
 

 

 

HyperCultura 
Biannual Journal of the Department of Letters and Foreign 

Languages, Hyperion University, Romania 

Print ISSN: 2285-2115 

Electronic ISSN: 2559 - 2025, ISSN-L 2285 - 2115 

 
 Vol 1, no 1/2012 

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part I) 

....................................................................................................... 
 

Sandra-Lucia Istrate 
 

Tibet behind China 
 ………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Recommended Citation: 

Istrate, Sandra-Lucia. “Tibet behind China”. HyperCultura Vol 1.1 (2012). 



Sandra-Lucia Istrate, ”Tibet behind China”.                                                                                         

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 1, no 1/2012                                                                                                       Page 2 

 

 

Sandra-Lucia Istrate 

Hyperion University, Bucharest 

 

Tibet behind China 
 

Abstract 

Considered by many a hidden country, due to those very few parts of its civilization that tourists are allowed to 

visit and due to the distortion of its history since the Chinese invasion in 1949, Tibet has, however, managed to 

maintain its traditional way of life inside the state and in exile. The invaders chose to destroy the natives’ 

values and impose a new culture, a different religion and civilization they defined as multiculturalism, a notion 

they tried to prove to the entire world through propaganda. Yet, as this paper will show, the Tibetan-Chinese 

relationship is characterized instead by a unicultural system trying to eliminate everything national. The first 

part of the paper will defend Dalai Lama’s image, so as to answer the Chinese charges of corruption and self-

interest. The second part will argue that the current political regime is totalitarian and nationalist instead of 

democratic and multiculturalist, through a discussion of different manifestations there as well as through a 

brief comparison with other states under similar or opposed situations.  
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Introduction: The Dalai Lama 

Where is the multiculturalism that China was talking about on the international scene at the 

beginning of its occupation of Tibet? Unfortunately, there are still people who believe the Chinese 

version of the invasion, the one that says that Tibetans were oppressed by the feudal Lords of a 

greedy ’priesthood’ led by a corrupt monk (the Dalai Lama) who followed only self-interest.  

Contrary to these claims, the Dalai Lama regards himself as a simple Buddhist monk and his 

speeches always impress by simplicity, compassion, forgiveness and love to those around him. 

Moreover, there are certainly good reasons for which, during his life, he has received more than 50 

awards for messages of peace, multi-religious understanding, universal responsibility, non-violence, 

et cetera.  

For instance, in one of his speeches about universal responsibility, he sees it not only as a key to 

human survival, but also as a unique solution to the challenge posed by the current international 

situation, especially considering that each of us must learn to work not only for the good of one’s 

own family or nation, but for the good of all humankind.  

Being also known as a protector of the environment, in addition to the will of establishing a solid 

basis of universal peace, the Dalai Lama values the protection of natural resources, these being all 

actually designed to ensure a normal life to future generations.  

With regard to the terrible situation in Tibet, he declares that if the Tibetans resorted to acts of 

violence and aggression against the Chinese, he would immediately withdraw from his position. Even 

though, Chinese authorities ignore not only the international opinion, tearing his character to 

shreds, but also the Tibetan one, prohibiting by law the presence of the Dalai Lama photographs in 

the Tibetan homes, or worse, arresting his supporters. Moreover, Tibetan reincarnated monks – 

lamas are ’dictated’ by Beijing, not by Tibetans and Gedhun Choekyi Nyima
1
, who was recognized by 

the Dalai Lama as the Panchen Lama's reincarnation, is reported missing along with his family since 

1995, when he was six years old. As a result of the disappearance of Gedhun Choekyi Nyima, the 

                                                 
1
Gedhun Choekyi Nyima was appointed and recognized by the Dalai Lama as The 11th Panchen Lama (also 

called Panchen Erdeni), the second important figure on the divine reincarnation line; subsequently, no 

international agency and/or human rights commission have been accredited to get in touch with the young 

Panchen Lama or with his family and nobody has heard anything about them lately (cf. Buzatu 160). 
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Eleventh Panchen Lama has been indeed chosen by a Commission composed of monks, Buddhist 

scholars and officials of the capital Lhasa, but the identification was unable to be made without 

Chinese central authorities’s confirmation. 

 

Totalitarianism, Tibet and the Chinese Propaganda 

Chinese Propaganda is doing its best to convince the world that the Chinese presence in Tibet has 

developed and raised this state from all points of view – economically, socially and educationally, a 

story which couldn’t be farther from the truth. Tibetan-Chinese biculturallism actually represents a 

unicultural system under development, and unfortunately, even the remnants of the Tibetan culture 

have become less and less important in the view of the Chinese authorities. 

Totalitarian regimes also happened in other regions across the world. Countries in the former 

communist bloc were in a situation similar to the present one in North Korea – a completely closed 

country. Therefore, any kind of relationship with foreigners was considered ’national treason’, any 

aspiration to knowledge was forbidden, each person’s horizon was limited and individual values 

were reversed – starting with the extermination of intellectuals and ending with the promotion of 

non-values that were educated ’overnight’ in a communist spirit. But it is pretty hard to believe that 

a country like Tibet – where tourism is thriving, where foreigners go to enjoy the presence of the 

magnificent temples and to enrich their spirit – is under totalitarian foreign rule and Tibetans are 

denied the right to their own laws, religion and values. 

If in Canada or America, multiculturalism, through transculturalism, is most of the times 

accepted, integrated and developed naturally, being generally derived from the phenomenon of 

emigration, the USSR imposed, along with their political system, the obligation to study Russian and 

they limited the right to freedom of expression in all its forms, eliminating any trace of democracy by 

violation of all principles. The same phenomenon occurs in Tibet where the one that dictates and 

defines everything is China, as a Chinese General of Mao Tze Tung’s (or Mao Zedong) army said at 

the end of the 1950s: “We don’t care about what the Tibetans want because we’ll always be able to 

bring there as many soldiers as necessary to make them do what we want them to do” (Hicks 30). 

Such a statement shows quite clearly the meaning of the presence of Chinese soldiers in Tibet (a 

situation that still persists and takes place under the eyes of the entire world). It was proved, 

however, that while some Chinese soldiers did only comply with the requirements of the generals in 

the army, being fully committed to military life, others even committed suicide because they were 

not prepared to participate in the atrocities and the tortures applied to Tibetans, and others went 

even on their side, as it happened with a Chinese artillery commander, Chang Ho-ther
2
 who had 

fought alongside the Tibetans until the Dalai Lama
3
 fled to India. As a parenthesis, it should be 

recalled that the current protests – organized or spontaneous – against China and its attitude 

towards the Tibetan plateau, do not take place only in Tibet, India and other Asian countries (and 

not only there), but even in China itself. Therefore, it is confirmed again that a people does not 

always agree with the choices of those who lead it. 

It is known that the Tibetan spirit is serene, calm and pacifist. In spite of it, Tibetans have always 

been forced to face and fight the vicissitudes of history that may have changed the destiny of this 

nation. 

                                                 
2
Chang Ho-ther was given afterwards the Tibetan name of Losang Tashi and he lives now in Bylakuppe, India. 

(cf. Hicks 91) 
3
The 14th Dalai Lama, born in 1935, his true name Dhondrub Lhamo, has been given the name of Jetsun 

Jamphel Ngawang Lobsang Yeshe Tenzin Gyatso, that means The Great Holy, Full of Pity and Compassion, 

Bearer of Glory, Defender of Truth, Ocean of Wisdom or as many Tibetans call him, Kundu, and leads the 

Tibetan Government in exile, in India; Gedun Drupa (Truppa), The First Dalai Lama, on his name – Pema Dorjee 

(1391-1474) was considered The First (posthumously) Dalai Lama, and he was the longest-running religious 

leader (cf. Bell 87). 



Sandra-Lucia Istrate, ”Tibet behind China”.                                                                                         

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 1, no 1/2012                                                                                                       Page 4 

 

The Tibetan plateau has been inhabited for more than 20,000 years, but the history before the 

6th century is very little known, because the traditions and customs were transmitted orally. After 

having been led by the Mongols in the 13th century and by the Manchu Dinasty in the 18th century, 

after the Chinese Revolution in 1911-1912, it became an independent region, but under British 

influence. In 1950, the Chinese communists invaded and occupied the region, and in 1959, although 

there was a rebellion against the Chinese Government, the Dalai Lama was forced to flee and form a 

Government in exile in northern India, at Dharamsalla, followed by more than 80,000 Tibetans. After 

many years of oppression and failed negotiations, in 1965, a part of Tibet became officially an 

autonomous region of the Communist China
4
. The sovereignty of that area even today represents a 

topic of debate and controversy. Tibet is bordered by three ancient civilizations, the Chinese one to 

the North and the Indian and Nepalese ones to the South. Initially, the Tibetan plateau lived a long 

period of isolation due also to its geographical settlement, being considered the highest inhabited 

settlement in the world (’The Roof of the World’). Normally, the transculturalism could have found 

its way easily, and the multiculturalism could have developed harmoniously, taking into account the 

fact that both Tibet and China, then India and Nepal, are old nations with ancient histories, cultures 

and civilizations, not to mention the magnificent wealth of the traditional legacies. However, 

invaded by Communist China in 1949, Tibetans have been caused only national suffering through the 

loss of countless human lives, lack of liberty and human rights violation. Even today, China sees a 

paranoid threat in the culture and religion of Tibet, arguing that they have a great possibility to 

break its authority and therefore, they continue to destroy the remnants of the vestiges, customs 

and practices of the Tibetan religion, not to mention the traditional, religious, administrative and 

organizational centres, the famous dzong
5
, considered true symbols of districts, that have been 

almost entirely destroyed. 

Although there are no accusatory documents, photos taken by delegations sent by the Dalai 

Lama or even those taken by common tourists do not show the preservation of monasteries and 

objects of worship, but their destruction: over 6,000 monasteries have been destroyed, Buda's 

statues have been thrown in the streets, the pictures of Dalai Lama and Panchen Lama have been 

burned and banned, the mani
6
 stones have served as pavement of public toilets, et cetera. Photos 

do not show plants and companies producing jobs for Tibetans but old, small workshops and 

unsanitary working places where people that work in look more like shadows than human beings, or 

indeed, they show some factories which are open only during certain periods of time of the year, for 

the eyes of visitors or foreign delegations. Photos do not show any improvement regarding the 

Tibetan roads as it is specified in the materials of the Chinese propaganda, but some muddy, narrow 

and sunken streets. Photos do not show those famous institutions for the education of the young, 

but political prisons where thousands and thousands of Tibetan ’traitors’ are still prisoners. Photos 

do not show nicely dressed Tibetans but people wearing old, patchy and shabby chuba
7
. The list goes 

on with those terrible facts which may be hard to imagine just by watching Chinese propaganda. On 

the contrary, if we examine the facts objectively and, actually, if we can see things just as they are, 

each of these facts presents the characteristics of genocide: lands devastated by nuclear weapons 

tests, public executions, forced sterilizations or children looking for food in garbage bins on the 

streets. It is assumed that over 1,200 million Tibetans have been tortured, killed or died of diseases 

                                                 
4
Tibet Autonomous Region is located in the southern part of Tibet (in its northern part are located the Chinese 

provinces of Sichuan, Gansu, Yunnan and Qinghai). 
5
Dzongs – traditional centers constructed without architectural plans, after indications of a lama who dictates 

everything in accordance with his spiritual inspiration; the center is formed of several buildings used for 

administrative, military (before they were considered and used as fortresses), religious (monks' prayer and 

meditation chambers), social and cultural (people from the whole district used to come to the festivals 

organized in dzongs) purposes. 
6
Mani– sacred stones with inscriptions 

7
Chuba – Tibetan traditional clothes 



Sandra-Lucia Istrate, ”Tibet behind China”.                                                                                         

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 1, no 1/2012                                                                                                       Page 5 

 

and starvation. Therefore, the official statistics of Chinese atrocities in Tibet may show only their 

prima facie, because the rest of them cannot be proven de jure but only de facto. 

This year in April, the President of the Tibetan Parliament in exile, Penpa Tsering, together with 

the spiritual leader Dalai Lama, met in Ottawa, at the Conference of World Parliamentarians 

Convention on Tibet (WPCT), with the Minister of Citizenship, Immigration and Multiculturalism, 

Jason Kenney. On this occasion, Penpa Tsering said that there are many lessons that China should 

learn from Canada about transculturalism and multiculturalism. One of the most important is that of 

social coexistence based on peace and confidence between the citizens of a country. At the same 

time, representatives of Tibet have tried to draw attention to China that it should follow the 

Canadian federalist model that let Quebec and Nunavut have a certain degree of autonomy and let 

Tibet under the leadership of Dalai Lama, as it was in 1950. The Dalai Lama has underlined that the 

situation is truly worrying and Tibet’s cultural heritage of centuries is simply left to die. 

Most often, the Tibetans in diaspora organize festivals and cultural events in order not to let their 

traditions disappear. Thus, they manage, to a certain extent, to pass on the cultural heritage and to 

make it also known in other countries. During the celebration days, organized abroad, they can show 

to the whole world that the Tibetan spirit is compassionate and that the principle of non-violence 

should be respected. At the same time, they try to let fall other messages through which they 

complain about the threat aginst their cultural heritage. Their music and their art, their magnificent 

ritual dances, the wisdom of the monks, the Buddhist meditation, mantras formulas, chakra 

healings, the deep knowledge of Tibetan medicine, the traditional sand mandala
8
, all these, but not 

only these, are outstanding parts of a culture and of a civilization that are unique in the world but, at 

the same time, they are all threaneted with extinction. 

If we take into consideration the Tibetan language education, according to the statistics, in Tibet 

there is a rate of approximately 70% illiteracy among individuals over the last 15 years. This may 

demonstrate that the educational system is one with problems, and the implementation of the 

Mandarin language in the Tibetan schools after the Rebellion in 1959 proved to be a failure. Side 

effects are considered to be dramatic. The language institutionalizing policy is not viewed positively 

either inside or outside the country, especially because the teachers that work in the Tibetan schools 

cannot speak Tibetan, and those who can speak it have no right to teach in there. A Congress that 

took place in 1987 proposed a project that set its sights on the use and respect of Tibetan language 

and culture. Therefore, they debated some rules and even some special laws that could force 

legislation to let Tibetan language be used in schools and in school textbooks. However, this project 

was abandoned in 1989 as a result of the ’separatist crisis’ and now almost all school subjects are 

taught in Chinese. At the same time, government documents and information of any kind as 

booklets, books, technical and instruction books are written in Chinese. Chinese massive use had and 

still has devastating effects on the study of the Tibetan language, since the latter cannot be used 

and/or kept alive. That is an important aspect that leads, in fact, to the loss of the Tibetan linguistic 

heritage. And all these aspects exist only because Tibetans have become a minority in their own 

country. Moreover, the number of Chinese people in Tibet increases from one day to another 

because they are encouraged by Beijing to emigrate to Tibet, and those who do that can get better 

jobs, can have their own home and other benefits, not to mention the educatioanal disparities 

between Chinese and Tibetan children: everything is taught in Chinese, there are separate kitchens 

in schools for Chinese and Tibetan children where, of course, food is different. At the same time, it is 

believed that the marriage system between Tibetans and Chinese is favoured in order to make 

Tibetans lose their identity. 

                                                 
8
Sand Mandala, in the Tibetan language, Kilkhor, is a Tibetan tradition to destroy a mandala made of colored 

sand; mandala is ritually destroyed as soon as its process of creation, accompanied by a certain ceremony is 

completed; mandala represents the faith of Buddhist doctrine according to which humans are only passengers 

in this material life (Hicks 121). 
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Tibetan religion has also become totally awkward and it cannot be taught in schools and 

universities anymore, monks are considered ’seditious’ and outcasts of society, monasteries harm 

the economic development and therefore they must be managed ’properly’. Failure to comply with 

religious restrictions leads to incarceration, even among minors, and any action of protest is 

considered a ’separatist activity’. A very odd situation was the one in which the Tibetans were forced 

to kill animals as a result of the campaign “Eliminate extra mouths”. Thus, some kind of exchange 

was established, and that exchange looked rather mocking, directly addressed to the Tibetan people: 

a certain number of insects were equivalent to a mouse, a certain number of mice were equivalent 

to a cat and so forth. For the spirit of the Tibetan Buddhists, who consider all forms of life, who 

respect everything and everyone because they believe that any creature is sacred, that choice has 

meant a true disaster. 

Another traumatic fact was the elimination of a very important Tibetan custom with religious 

connotations, of naming their children with a name chosen by a lama. For Tibetans, the child is 

offered (or used to be oferred) a certain name by a lama who meditates long on his choice. So, the 

names of the children were closely tied to their destiny, their lifetime journeys made in this world 

and also tied to their previous and subsequent lives. As a result, children are now named after days 

of the week, certain flowers or other elements of nature, a method sprung from Tibetans’ love and 

respect towards nature. Consequently, Tibetans were forced to abandon a religious practice that 

had existed for centuries and to find a solution by themselves. To some extent, they found that 

solution honourable and felt relieved since, finally, the children’s names may be considered 

somehow sacred. Antithetically, I would offer here the example of the former President of 

Turkmenistan, Saparmurat Nyazov
9
 for whom the months of the year had absolutely no significance 

and therefore he thought it would be much better and more appropriate if he named them after his 

relatives’ names. 

 

Conclusion: Tibet, Territorial Disputes and the World Around 

Territorial disputes and issues of political borders have always been a delicate subject that has 

had a very important contribution to the writing of history and the birth of peoples’ culture and 

civilization. Along with Western Sahara whose territory is disputed by Morocco and the Sahrawi Arab 

Democratic Republic, Kosovo that declared its independence from Serbia and finally had it 

recognized by nearly 80 of the UN member states, Abkhazia and South Osedia that compete for 

Georgia, the dispute between Arabs and Jews on the Palestinian territory
10

 and many others, Tibet is 

also a part of a conflict that dates back to the 13th century. Actually, three big powers have fought 

for Tibet’s land domination, not only China, but also Russia and the United Kingdom. In accordance 

with the International Law (1890-1893), it remained a vassal state of China. People's Republic of 

China has seen Tibet as its indivisible part since the time of the Yuan Dynasty
11

 and unfortunately, it 

seems that also the old maps show that, but the documents do not really support it. On the 

international scene, the United States of America and the European Union sustain this and it seems 

that they do not want to interfere in this conflict. Therefore it happens very often that most of the 

                                                 
9
Saparmurat Ataievici Niyazov, President of Turkmenistan (1985-2006) and the Democratic Party of 

Turkmenistan, authoritarian dictator that used to impose to his people and to dictate laws depending on his 

personal needs and outlandish ideas; He is famous for the advice that he gave to the farmers in his country: 

"To have a long and healthy life, you must eat bones!" 
10

The dispute between Israelis and Palestinians on the Palestinian territory is considered to be the longest one, 

having thousands of years of history, but it appeared on the international scene just after the Second World 

War. 
11

The Yuan Dynasty was actually a Mongol dynasty in China who reigned between 1279 and 1368. The most 

famous Chinese dynasty was the Han Dinasty, the second imperial dynasty of China that led the country more 

than 2,200 years ago, between 206 BC and 220; the Han Dynasty époque was considered a "golden age", and it 

often rivaled with the prestige and power of the Roman Empire; many Chinese ethnics call themselves even 

today "han". 
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activities carried out by Dalai Lama and the Tibetans in exile and also their visits overseas are not 

officially recognized and/or mediated. Also the total lack of reactions and intervention of the 

international great powers on the Chinese invasion in Tibet seems to be unaccountable. 

At the end of the Second World War, Eastern European countries experienced a period of 

political upheavals, being practically forced to move, in a relatively short period of time, to forms of 

authoritarian leadership imposed by the Soviet armies through a political regime completely 

different from the Western democratic values. The political system imported from the Soviet Union 

imposed a Soviet-Communist government which brought with it the Soviet values that would 

obviously mark those countries societies politically, socially, culturally, and educationally. Thus, one 

can say that Eastern Europe - like the state of Tibet – turned from a free zone into  an occupied and 

invaded one, isolated from the rest of Europe, with principles, ways of thinking and values different 

to those in Western Europe. The Soviet influence had major conesequences in Eastern European 

countries societies, consequences that still have influences upon the mentalities, way of thinking, 

attitudes and reactions of many individuals from the ex-Communist space. Fortunately, 1989 is 

marked as one of the most important years regarding the historical events of the countries in Central 

and Eastern Europe that, after a long period of dictatorship and totalitarianism, were able to regain 

the right to democracy. Prior battles for independence ended always tragically and they were 

severely suppressed. 
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