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Emp

Tibet in the Era of Decolonization

Carole McGranahan

Tibetan discourses on empire have always had an edge to them.
From nationalist alternatives to aristocratic Anglophilia in the 1940s to
impassioned charges of Chinese colonialism in the 1990s, the twentieth-
century Tibetan imperial experience is best described as slightly off
center. Never colonized by a European power, Tibet instead had impe- ‘
rial relations with both Great Britain and Qing China prior to 1950
and with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the United States
of America following 1950. Each of these imperial polities sought—
and in the latter two cases, continue to seek—to put their imprint on
Tibet through an educating of sensibilities, a cultivating of political
affiliation, a delineating of favorable borders, and/or a disciplining of
the population.! Their relationships with Tibet were unique yet simul-
taneously recognizable as imperial in a broad sense. Tibetan imperial
stories, however, are not composed of familiar categories of empire.
Instead, they depart from colonialism, capitalism, and European moor-
ings, and thus from the primary foci of colonial studies and postcolo-
nial theory.? In this essay, I suggest that exploring empire through the
lived realities of people in polities and relationships not always consid-
ered imperial offers unexpected but invaluable insights for theorizing
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empire. Specifically, I focus on the period of and after decolonizmioIl
roughly the 1940s to the present, and on Tibetan imperial expeﬁence;
that may be best thought of as “out of bounds,” a CalegoTy not as y,,
ginal to empire as it might appear at first glance.
Thinking empires out of bounds provides a means for addresgy,
extraperipheral spaces and the roles they play in imperial imagin,,
tions. No empire ends at its geographic boundaries. Indeed, imperig
boundaries may mark sites of transgression or centrality as much
they denote limits for action and analysis. Yet if empire is a contradj.
tory and complex project within its boundaries, then what sort of pro-
ject is it beyond its boundaries? Boundaries, of course, are not only
geographic.® They are conceptual and cultural, academic and analytj.
cal. They order social worlds and cultural representations as much, as
they do trade relations and political statuses.* These orderings and
claims to fixity operate in part through ambiguity: boundaries are
often ambiguous and arbitrary despite claims to the contrary. The “spa.
tial malleability” of boundaries is also constitutive of imperial forma
tions in underappreciated ways.5 Indeed, as Carl Schmitt argues, “every
true empire around the world has claimed such a sphere of spatial soy-
ereignty béyond its borders.”® Boundaries are deployed as strategy in
service to empire, éstablishing modes and spatial representations in
which empires are visible or not, legible or not, responsible or not, In
the case of Tibet alone we see this in the “forward” policy of the British
empire, the anti-imperialism of the Chinese socialist state, and the
long-standing haziness surrounding US “empires.”

Yet if Tibet’s imperial turn has been particularly multifaceted over
the last century, the “imperial turn” in scholarship has not made a sub-
stantial impact in Tibetan studies.” Our ability to think critically about
empire as a Tibetan reality or about Tibetan experiences as distinctly
imperial remains underdeveloped. Peter Hansen contends that the
* absence of a subaltern studies—that is, the absence of a critical, theo-
retical, and subaltern engagement with empire and nation—for Tibet
is due to the general persistence of “Tibetan exceptionalism” as both a
politics of knowledge and a politics of the present.? Especially endur-
ing is the vision of Tibet as an isolated Shangri-la, or paradise on earth,
remote and forbidding yet enticing and seductive.! The idea of
Shangrila simultaneously positions Tibet as offering and needing sal
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cation, @S offering spiritual advancement alongside its own socioeco-
pomic disadvantages. This hegemonic vision combines with newly
olemical and rigid histories of Tibet under Chinese rule to discour-
age complexity, contradiction, and critique.'® For Tibet’s displaced gov-
ernment in exile as much as for the PRC government, questions of
Chinese empire in the present pose new and often unwanted attention
on issues of sovereignty and subjectivity. In this chapter, I use the spe-
cific case of Tibet to question our analytics of empire in the present.

In the era of decolonization, empire is a story of imperialism
denied and disguised. If decolonization discouraged colonialism as a
specific form of imperialism, it ironically opened the world to other
forms of similar domination.!! Evolutionary languages of development
and progress transformed former colonies into developing countries
dependent on external powers in familiar but new arrangements; mul-
tilateral institutions and corporations joined powerful nation-states to
replace past emnpires in name if not in content.’? However, not all
decolonized forms of political and economic domination were or are
imperial.’® Frederick Cooper argues that “the contemporary use of the
word ‘empire’ as a metaphor for unbounded power sits uneasily with
scholarship on actual historical empires.”!* In this essay, I understand
empire in general as an expansionist polity oriented toward or rooted
in a combination of the following: cultural influence, economic gain,
hierarchical relations, political domination, and/or territorial acquisi-
tion. Imperialism connotes the direct or indirect external influence,
control, or domination by one polity and people over another; colo-
nialism is the system of direct rule and domination by one polity and
people over another in the latter’s home territory.!> With this in mind,
what is imperial about contemporary empires?

Postcolonial empires do not possess a one-to-one correspondence
to earlier forms of empire. Nor, however, as the essays in this volume
attest, do earlier empires follow a singular model. In advocating for
‘imperial formations” as an analytic of empire, rather than as a descrip-
tive synonym for it, we directly reference the in-process state of being
of all empires.!® This instability does not mean that there is not also
consistency within and across empires. In the twentieth century at least,
as Partha Chatterjee has argued, an inseparability from the nation-
state and a “rule of difference” (that is, hierarchical relations and
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inequitable treatment across socially constructed categories sucl, a
race) are consistent imperial features.!'” In practice, differenCe
becomes a civilizing imperative, that is, either a “pedagogy of violeng,
or a pedagogy of culture.”'® Territorial or nonterritorial, by direct rule
or indirect control, contemporary empires are in service to such ciy;.
lizing missions and the nation-state.!® The rules under which the
nation-state is hitched to and compels empire, however, have changed_
Disavowal of imperial status is now de rigueur, such that impeljal prac.
tice and policy are embedded in national languages of defense, deye).
opment, and global responsibility. These changes are themselye,
historical, linked as much to the efficacy of any given imperial Strategy
as to new political categories and moments. Contemporary imperig|
formations respond anew to issues of sovereignty, citizenship, ang
human rights, and to periods and programs of the Cold War, late cap-
italism, postsocialism, neoliberalism, and so on. Opening our analy.
cal frameworks to imperial formations outside Europe and in the time
of decolonization is not to forfeit historical particularisms but to
acknowledge that empire can no longer be a static story solely about
Europe.?

In the present, we have not just empires by other names but also
colonialisms by other names. As the case of Tibet demonstrates, the
political rhetoric and practices that sustained colonialism are still with
us today. Yet at the same time that certain peoples and polities have
been linked so closely to empire, others have been dissociated from it.
What politics and histories, academic tendencies, and imperial strate-
gies support these associations and dissociations? In this essay, I con-
tend that the stories that dissociated peoples and polities have to tell
about empire deserve our attention.?! The twentieth-century transition
to more diffuse and less visible forms of imperialism in the name of
decolonization is one of these stories, a story I tell from the perspective
of Tibetan subjects rather than from that of architects and agents of
empire.

The story of Tibet’s experiences with three different empires—
British, Chinese, and American—grounds my analysis in this chapter.
Imperial and colonial priorities never solely directed Tibetan politics
or popular life, nor defined Tibet as some have argued.? Nonetheless,
there is an important imperial imprint on modern Tibetan history. A
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century of off-center imperial relations has produced a strong sense
of intcmational ambiguity regarding Tibet’s political status prior to
and during current Chinese rule. Derived primarily from imperial-
dcsig‘ﬂa[ed political statuses such as suzerain or autonomous, this ambi-
guity shortchanges Tibetan pasts and futures. Thinking empire out of
pounds Opens New spaces for theorizing such colonial and imperial
experiences, for acknowledging the transgressive reach of imperial for-
mations (such as their appearance in unexpected locales), and for
assessing how imperial categories continue to impact people’s individ-

- ual and collective lives. I present here a view from the inside out, from

the Tibetan side of the equation, one specifically designed to allow a
detailed yet broad view of these three disparate empires.

ONE COUNTRY, THREE EMPIRES

The twentieth century was not kind to Tibet. It began with the
“great game” among the British, Qing, and Russian empires and ended
with the severe Strike Hard campaign in the People’s Republic of
China. While Tibet was an independent state for centuries, its eco-
nomic, military, political, and religious relations with neighbors China,
India, Mongolia, and Nepal shifted over the years. During the period
of this study, Tibet was an independent state until it became a part of
China in 1951. Although the People’s Republic of China continues to
proclaim that itsincorporation of Tibet was a “peaceful liberation,” the
exiled Tibetan government considers it a military occupation and
forced colonization. Since 1959, Tibet has existed in dual spheres: as
Tibetan “autonomous” units within the People’s Republic of China and
as a “government in exile” located in India with a refugee community
centered in South Asia but increasingly spread around the world.

British efforts to court Tibetan allegiance began in the late eigh-
teenth century but took full force in 1904 when Lord Curzon, viceroy
of India, dispatched a mission to Lhasa. The “Younghusband Expe-
dition” (whose time in Tibet is remembered by Tibetans as the Anglo-
Tibetan War) successfully fought its way to Lhasa, forced the Dalai
Lama into temporary exile in Mongolia, and secured favorable trade
and political agreements with the Tibetan government. With the 1911
fall of the Qing Dynasty, British officials of both British India and the
British Consular Service in China ensured that their “good offices” were
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involved in all negotiations and governmental interactions be'fWeen
the Tibetans and Chinese 2 Key to British interests at the time Wag
transforming Tibet into a friendly buffer state between India ang
China. Tibet was an example of the British “forward” policy in whic
the literal boundaries of empire were bypassed in favor of gainjy,
influence with and power over those on the other side of the bordey
As British India became independent India, and Republican Ching
became the People’s Republic of China, change came also tq Tibet,
However, while the thirteenth Dalai Lama had predicted in 1933 thy
the communist Chinese would threaten Tibet, no one was quite pre-
pared for the changes that were about to take place.

In 1949, two vears after the British quit India, the Communjg
People’s Republic of China was formed from the ruins of Chiang ka;.
shek’s Republican China. One of Chairman Mao Zedong’s first pub-
licly stated goals was the “liberation” of Tibet. People’s Liberatiop
Army (PLA) troops arrived first in eastern and northeastern Tibet, ang
on October 19, 1950, the Tibetan governor of Chamdo surrendered tg
the Chinese. One month later, at the age of sixteen, the fourteenty
Dalai Lama was fully vested with spiritual and temporal powers as the
head of the Tibetan state, The Tibetan government unsuccessfully
appealed to the United Nations for assistance and eventually began
negotiations with the Chinese in Beijing. On May 23, 1951, Chinese
and Tibetan officials signed the “Agreement of the Central People’s
Government and the Local Government of Tibet on Measures for the
Peaceful Liberation of Tibet,” commonly known as the Seventeen-
Point Agreement. Tibetan officials, however, had not sent the terms
of the agreement to the Dalaj Lama or Tibetan cabinet for approval
before signing. Although the Tibetan government felt that the agree
ment was signed under duress,? it ultimately decided not to renounce it
for a number of reasons, including its inability to secure the interna-
tional support necessary for diplomatic or military defense. The agree-
ment called for the “local government” of Tibet to remain in place.®
However, it was soon clear that the Chinese did not intend for joint
governance of Tibet but for pPower to rest solely in the hands of the
Chinese Communist Party. It was not long before ordinary Tibetans
began to protest Chinese rule, including by an organized armed rebel-
lion in eastern Tibet. By 1959, the situation had deteriorated to the
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it where the Dalai Lama fled Lhasa for India, where he and the
1
Tibetan govemment in exile remain today. The regeneration of Chinese
i
empire had begun:
Great Britain and China argued over Tibet for decades, yet Tibet’s

impefial history is a triple one. Thus joining this examination of
[wentiedl-cemury Tibet is the United States of America, whose imper-
al shepherding of Tibet—and the globe at large—increased following
European decolonization.?” In late 1949, with communist troops mass-
ing in eastern Tibet, the Tibetan government asked the United States
for support if it were to apply for UN membership. The United States

" wrmed Tibet down, as did Great Britain, whose new policy was that

Tibet was no longer a British issue but one for the independent gov-
ernment of India. Whereas Indian leaders chose not to intervene on
Tibet's behalf with the leaders of the People’s Republic of China, the
United States did intervene to a limited extent and in a mostly quiet
manner. Cold War discourses of the United States as a global but not
imperial power kept the United States from full investment in the
Tibetan situation, as did events in Korea. On October 7, 1950, US
troops crossed the thirty-eighth parallel in South Korea on their way to
recapturing Seoul, drawing China into the war on the side of North
Korea. On the very same day, forty thousand Chinese troops marched
into Tibetan territory directly controlled by the Tibetan government.®
With the subsequent arrival of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army in
Lhasa, the United States offered assistance to the Tibetan government,
but it was not until 1955 that the Tibetans accepted US military aid.

Hesitation in US policy is also attributable to the external ambigu-
ity in the status of Tibet. For the most part, the United States and many
other world powers have evaded serious questions of Tibet’s political
status by treating Tibet as a humanitarian issue rather than an issue of
political sovereignty. Humanitarianism enables new imperial moves,
both continuing with an imperial “politics of sympathy”® and adding a
new sense of individual agency to the imperial equation. The diplo-
matic and analytical ability to slip from national sovereignty to individ-
ual rights is a Tibetan imperial effect established by the British that
continues in the present day (surely but not only in US imperial
endeavors). This is not solely Tibet’s imperial past but also its imperial
present.
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OUT OF BOUNDS: EMPIRE AFTER
DECOLONIZATION

In the advent of movements for independence and self-det:::rminatjon
following World War I1, anti-imperialist sentiment spread aroypg the
world.*® Once global reality, the concept, practice, and semantjg of
empire turned quickly and overwhelmingly negative. Decolonimﬁ()n
involved an evacuation of global tolerance for empire with or Withoy
colonialism, Imperialism and colonialism could no longer be knowp %
such. Decolonization did not mean that empires went away bug thay
they went underground, surfacing in guises ranging from socialjg,
empire in the Soviet Union and China to various forms of neoimpe.
rialist aggressive democracy as in the case of the United States, Yer
each of these polities fiercely guarded itself against any accusationg of
empire or imperijalism. Strategies for so doing varied widely. In the cy
of Tibet, the Americans and the British both feared Chinese charges of
imperialism should they intervene. As a result, American interventigy
was solely covert or behind the scenes (for €xample, at the Uniteq
Nations), while the British declared that Tibet was now the respong-
bility of India. China, on the other hand, used imperialism, or more
specifically socialist-style “anti-imperialism,” as one of its primary jus
tifcations for its intervention in Tibet. As a socialist state, China’s an.
imperialism was specifically anticapitalist,

Political maneuvering during (and after) the Cold War raises the
question of whether there can be empire without capitalism. If earlier
Chinese dynasties are unproblematically labeled “imperial,” what
would it mean to analyze the People’s Republic of China as an empire?
Using Tibet as an example, and the concept of “imperial formations”

‘as an analytic term, characteristics of contemporary Chinese imperial

ism include accumulation, territorial expansion, direct rule, military
intervention, and the simultaneous cultivation of inclusive and exclu-
sive categories of national belonging. This list of features is as particu-
lar to imperial formations as it might be to China.® In the absence of
capitalism, it is not sufficient to label these practices “nationalist” or
“expansionist” or even “Chinese” without also seriously considering
how they might also be imperial.® China’s socialist econormy exists in
tandem with-—and is increasingly a direct part of—the global capitalist
economy,
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while Lenin may have been right that the highest form of imperi-
alism is capitalism,* we should not interpret this to mean that the only
form of imperialism is capitalism. Economic exploitation for imperial
gain is certainly a key feature of all er.npl.res over th.e I.ast seve-ral cen-
wries—it is not solely a feature of capitalism or capitalist empires. Yet
the fact that all empires involve economic gain does not cancel out
other facets of empire, namely that economic forms of exploitation are
not the sole determinant .of empire or, more controversially perhaps,
that not all empires operate solely within a capitalist political-economic
system. Indeed, the historical trajectory of the People’s Republic of
China directly challenges this interpretation.

From the perspective of Tibet, the PRC can and should be under-
stood as an imperial power. Writing from within the PRC, Chinese
intellectual Wang Lixiong argues that Chinese rule in Tibet is a form
of imperialism in which “the Tibetan nation’s consciousness of self” is
denied: “No matter how much [Chinese rule] has tried to achieve
other benefits, it has categorically suppressed Tibetan self-expression.
The empire wants to control expressiveness of any kind; any break-
through invites punishment.”3* State efforts to shape Tibetan identities
and histories are just as central to PRC projects in Tibet as they were
for European colonial projects elsewhere in Asia.®® Such experiences
are basic components of the history of empire in Tibet. The lived expe-
rience of foreign rule and the cruel hopes sustained by unequal impe-
rial relationships are felt deeply in everyday life, not just in state and
intellectual levels of discourse and action. For the generations of
Tibetans who “came of age colonized” inside and outside Tibet® it
matters little whether or not China is a capitalist or communist state.
This is not to say that it does not matter to all Tibetans; for those
Tibetans with deep commitments to socialism,”” Chinese policy in
Tibet is a sad example of the failures of state socialism. The statewide
persistence of Han chauvinism and the recent move to a modified cap-
italist system are but two examples of decades of deviation from the
strict Marxist and Leninist teachings upon which the People’s Republic
of China was created.’

The Cold War provided thick cover for new imperial formations
after (and throughout) the process of European decolonization. By
Positioning themselves against empire, the PRC and the United States
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cach used the political moment of decolonization as a safe Space frgy,
which to launch new forms of empire.*® Their anti-imperia} dis-
courses—also anticapitalist for the PRC and anticolonial fop the
United States—served to preclude the inclusion of these two states oy,
a possible roster of contemporary empires. Chinese and Americyy,
anti-imperialisms were not abstract but were specifically directeq g
European (capitalist) states. As both political moment and politicy]
ideology, the Cold War was effective in thwarting charges of iImperig].
ism against China, including international criticism of China’s expan.
sion into Tibet. Time and again, in private offices in Washington, DC,
and New Delhi and in public sessions of the United Nations, politiciang
and diplomats refrained from truly acting on charges of imperialisp,
brought before them.® Much as Chinese protests against imperia}.
ism laid the ground for the Chinese takeover of Tibet (and for the
absence of serious global critique}, American critiques of colonialism
underwrote America’s new empire. As Engseng Ho argues, “US ant.
colonialism is not simply a cloak for US empire, but rather a language
that informs the very representation of its imperial authority.”4 If the
cover of decolonization made this denial of empire possible, invisibil-
ity made its practice feasible. The strategic ambiguity of boundaries
surrounding imperial projects made even overt imperial practices
appear invisible, '

US empire, be it in the American West, Puerto Rico, the Philippines,
or beyond, was rarely considered in the same imperial realm as
European empires of the same period, and this analytic of political dif-
ference continued with decolonization.® The postcolonial period was
marked by domination without colonization (although incorporated
territories or new domestic states were allowed) and with the cultiva-
tion of the sort of influence and action that could no longer be either
politely or publicly calied imperial. The covert military intervention
that repeatedly characterized US actions around the globe is a rela
tively little-known part of Tibetan history as well. US-Tibetan relations
began only in 1942, when the United States wanted to transit war sup-
plies to troops in China through Tibet. Relations quickly strengthened
in the 1950s as the United States took over the British role as Tibet’s
closest ally (vis-d-vis China), and this position continues to define
US-Tibetan relations today. Although American empire is by no means
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fely 2 wwentieth-century phenomenon, at present US imperialism
:Zvolvcs a combination of military act-ion, economic power, and politi-
ol influence specifically developed in the vacuum left b.y Europe-an
dccoloﬂizaﬁon'ﬁ Even at its most blunt, howev.er, American empire
relies on invisibility as its strategy.* The CIA provides the most obvious
example. American operations in Tibet were not only run by the CIA
and considered top secret at the time, but they remain classified today.
Tibetan imperial experiences are not easily categorized or neatly
qmmarized. I turn now to case studies of each empire involved—the
gritish, the Chinese, and the American. These are not parallel or con-
cecutive StOTi€S, NOT are they commensurate or even comparative;
instead, I see these stories as complementary. While they do present a
cumulative narrative about contemporary empire, this is not the only
labor I ask of these histories. Instead, I present a different sort of story
for each empire with the goal of illuminating the multiple ways—the
stark, the subtle, the intimate, the impersonal—that empire is experi-
enced in everyday life. These are histories, therefore, that move from the
state to the individual and back again, that are told in distinct tones and
distinct times. I start with the story of Rapga Pangdatsang and British
archival debates over out-of-place Tibetans in India, move next to a dis-
cussion of a communist propaganda text as a pedagogy of imperialism,
and conclude with a presentation of Tibetan guerrilla histories that high-

light the intimacy and invisibility of US empire and CIA operations.

NOT COLONIZED: TIBET AND BRITISH INDIA

What did it mean to live in somebody else’s empire? If we no longer
accept a rigid separation of colonizer and colonized,* what space and
subject positions do we recognize for noncolonized peoples? Agents of
empire did not stop at colonial boundaries in terms of political inter-
vention, cultural concerns, or the disciplining of populations. Outside
empire, projects of knowledge and rule were even more incomplete
than within colonial territories and yet had enormous implications for
other states and peoples. As Thongchai Winichakul has convincingly
shown in the case of Thailand, European notions of citizenship, geog-
raphy, and sovereignty introduced via neighboring British and French
polities altered concepts and practices of both nation and state in
Thailand.* Elsewhere the incorporation of noncolonized peoples into
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