan women, and as such it often appears in popular songs. And (salty) butter tea 

(Ch. suyou cha 酥油茶, Tib. just bod ja, “Tibetan tea”), which specifically marks out a 

belonging to Tibetan nationality, because the Chinese almost never drink it. 

Although it is very popular to picture minorities (including Tibetans) during festivals 

and celebrations in photography and all kinds of mass media, especially in promotions for 

regional tourism, presumably because of the exotic colorful costumes, such occasions are 

seldom depicted in literature. There are brief mentions of some minor folk festivals (such as 

Shoton or the “Yoghurt Festival”
318

 in Lhasa or the Big Thangka Festival
319

 in Shikatse), and 

of the horse riding festivals in herding areas. It is quite symptomatic that all of the festivals 

that are touched upon in Chinese literature about Tibet are either secular or local. Robert 

Barnett has pointed out that the Shoton festival, which is held in Norbulingka (the Dalai 

Lama‟s summer palace) is a kind „official folklore‟, representing “the Chinese attempt to 

                                                 
317

 Actually, this motif was inspired by Ma Jian‟s photograph taken during his trip to Tibet. The photograph was 

reprinted in the Hong Kong edition of Hong chen. 
318

 The so called “Yoghurt Festival“ (Tib zho ston) is celebrated around the mid point of the 5th  lunar month in 

the park of Norbulingka in Lhasa. People come to have picnics and watch performance of traditional Tibetan 

opera.  
319

 During the festival, which is held around the mid point of the 5th lunar month in Shikatse, a large thangka is 

displayed on a special wall in Tashilhünpo monastery. 
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reconstruct on the site of the 1959 uprising an officially acceptable and specifically secular 

tradition of Tibetan anniversaries [of resistance]” (Barnett 1994: 244). It was reestablished as 

a counter-attack against Tibetan boycotts of the important religious festival Mönlam at the 

end of the 1980s that was to be held in Jokhang temple, the exclusively Tibetan sacred space. 

The Big Thangka Festival in Shikatse is associated with the Panchen Lama, an officially 

supported counter-balance to the exiled Dalai Lama. Horse riding festivals are purely secular 

festivals with a strong folk tradition flavor (dancing and singing Tibetans in colorful costumes 

and exotic headdresses) and are thus closest to the official Chinese notion of a „minority 

festival‟.  

Significantly, Han Chinese writers have paid most attention to the so called “Washing 

Festival”, which is held at the beginning of the 7
th

 lunar month. During this festival, Tibetans 

wash themselves and their clothes in lakes and rivers to clean their body and soul, and to drive 

away illnesses. The Chinese authors mention this festival usually in connection with the 

images of naked male and female bodies bathing together (Yan Geling, Ma Yuan in “Lasa he 

de nü shen”). In a Chinese context, it is an obvious sign of the depraved morality of Tibetans, 

which together with their supposed promiscuity is one of the attributes of „barbarous 

minorities‟. An image of a naked body is a typical representation of „barbarians‟, including 

Tibetans, who usually undress the upper part of their chupa in hot days, and women in rural 

areas do not feel ashamed to expose their breasts when feeding their children. 

Such „barbarian‟ motifs are absolutely absent in literary works written by Tibetan 

authors. Only in works taking place in rural areas is it possible to find some depictions of the 

every day activities of peasants or nomads, such as churning butter or Tibetan tea. Instead of 

the dried meat, which is often mentioned in Chinese works as the most remarkable part of the 

Tibetan diet, Tibetan works feature tsampa (roasted barley flour), which is considered to be 

one of the distinctive attributes of belonging to Tibetan identity by Tibetans themselves 

(Tibetans as “tsampa eaters”). As such, it is also used as an offering in temples and during 

religious ceremonies and celebrations, as well as during funerals. Occasionally, the traditional 

dress, chupa, is mentioned, but never as an improper outfit revealing parts of body as it is 

often portrayed in Chinese literature. Quite naturally, Tibetan authors tend to represent 

Tibetans without that exotic flavor, which is aroused in the process of their „barbarization‟ by 

outsiders.  

They have, however, appropriated the strategy of „feminization‟, in the sense that 

Tibet is sometimes represented symbolically through the metaphor of a woman. In addition to 

the two short stories by Döndrup Gyel and Zhaxi Dawa analyzed in chapter 4.2.1., this applies, 
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for example, in Yangtso Kyi‟s “Rtswa thang gi nyin tho” (Journal of the Grassland) and in 

Geyang‟s “Yi ge lao ni de zishu” (An Old Nun Tells her Story). In these works it is not 

possible to find even one coherent description of a Tibetan girl, or such a direct expressions of 

the sexually attractive charm which is ascribed to Tibetan women by Han Chinese writers. 

However, the prevailing characteristics of Tibetan women in these works clearly show the 

Tibetan appropriation of the symbolic gendered power relations: weak, submissive, suffering 

and patient. Tibetan women as depicted in literature do not decide about their fate themselves. 

They simply accept it with an inner strength and endurance, which are often seen as the most 

notable elements of the Tibetan „national character‟. The female characters in Tibetan literary 

works are usually used for the sake of social critique, as women are always, especially in the 

case of national minorities in the PRC, the social group which is more „traditional‟ – they 

wear traditional dress, while men dress in a Chinese way; they stay at home in the 

countryside, while men go out to towns seeking education or looking for work; they are less 

educated, and thus more vulnerable to be ruled by men. The role of women in a society that 

has not yet completely abandoned the traditional social hierarchy is in many ways analogous 

to the situation of minorities within Chinese society. Thus, when describing the struggle of 

women for their right to decide about their lives, and for their freedom from the bonds of 

traditional society, Tibetan authors have a similar struggle of the Tibetan nation in mind. 

The symbolic use of gender relations is certainly something used universally, 

especially within the postcolonial discourse. One of the most „classic‟ examples used 

metaphorically is probably “the image of rape to describe external military/cultural/political 

incursions into national space” (Schein 2000: 107). The motif of rape appears in several short 

stories by Tibetan authors, as well as in Yan Geling‟s “Mai pingguo de mangnü”. The men 

who commit these violent acts are not only masculine and thus stronger than their victims, but 

they are somehow „more advanced‟. In “Mai pingguo de mangnü” and in Repgong 

Dorjekhar‟s “A lags kyi ´gyur ldog” (Transformation of an Alak), the rapist is a Chinese 

soldier, supposed to bring liberation and progress to Tibetan people, in “Sad kyis bcom pa‟i 

me tog” he is a „modern‟ Tibetan from a big city, who has learned about the „modern way of 

life‟. In some other Tibetan stories, young girls are raped by lamas, who should act as 

intellectual as well as moral paragons for the rest of the society. All these examples are highly 

symbolic, some of them leading to a critical reconsideration of the notion of modernity and 

progress proclaimed by the Chinese government, others questioning the intellectual and moral 

authorities of the nation, be it high lamas or government officials.  
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A completely different image of rape, with completely different consequences appears 

in Geyang‟s short story. After a young nun is raped by a young herdsman, her only worry is 

that she “had defiled herself in the eyes of Lord Buddha” (Batt 2000: 166), and that she has 

lost “all hope for a good life in her next reincarnation” (ibid., 167). Later it comes to light that 

she is pregnant, and the abbess decides that she has to leave the monastery after the birth. 

When the young herdsman rapist finds out about the situation, he invites the mother and his 

son to live with him in his tent. The girl comes to the conclusion that: “It isn‟t my fate to 

serve Lord Buddha in this life. [...] Heaven sent that man for me to take care of.” (ibid., 168) 

The rape here is not a violent act, which would humiliate and debase the girl for the rest of her 

life. It is rather an act of youthful and inexperienced love, an omen sent by Heaven and 

accepted by the girl. This image is much closer to Tibetan life-philosophy, and is in 

accordance with the Tibetan notion of morality, which is far from the Chinese Confucian 

moral puritanism. The images of violent rape are clearly addressed to the Chinese (although 

written in Tibetan), whose morality the authors adopt, as a cry of the marginalized and 

victimized Other. 

 

4.3. Comparison of Chinese and Tibetan Representations of Tibet in the Literature of 

the 1980s  

 

The exoticizing representations of Tibet, as well as the inclusion of many stereotypic 

clichés by Han Chinese writers, and to a certain extent by Sino-Tibetan writers as well, can 

clearly be interpreted as acceptance of the Chinese „internal orientalism‟, which has 

„translated‟ certain practices from its Western forerunner, while at the same time using a rich 

domestic tradition of representations of „barbarians‟ from remote areas of the Chinese empire. 

Analogously to Western postcolonial territories, the stereotypes created by the dominant 

culture have, to a certain extent, been approximated by the „creole‟ (i.e. hybrid) and native 

intellectual elites, and sometimes they are used for nationalist purposes, as happened in the 

Tibetan community in exile. In the case of Tibet, we have witnessed a complex process of 

„double translation‟, where the Western clichés of Tibet as a “Shangri-la”, a „spiritual 

Paradise‟ on the „roof of the world‟, have first been translated by Chinese „internal 

orientalism‟ for artistic representations, and then have been re-translated for different reasons 

by the Tibetans themselves – be it as a lure for Chinese readers and audience, as marketing in 

Tibet-bound tourism, or as promotion of an image of „spiritual Tibet‟ in order to gain 

international recognition for the Tibetan government in exile.  
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 Tibetan-medium literature is a significant exception, formed of works which were 

only marginally influenced by such „translated practices‟. Unlike the other arts and 

commercial activities, Tibetan literature is closely bound to the language, and is unintelligible 

to non-speakers/readers of Tibetan. As has been mentioned in chapters 2.5. and 2.6., the 

number of Tibetan readers is quite limited and modern Tibetan-medium literature is rarely 

translated into Chinese or Western languages. At the same time, only a limited number of 

Chinese and Western works are accessible in Tibetan. Such conditions make any intercultural 

and intertextual influences difficult, and it is obvious that the main influences are transmitted 

through Chinese-medium education and cultural production. Due to the specific conditions 

and restricted readership, modern Tibetan-medium literature does not naturally use the 

exoticizing strategies which are oriented towards those outside Tibetan culture. But 

nevertheless, similarly to the „othering‟ strategies of representation, native strategies used by 

Tibetan-medium literature are clearly motivated by a desire to convey some concrete message, 

pursuing a concrete goal. The literature is mostly oriented inwards, and plays certain social 

role within the community of Tibetan readers (i.e. promotion of modernity). The image 

created by the Tibetophone authors is thus an opposite to the exotic „Shangri-la‟. It is „real‟ 

Tibet that lags behind most of inland China in economical development, education and many 

other social markers. A Tibet in need of modernization, for which, however, many new social 

problems and negative phenomena go hand in hand with the recent economic improvement.  

In contrast, the Sinophone literature written by Tibetan authors often works with the 

orientalist-like clichés and plays with the different perceptions of Tibet felt by outsiders. In 

the case of Zhaxi Dawa, Tibetan „mysteries‟ are the main source for his „magical realism‟, 

which allows him to show Tibet from a Chinese perspective as an “exotic other”, to meet the 

expectations of Chinese readers, and at the same time from a Tibetan perspective as a region 

where tradition meets modernity in an absurd blend. Zhaxi Dawa, unlike Han Chinese writers 

like Ma Yuan, seems to be concerned with the fate and future of Tibet. His involvement of the 

Tibetan realia is not a mere embellishment, but rather an attempt to capture the fast changing 

reality of a country in the process of modernization. The conscious process of the exotic 

„othering‟ of the cultural and natural environment is not a mere manifestation of the author‟s 

delight in Tibet‟s „mysteries‟. It is intended to represent the clash of „Tibetan reality‟ with 

Chinese modernity that started to be asserted during the 1980s through economic 

development. 

Other Sinophone Tibetan writers in the TAR whose identity has never been contested 

like Zhaxi Dawa‟s has (not only due to his hybrid origin, but also due to his prominent 
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position), are much closer to the Tibetophone writers in their representations of Tibetan 

reality. It is quite clearly because they grew up in Tibetan cultural environment and did not 

have to re-create it through literature as Zhaxi Dawa has done. The two other Sino-Tibetan 

writers from the peripheries of Tibet with similar hybrid backgrounds, Alai and Sebo, took a 

different path in their literary creation than Zhaxi Dawa, but all of them seem to be somehow 

imprisoned in a discourse of hybridity that leads them to repetitive attempts to re-construct the 

very notion of Tibetanness. Each of them uses his own alternative literary device (magical 

realism, circular patterns, and alternative histories) to mediate the subjective „Tibetan 

perspective‟ for their Chinese readers. Unlike the Tibetophone writers, they write to 

communicate interculturally, and they are again and again forced to reconsider the 

Tibetanness of their own hybrid identity, while at the same time being Chinese. They are thus 

typical products of the quasi-colonial situation of Tibet in the PRC, indigenous elites educated 

within the dominant culture, trying to turn back to the cultural traditions of their ancestors. 

Even though we can talk about certain similar traits with Western colonial literature in 

the case of Chinese literature about Tibet, nevertheless, the sources of such representations are 

still undoubtedly domestic Chinese ones, and are to be found in both Chinese Imperial 

tradition and the present. The main common traits are the representational strategies that are 

often analogous to those used by the West to represent the „oriental Other‟, and the analogous 

power relations between the representers and the represented. One of the key characteristics 

of such representations is their ambiguity around positive and negative aspects. The negative 

image of Tibet as a backward, far away place with strange people and strange customs 

prevails, thus legitimizing the Chinese authority to „civilize‟ Tibet. However, the 

stereotypized positive image of Tibet as a Shangri-la, which has been used in the PRC 

predominantly in tourism (surprisingly not only to allure the Western, but also the domestic 

tourist) since the late 1980s, is more than likely directly influenced by Western images of 

Tibet, and by the West‟s „Tibeto-mania‟. There were no fantasies about Tibet as a „lost 

kingdom‟ or an „archive of wisdom‟ in Chinese representations until very recently, and they 

were certainly not present in Chinese literature about Tibet from the 1980s.  

The contemporary domestic Chinese positive image of Tibetans (and minorities in 

general) is based rather on a kind of „primal purity‟ „close to nature‟ (vast grasslands, clean air 

and flowers, snowy mountains, naive young girls...), which symbolizes a vital force, typical 

for „evolutionally young‟ nations, in contrast to the „old and stagnating‟ Chinese civilization. 

Such an image arose from the Chinese identity crisis of the 1980s, and served Han Chinese 

authors as a kind of refuge from the contemporary society they felt dissatisfied with. Similar 
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sharply polarized positive-negative representations of young and vital societies, motivated by 

a certain disillusion from the contemporary social development, were already present in Shen 

Congwen, whose work shows that one of the possible sources of influence for such 

representations might be traditional Chinese ideas about utopian realms or hidden paradises, 

such as Tao Qian‟s utopia Taohua yuan ji (桃花源记, A Story about Peach-Blossom Spring) 

from the 5
th

 century AD
320

. The tradition of idealizing evolutionally „primitive‟ places and 

societies has something to do with Chinese philosophical and literary concepts about ideal 

places far from civilization and close to nature, which have their roots in Taoism and 

Buddhism. They are a kind of „escapist paradise‟ as they have been characterized by 

Wolfgang Bauer in his book China und die Hoffnung auf Glück: 

 

“Viel öfter freilich als in dieser Selbserfüllung der ´Starken´, tritt der Pessimismus in der resignierten 

Weltbetrachtung der ´Schwachen´ zutage, die der Gesellschaft den Rücken kehren un ihr Glück in anderen 

Sphären suchen. Welche Züge diese eskapistischen Neigungen annehmen, ist recht unterschiedlich und nicht 

zuletzt ebenso abhängig von der Struktur der Gesellschaft, gegen die sie sich wenden, wie von der Intensität, mit 

der die Gesellschaft die bewohnbare Welt beherrscht. Das Urbild ist das des Einsiedlers, der den Lärm der Städte 

verlässt und in die Wildnis der Berge und Wüsten flieht, um dort ins Kindheitsstadium der Menschheit 

zurückzutauchen und wieder zu einem Stück Natur zu werden, das sich nich mehr der Welt gegenüber als etwas 

Fremdes empfindet. (Bauer 1989: 10) 

 

That is why in Chinese literary as well as other artistic and commercial fantasies from 

the 1980s onwards, Tibet is often associated with “childhood memories” (Ma Yuan) or female 

beauty and sexual abundance (Yan Geling, Jin Zhiguo), and in general represents a kind of 

savage vitality and fertility. That is also why Han Chinese authors quite rarely choose an 

urban environment, and why they are not particularly interested in Tibetan history and 

religious and literary traditions (which show that Tibetans are an ancient nation with a long 

history, a fact that goes against Chinese stereotypes about minorities), but, significantly, are 

often concerned with mythology and legends that seem to refer to the “childhood stage of 

humankind”, to remote past or remote places.  

The situation for literature written by Tibetan authors is much more complicated than 

the situation for Han Chinese writers, even to such an extent that, no universally 

acknowledged agreement has yet been come to on what kind of authors and what kind of 

works should or should not be considered „Tibetan‟. In general, both kinds of Tibetan 

                                                 
320

 For a comparison of Shen Congwen‟s representations of western Hunan, the locus of Taohua yuan, and Tao 

Qian‟s classical work see Wang 1992. 
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literature (Tibetophone and Sinophone) have evolved by mimicking the dominant discourse, 

but somehow shifted in time: Sinophone literature is firmly rooted in the contemporary 

reform era, whereas Tibetophone literature often turns back to the Maoist period or even 

further to the legacy of the Chinese May Fourth Movement. Regardless of the sources of 

inspiration, all Tibetan authors seem to accept the presupposition of the „backwardness‟ of 

minorities in contrast to the higher level of cultural and social development of Han 

nationality, along with an approximation of relevant strategies and stereotypes for their self-

representation. Only in the case of some authors who write in Chinese is this presupposition 

„translated‟ into a „modern language‟ through modernist narrative methods, and is 

reconsidered through the aesthetics of the „root-searching‟ tendencies
321

 of the 1980s. This 

trend is strikingly analogous to the use of modernist creative strategies by authors from 

colonial territories, while modernism itself emerged as a product of the “loss of identity” of 

the West, which had arrived together with a sense of “displacement” and a “breakdown of 

universal systems of understanding” after the First World War (see Boehmer 1995: 126).  

The Sinophone Tibetan authors‟ works with the exotic tinge of an-Other culture, and 

narrated in a (at that time) progressive „modernist‟ style, were a powerful response to 

contemporary Chinese doubts about a specifically Chinese identity, which seemed to be 

losing its distinctive character, as many young, mainly „root-searching‟, authors thought. I 

argue that the symbolic “arrival of the stranger” (ibid.) in works of such authors as Zhaxi 

Dawa, Alai, or Sebo tells us as much about the Chinese identity as it tells us about the Tibetan 

identity, as is evident from the contemporary intellectual discourse in the PRC in the second 

half of the 1980s concerning questions such as „modernism‟, „national character‟ (minzuxing 

民族性), or „national identity‟ (minzu shenfen 民族身份)
322

. Even if they recognize the 

„Tibetan character‟ of such works, (Han) Chinese critics, and probably the authors 

themselves, see Sinophone Tibetan literature as firmly rooted in Chinese cultural and literary 

tradition. For example Zhu Xia has formulated this quite openly:  
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 The “search for roots” was a part of a broader contemporary trend also called “primitive modernism” 

(yuanshi xiandai zhuyi 原是现代主义, Guan 1999: 90), which took an interest in elements of “primitive 

cultures“, and was an expression of the contemporary Chinese crisis of identity. Not only minority nationalities 

served as the “cultural Other” for the „root-searchers’, but so did some communities within Han society that are 

geographically or culturally distant from the “metropolitan culture” of the political and economical centre (such 

as peasants from poor farming areas) (see Guan 1999). 
322

 For a recent summarization of such discussions and an examination of Zhaxi Dawa‟s, Alai‟s, and Sebo‟s 

works in the light of the „root-searching‟ discourse of the 1980s, see for example Zhu Xia (1999, 2004), Kou 

Caijun (1999), or Yang Hong (2007). 
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“... I have a reason to believe that the „national character‟ (minzu xing) of literature Alai is talking about 

is not limited only to Tibetan literature, but that it is a manifestation of the „national character‟ in the sense of the 

Chinese nation (Zhonghua minzu) through Tibetan national(ity) literature” (Zhu Xia 2004: 30) 

 

In the PRC, the Tibetan identity of the texts is often seen as a mere „cultural‟ 

embellishment and evidence of the „multicultural‟ situation of contemporary China, and the 

„Tibetanness‟ is not seen as contesting the „Chineseness‟ of such literature, quite on the 

contrary, it seems to confirm it. 

As for the Tibetan-medium literature, a small section can be characterized as “nativist” 

or “nationalist” literature, which is seen as a typical representation of a colonial indigenous 

literature (see Boehmer 1996: 117-118). Such trends appear more often in Tibetan-medium 

poetry, which seeks to manifest patriotic sentiments and nationalist efforts, just as the colonial 

nativist literature did, by attempting to “retrieve or invent edenic homelands, lost spiritual 

traditions set in an unspoilt pastoral past” through “a restorative dream of home, healing myth 

of origin, or a consolatory lyric combining diverse melodies” (Boehmer 1996: 117)
323

. 

Idealized pictures of homeland occasionally appear in short stories with rural or nomad 

backgrounds. They are conveyed through representations of a pleasant, fruitful, and abundant 

landscape peopled by Tibetan youth, or through depictions of a traditional way of life in the 

countryside. However, the Tibet in most of the Tibetan-medium short stories is far from 

idyllic, and as is clear from the previous chapters, most of the works are critical to various 

aspects of contemporary Tibetan life. But even if Tibetan authors admit that Tibetan society is 

underdeveloped, they never adopt the Chinese representational strategies leading to 

„exoticization‟ or „barbarization‟. The Tibet in Tibetan-medium works is never exotic, 

mysterious, or erotic. Tibetophone authors tend to rationalize everything seemingly 

mysterious in Tibetan culture and everyday life. They often show religious authorities as 

ordinary people with human worldly desires, and devotees as uneducated dupes who become 

the targets of various tricksters, and they never write about miracles and irrational phenomena 

(at least until the mid-1990s). 
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 One of the most cited examples of this kind of patriotic poetry is the free-verse poetry of Döndrup Gyel, 

particularly his poem “Lang tsho´i rbab chu“ (Waterfall of Youth, first published in sBrang char in 1983), 

translated into English by Tsering Shakya: 

“The clear blue sky, 

The warmth of the sun, 

The fragrant flowers, 

The majestic mountains 

Ai ma!” (Shakya 2004: 192)  
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It is not easy to answer the question „What is Tibetan in modern Tibetan fiction apart 

from the language?‟ without making quite abstract generalizations. According to my analysis, 

in the first place, it is the sober, matter-of-fact attitude of Tibetan authors to Tibetan everyday 

reality in contrast to various othering strategies of the outsiders (not only the Chinese). This is 

plausible for all Tibetan writers except for Zhaxi Dawa, whose literature is definitely oriented 

towards Chinese readers in an attempt (successful or not) to mediate more than just the 

surface of Tibetan reality. Second, it is a close relation to Tibetan traditions, most often in the 

form of various proverbs, sayings, superstitions, songs, and other folk elements, as well as 

allusions to traditional literature, mostly narrative traditions (Gesar), biographies of high 

lamas, historical works (or „ficto-historiographies‟), and Tibetan opera. Third, it is a deep 

concern for Tibet‟s modernization and social progress, which is expressed through an interest 

in such matters as education, health care, employment, urbanization and so on. Such themes 

never appear in Chinese literature about Tibet, which is quite content with Tibet‟s 

„backwardness‟, because it provides the desired exotic/erotic tinge. Fourth, Tibetan writers 

almost without exception represent Tibet without a Chinese presence, and almost never 

resolve to openly examine relations between the Chinese and Tibetans (probably due to [self]-

censorship, and not because they are not interested). Here, the only exception is Alai, for 

whom the Sino-Tibetan encounters became the main theme of his literary work (and 

surprisingly he is tolerated, probably because he is a “minority writer” using Chinese
324

). 

Other Tibetan authors seem to be more interested in social residues of the old Tibet and social 

relations that are influenced by it, such as the status of women, relations between traditional 

strata of Tibetan society (feudal rulers, merchants, peasants, nomads), or coping with the 

changing social conditions etc. Fifth, Tibetan authors do not see poverty, lack of education or 

backwardness in general as something exotic, or typically Tibetan, as the Han Chinese writers 

often do. They understand that it is an illness that has to be cured, and use literature as one of 

the means of medication, very much in Lu Xun‟s way.  

The most characteristic common trait of the Han Chinese section of the „new literature 

from Tibet‟ in contrast to Tibetan works is its unengaged attitude in a political as well as in a 

social sense. This is in accordance with the general trend of Chinese literature in the „post-

Mao‟ period. Although many writers of all generations in the 1980s were still possessed with 
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 Patricia Schiaffini has quoted an anonymous “Professor of Chinese literature from Beijing University‟s 

Department of Chinese Language and Literature“, who in an interview with her in 1999 remarked that Alai‟s 

novel Chen’ai luoding is “far more critical towards Tibetans and Tibetan culture than Ma Jian‟s works”, but was 

not only not criticized, but was even awarded the prestigious Mao Dun‟s literary prize. He inevitably ascribes 

this fact to Alai‟s „minority status‟ (Schiaffini 2002: 87).  



 261 

their “obsession with China”, they were searching for new (non-realist) ways to express their 

concerns for the future of the Chinese nation, and their examinations of the Chinese „national 

character‟ and negotiations of a distinctively Chinese identity led some of them to the remote 

areas inhabited by culturally-other peasants or minority nationalities. The interest of the 

Chinese writers of the 1980s in remote rural communities and other cultures was not so much 

motivated by a discoverer‟s enthusiasm and a desire to learn about these communities and 

cultures, as it was provoked by a desire to learn about the self. This is why the Han Chinese 

authors in their literature about Tibet do not express any concern about Tibet‟s future and its 

effort for modernization, and only play with stereotypic clichés, and do not delve under the 

surface to examine the true essence of Tibetan culture. 

Tibetan authors using the Tibetan language are clearly on the opposite pole of social 

engagement. For them, literature is a tool to educate people. They write in accordance with 

Mao Zedong‟s requirements that literature should be written in a simple realist style, to 

convey a clear and unambiguous message. The period of the 1980s was the initial phase of 

modern Tibetan literature, when it was necessary to create a new literary language and style, 

and no experiments found their place in this stage. It was quite natural that the first pioneers 

of modern Tibetan literature turned to the paragons of realist literature, which applied in the 

initial phase of modern Chinese literature, and not to the young generation of Chinese writers 

experimenting with „modernism‟.  

In this sense, the three Sino-Tibetan writers (Zhaxi Dawa, Alai, and Sebo) assume an 

„in-between‟ position not only in terms of their ethnic hybridity, but also in terms of their 

literary creation. With their writing, they oppose realism, drawing inspiration from Western 

modernist literature, and they do this in a very similar way to their Han Chinese counterparts 

in the same period. Their works are highly ambiguous, and „unintelligible‟, and therefore their 

social engagement is at least questionable. But nevertheless, as it was argued above, they use 

motifs and narrative devices that indicate that they write from a (marginal) Tibetan 

perspective, and show concern for the important questions brought up by other Tibetan 

authors (tradition and modernity, modern Tibetan identity, marginality etc.). From this „in-

between‟ position they belong as much (or as little) to Tibetan literature as they do to Chinese 

literature.  
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5. CONCLUSION: MODERN TIBETAN LITERATURE AND THE „NATIONAL 

REVIVAL‟ OF THE 1980s 

 

         The analysis provided in this dissertation has been driven by two key questions: 1) What 

is modern Tibetan literature?; and 2) How does modern Tibetan literature contribute to the 

discursive formation of modern Tibetan national/cultural identity (if it does)?  

         The first question, however complex in itself, has been here made further problematic 

by acknowledgement of the fact that the Tibetan-medium as well as the Chinese-medium texts 

by ethnic Tibetan authors emerged in a certain social, political and cultural milieu and were 

formed by the particular context of contemporary Chinese literature. As I have argued, 

modern Tibetan literature has appropriated parts of official Chinese political as well as literary 

discourse, together with certain practices, strategies, and notions used in modern Chinese 

literature, while at the same time rejecting other parts of this discourse by re-creating them 

into more positive self-images (such as the „backwardness‟, which has been used by some 

Tibetan authors for the purpose of nationalist agitation) or by simply ignoring them (like, for 

example, the „magic‟ character of Tibetan culture). Such practices of appropriation, 

approximation, and active re-creation were typically used in different parts of Asia, Africa 

and South America by indigenous writers of postcolonial literature, which thus forms a 

parallel with literature written by Tibetan authors in the sense of using similar principles. The 

actual realization of literature with the use of these principles is, however, different, 

depending on the particular conditions, as is evident from the difference between Tibetan 

literature written in the Tibetan and Chinese language, where the first is closer to modern 

Chinese literature of the May Fourth era or to neo-realist critical literature emerging 

immediately after the Cultural Revolution, whereas the latter is more inspired by the 

„modernist trends‟ of Chinese „new era literature‟. 

          To answer the second question, there is a necessary presupposition that literary 

discourse does in some way contribute to the process of identity formation, which in this 

dissertation is viewed as a discursive process whose efforts are oriented towards a certain 

„audience‟ (i.e. literature readers in the most general sense of the word) with the aim of 

conveying a certain message about oneself. In the case of contemporary Tibet, this 

presupposition is supported by the high status of literature in the Chinese cultural milieu as 

well as by its function as a tool for official propaganda in the PRC. Literature thus serves as 

an important arena for discussions of „serious‟ matters of all kinds, including the negotiation 

of cultural or national identity (as was the case for Chinese literature several times during the 
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20
th

 century). Considering the complicated question of readership in Tibet and the fact that 

there is an “absence of a widespread reading culture in Tibetan areas of the PRC”, as 

remarked by Lauran Hartley (Hartley 2003: 45), it is obvious that the impact of literature is 

restricted exclusively to educated elites, which in addition to the literary community itself 

include specifically teachers, students, and various „cultural workers‟. It means that the 

possible identity discourse led through literature probably does not have a wider impact on the 

majority society in Tibet, and is limited only to the intellectual elites. The „Tibetanness‟ as it 

appears in modern Tibetan literature is thus able to represent only one aspect of modern 

Tibetan identity, which can be examined through an analysis of literary works, while other 

aspects remain neglected. 

         As was pointed out, modern Tibetan literature (especially Tibetophone literature) was 

established by a more or less official decision, which supported the individual efforts of the 

few active Tibetan writers at the beginning of the 1980s, and encouraged young educated 

Tibetans to engage in creative literary activities. One of the main goals of the newly emerging 

modern Tibetan literature was to establish a modern secular intellectual discourse, which 

could stand in opposition to the mainstream religious identity discourse revived by the recent 

liberalization of religious policy in the PRC during the 1980s. Modern Tibetan literature was 

thus used not only as a tool of modernization, but also as a tool for creating a modern 

secularized identity for the Tibetan nation. Such an identity stands in opposition not only to 

Tibetan religious circles inside the PRC, but also to modern Tibetan identity discourse in 

exile, in which the common Tibetan identity is also mainly based on religious terms.  

          While Tibetan exile „politicized cultural identity‟ is strongly West-oriented, and 

appropriates many Western clichés about Tibet and Tibetan culture, including representing 

Tibetans as a purely religious and peaceful community, modern Tibetan identity inside the 

PRC is inevitably forced to deal with Chinese representations of Tibet and Tibetan culture. 

This identity is based on a rejection of the traditional religious identity, but is still based 

mainly on traditional Tibetan culture and lifestyle as a form of resistance towards 

„sinicization‟, which for many Tibetans seems to be synonymous with modernization. As is 

evident from the analysis, the main issues within modern Tibetan literature revolve around 

three main aspects of Tibetan culture: religion, language, and space. The references to religion 

in modern Tibetan literature are mostly critical, and religion is despised as the main source of 

Tibetan „backwardness‟. Buddhism is thus viewed as a burden inherited from traditional 

society, with which contemporary society has to deal in its effort for modernization. In 

contrast, Tibetan language is seen as an important symbol of common Tibetan identity that 
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has to be preserved and cultivated among the Tibetan population, because without the native 

language the Tibetan nation would lose its distinctive position within the PRC. The choice of 

language for literary creation is thus highly symptomatic, and it is fully justifiable to interpret 

it as a gesture of affirmation of the Tibetan identity. However, the most important symbol of 

belonging to Tibetan culture in literature is the way of representing Tibetan space (both 

natural and cultural). In most Tibetan works, this space is represented as neutral, natural, and 

as determining the culture and traditional lifestyle of the people, which is in sharp contrast to 

Chinese (as well as Western) representations of Tibet, which use various othering and 

exoticizing strategies, (re)constructing Tibet as a magical, mythic or primitive place far from 

the „real‟ world. 

         As has been shown, modern Tibetan literature played a significant role in the Tibetan 

„national revival‟ of the 1980s with its creation of the modern secular discourse of Tibetan 

identity. It was devoted to the promotion of modernity and a modern rational/scientific 

worldview during a period when the most of Tibetan population, supported by religious elites 

as well as official authorities, were involved in the restoration of religion and related cultural 

heritage. Tibetan authors, inspired by the process of Chinese modernization in the first half of 

the 20
th

 century, and supported by the official Chinese literary establishment in the PRC, were 

successful in their effort to establish a new, modern national literature that can in future serve 

as a platform for intellectual discourse about Tibetan culture and its role in Tibet‟s 

modernization. There can be no doubt that the main achievement of their effort is a 

flourishing literary scene, which, since the 1980s, has developed in all Tibetan areas of the 

PRC.   
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Döndrup Wangbum (Ch. Dangzhu Angben)  Don grub dBang ´bum 

Dorje Gyalpo       rDo rje rGyal po] 

Dorje Tseten (Ch. Duojie Caidan)   rDo rje Tshe tan 

Gangtok Tsering     Gangs tog Tshe ring 

Gendün Chömpel     dGen ´ndun Chos ´phel 

Geyang      dGe byang 

Gönpo Trashi (Ch. Gongbu Zhaxi)   mGon po bKra shis     

Jampel Gyatso (Ch. Jiangbian Jiacuo)  ´Jam dpal rGya mtsho 

Jamyang Norbu     ´Jam dbyangs Nor bu 

Ju Kelzang      ´Ju sKal bzang 

Kelzang Namröl      sKal bzang rNam ´grol 

Kelzang Tseten (Ch. Gazang Caidan)  sKal bzang Tshe tan 

Lhakpa Püntsok (Ch. Laba Pingcuo)   Lhags pa Phun tshogs 

Müdon (Ch. Meizhuo)    Mun grol 

Özer (Ch. Weise)     ´Od zer 

Pema Tseten (Ch. Wanma Caidan)   Pad ma Tshe brtan 

Penjor Langdün (Ch. Banjue)   dPal ´byor gLang mdun 

Püntsok Trashi (Ch. Pingcuo Zhaxi)   Phun tshogs bKra shis 

Repgong Dorjekhar (Ch. Duojie Ka )  Reb gong rdo rje mkhar 

Selbo (Ch. Sebo)     gSal po 

Söchung (Ch. Suoqiong)    bSod chung 

Trashi Dawa (Ch. Zhaxi Dawa)   bKra shis zLa ba 

Tenpa Yargye (Ch. Danba Ya‟erjie)   bsTan pa Yar rgyas 

Trashi Penden (Ch. Zhaxi Bandian)   bKra shis dPal ldan 

Tsering Döndrup (Ch. Cairang Dongzhu)  Tshe ring Don grub 

Yangdon (Ch. Yangzhen)    dbYang sgron 

Yangtsokyi      d.Yang mTsho skyid 

Yeshe Drölma (Ch. Yixi Zhuoma)   Ye shes sGrol ma 

Yeshe Tenzin (Ch. Yixi Danzeng)   Ye shes bsTan ´dzin 

Yidam Tsering (Ch. Yidan Cairang)   Yi dam Tshe ring 

 

 


