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In the closing years of the 1940s, the Tibetan government formed 
a trade delegation that traveled to India, China, the United King
dom, and the United States. The new delegation intended, among 
other things, to renegotiate existing trade relations with India, im
prove access to foreign currencies such as the American dollar and 
British pound, and open formal relations with a world community 
largely uninformed of Tibet's political existence. Delegation mem
bers carried Tibetan passports, which were recognized by all of the 
countries visited (Shakabpa 294-95).1 

Diverging from Tibet's history of relative isolation, the thirteenth 
Dalai Lama (1876-1933) had actually taken the first steps, largely 
in reaction to imperial threats from Britain and China, to enhance 
Tibet's political and cultural integrity. Several of the Dalai Lama's 
programs initiated new contacts with other countries: a friendship 
treaty was signed with Mongolia, paper currency and postage 
stamps were introduced, English education was (for a time) con
ducted, and relationships with India, Japan, and the United States 
were strengthened or begun (Shakabpa 249-52, 264-68). In 1947, 
then, when the fourteenth (and present) Dalai Lama was stilt too 
young to assume his full leadership role, his regents hoped that the 
trade delegation would further demonstrate Tibet's independent 
status to the rest of the world.2 

Historians and commentators have noted, however, that Tibet's 
attempts to address its changing role in global politics during the 
early twentieth century were simply too limited and came too late 
(see, for example, Ingram 408n). Events since 1949 have confirmed 
the impossibility of adequately articulating Tibet's political and cul
tural roles through trade missions, passports, and naively optimis
tic diplomacy. Today, the vast region of Tibet remains under the oc
cupation and administration of the People's Republic of China, with 
some areas incorporated into Chinese provinces and a smaller re
gion designated as the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR). As a re
sult, approximately six million Tibetans currently live under Chi
nese administration, while hundreds of thousands of Tibetans have 
fled their country to live as refugees or immigrants in several other 



countries. Tibet's current struggle for independence, prompted by 
the 1949 occupation, continues to this day in a variety of contexts 
barely glimpsed by Tibetans nearly half a century ago.s 

In 1959, 10 years after refugees had first begun to flee, Tibetans 
were faced with making serious choices regarding the future of their 
culture. In that year, the present Dalai Lama was forced to flee from 
Lhasa at the height of the March uprising against Chinese abuses. 4 

While still on Tibetan soil and upon hearing that the Chinese gov
ernment had dissolved the Tibetan government, the Dalai Lama 
proclaimed a temporary Tibetan government-in-exile. Back in 
Lhasa, the Chinese army had already responded to the uprising by 
shelling several key Tibetan buildings and killing as many as 
12,000 Tibetans (Shakabpa 319-20). Indian Prime Minister Nehru 
then granted the Dalai Lama and his escape party political asylum, 
and, following a brief stay in Mussoorie, the Dalai Lama and his 
exiled administration settled at Dharamsala in the northern moun
tains of Himachel Pradesh. There, the Tibetan kashag (cabinet) re
sumed its administration, focusing on financing and government re
forms, as well as aid and housing for the sick and injured refugees 
emerging daily from Tibet. 

Also of primary importance was the need to develop the social, 
cultural, and religious structures necessary to support Tibetan life 
outside of the occupied country. Settlements and schools were 
among the first institutions to be built, with the aid of the Indian 
government, in 1960. New monasteries, their ancient namesakes in 
Tibet damaged or destroyed, were also built throughout India. A 
performing arts organization and the Library of Tibetan Works and 
Archives were founded in the exile "capital city" of Dharamsala. Ac
cording to Lhasang Tsering, the exile settlements themselves, as 
well as the schools, monasteries, institutions, and organizations, 
"continue to serve as the basic framework for keeping the exile com
munity together and preserving the culture and the national iden
tity" (personal communication). Currently, more than 100,000 Tibet
ans live in exile throughout the world, and offices of the Tibetan 
government-in-exile are established in 10 countries.'; 

My study focuses on the efforts of a group of exiled Tibetans to 
creatively address issues of transnational identity and integrity, 
given Tibet's current context of colonial oppression and cultural dis
persion. After examining additional relevant background to contem
porary Tibet's cultural negotiations-which are occurring across a 
growing number ofdisciplines-this essay specifically examines the 
cultural role played by Tibetan translations of world literature. 
I must make very clear that my arguments, while based on the 
actual, ongoing work of the Amnye Machen Institute (AMI) in 
Dharamsala, do not represent the opinions, expressed or implied, of 
that organization. Instead, I have endeavored to engage some of 
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AMI's work with my own interest in questions relevant to current 
literary criticism and transnational cultural studies. I see this essay 
as only one example ofwhat Tsering Shakya calls an important new 
stage of scholarly discourse on contemporary Tibet (14).6 In fact, a 
major conference of Tibetan writers was held in Dharamsala in 
March of 1995, with more than 70 Tibetan writers attending from 
India and other countries. Topics for discussion included prison lit
erature, literary reflections of Tibetan realities, and the role of Ti
betan writers in initiating social change. The conference, sponsored 
by AMI and opened by the Dalai Lama, also included discussion of 
a Tibetan chapter of P.E.N. The publication of the conference pro
ceedings will doubtless prove invaluable for further evaluation of 
the topics discussed here. In addition, Robert Barnett and Shirin 
Akiner's recent collection of essays, Resistance and Reform in Tibet, 
is clearly the most important single resource for specialists and non
specialists interested in the current state of contemporary Tibetan 
studies. 

1. Tibet's Changing Image 

The last four decades have seen the question of Tibet's cultural 
survival taken up by a substantial international support network. 
A Handbook ofTibetan Culture, published by the London-based Ori
ent Foundation in 1993, lists Tibetan cultural centers in no fewer 
than 53 countries from Argentina to Zimbabwe. Fifty-five pages of 
the handbook are devoted to centers in the United States alone. Yet 
such an interest is not without its unfortunate effects. Many well
intentioned non-Tibetans, especially in the West, tend to think of 
Tibet's cultural survival in terms of a strict preservation of an an
cient, mysterious-and idealized-way oflife. Donald Lopez points 
out that behind this push for preservation is a "new-age Oriep.tal
ism" that privileges an apolitical, timeless image of Tibet over the 
actual characteristics of Tibetan communities today (36). 

Lopez writes that while nineteenth-century scholarly and colo
nial formulations of Tibet and China held both countries as "Orien
tal Despotisms," the notion of "Oriental despot" was significantly 
transformed after the 1949 Communist revolution, bringing Chair
man Mao and Chinese totalitarianism into focus as the new symbols 
of evil in Asia. While nineteenth-century Orientalists may have pro
moted their conception of the Orient in order, as Edward Said sug
gests, "to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting image, idea, 
personality, experience" (1-2), mid-twentieth-century scholars 
adopted new targets of such definition-by-contrast. In this way, 

the invasion of Tibet ... was represented (and in many cases, 
continues to be represented) as an undifferentiated mass of 
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godless Communists overwhelming a peaceful land devoted 
only to ethereal pursuits, the victims of invasion including not 
only the hundreds of thousands of slaughtered Tibetans but 
the sometimes more lamented Buddhist dharma [teachings] as 
well. (Lopez 40)7 

The same impulse is frequently in evidence today in the West, 
as many people perpetuate an idealized version of Tibet. For many, 
idealization serves to validate personal spiritual quests for enlight
enment through "pure" Buddhist teachings; for others, ideal ar
guments neatly polarize Tibet's political dilemma, setting China's 
ideology and history against a Tibet depicted as incapable ofnegoti
ating modern politics. Lopez notes that it is "as though we fear that 
exposure to time would cause the contents of that culture to wither 
and turn to dust, like the bodies of those who dare leave Shangri
la, as rendered so vividly in Frank Capra's film Lost Horizon" (41). 
In the same vein, a 1994 film, Bernardo Bertolucci's Little Buddha, 
presents a western response to Tibetan culture merely in terms of 
aesthetics, emotion, and religious awe. References to politics in this 
film are limited to resigned remarks by an American, who acknowl
edges, "Look, I know all about the terrible suffering of the Tibetan 
people." 

Complicating the tendency of western artists, scholars, and sup
porters of Tibet to at once idealize Tibetan culture and simplifY the 
role of western political and cultural influence is the growing Ti
betan diaspora and its transnational character. As Margaret Nowak 
has pointed out, contemporary Tibetans maintain a "global con
sciousness that contrasts sharply with the geographical and attitu
dinal insularity that characterized Tibet ofold.... Tibetans in India 
and elsewhere in the diaspora really are world citizens now" (103).8 

"Tibet," currently comprising those people living under Chinese 
administration, as well as those living as refugees in Nepal, Bhutan, 
and India, and those immigrants in the diaspora, no longer denotes 
a univocal culture. Without denying the profound importance of tra
dition, many Tibetans now emphasize the need, in Gayatri Spivak's 
important phrase, to "negotiate structures" of culture and national 
identity that simply cannot be articulated by an "autonomous," es
sential Tibetan subject ("Post-colonial" 72). That is, Tibetans cannot 
engage their traditions from outside the narratives of events and 
structures that determine their identities and futures. Tibetan iden
tities already exist within competing ideologies and narratives (for 
example, Chinese, western, exile), and Tibetans are directing their 
struggle for freedom toward the negotiation of these strands of nar
rative that "come from way off [and] carry their histories within 
them" ("Intervention" 120).9 This negotiation, I argue, demands a 
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new approach to literary translation and finds it in the work of the 
Amnye Machen Institute. 

In a recent study, Tejaswini Niranjana elaborates on the conspir
atorial nature of colonialism and literary translation. She argues 
that "the post-colonial desire to re-translate is linked to the desire 
to re-write history" (172). She examines, following Said, the way 
translation has been historically used to privilege a colonizing "tar
get language," such as English, over an appropriated "source lan
guage," such as Sanskrit. Niranjana argues that this "force of trans
lation" can be deconstructed in order to expose the colonial 
motivations of much western translation; in her words, "the concept 
that grounds Western metaphysics is the same one that presides 
over the beginnings of the discourse of Orientalism" (55). Taking 
this position as a general point of contact in the fields of literary and 
translation theory, this essay considers the ways in which literary 
translation can effectively engage issues of Tibet's cultural survival 
in its current diasporan and transnational context. In fact, I exam
ine a complementary alternative to the process Niranjana describes. 
My discussion explores a current Tibetan project of translating non
Tibetan works into Tibetan for the first time, a project that places 
Tibetan as the target language of foreign sources and, rather than 
linking retranslation with rewriting history, aligns entirely new 
translations with Tibet's ongoing historical engagement. Where Nir
anjana's affirmative deconstruction affords translation the possibil

of "reinvent[ing] oppositional cultures in non-essentializing 
ways" (46), my own argument asserts translation's affirmative role 
in negotiating those structures that equivocally support and sup
press Tibetan culture. 

Extending ttanslation's cultural effects to readers of Tibetan is 
perhaps the most important aspect of Amnye Machen's project. It 
also recalls Ngfigi wa Thiong'o's decision to write in Grkiiyil, ami. his 
support of Grkilyu~language newsletters that translate otherwise 
inaccessible technical information. By offering to all Tibetan readers 
themes and genres otherwise restricted to those ofhigher education 
or broader opportunities, new translations extend native-language 
access to a wider variety of subject matter, and, in an important 
sense, turn Tibetan into a vernacular dialect for a "world language." 
In this way, the Tibetan language-itselfa key agent in the struggle 
for independence-merges with and modifies the ideas it translates. 

Dawa Norbu points out that the use of the vernacular as a means 
of social communication for wide audiences is essential to national 
cohesion: 

The development of nationalism in general, and mass mobili
zation in particular, necessitates the use of language, a partic
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ular type of language, namely, the vernacular. In most histori
cal societies this involved a revolution in communication 
because the great tradition is written and usually transmitted 
in a language that the masses could not easily understand. 
(115) 

As this essay will argue, the "vernacular" for Tibetans as "world citi
zens" is shaped by a Tibetan language strategically incorporating 
foreign translation. 'Ibdays "great tradition" of political, social, and 
cultural structures affecting Tibet is increasingly written on a 
global scale and largely written in a variety of non-Tibetan lan
guages, such as Chinese, English, and Hindi. While in the exile com
munities these structures are primarily engaged in Tibetan, there 
remains a gap between those multilingual Tibetans who can engage 
diverse texts and those Tibetans who cannot. Consequently, a Ti
betan ''vernacular revolution," delivering to a greater number of 
participants the negotiable discourses of political, social, and cul
tural themes, becomes a matter of extending the scope, force, and 
availability of world texts. 

In the following section, I describe the current Tibetan transla
tion project initiated by the Amnye Machen Institute and outline 
several points of contact between literary and cultural theory and 
that project. I then take up three of AMI's initial translations-Al
exander Solzhenitsyn's One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, 
Thomas Paine's Common Sense, and George Orwell's Animal 
Farm-in order to more clearly illustrate how a project of foreign
text translation actively engages issues of Tibet's dispersed culture. 
Such a study has a dual purpose-it seeks to generally introduce 
AMI's project and its implications to western scholars, and it sug
gests new directions for scholarly discussions of Tibet's transna
tional negotiations. 

2. Literary Translation and Cultural Transnationalism 

Culture as a strategy of survival is both transnational and transla
tional. . .. The transnational dimension of cultural transforma
tion-migration, diaspora, displacement, relocation-makes the 
process of cultural translation a complex form of .c;ignification. The 
natural(ized), unifying, discourse of "nation," "peoples," or authentic 
"folk" tradition, those embedded myths ofculture's particularity, can
not be readily referenced. 

Homi K. Bhabha, "Postcolonial Criticism" 

The Amnye Machen Institute was founded in 1992 by four Tibet
ans, all of whom have long records of service to the Tibetan commu
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nities in exile. Tashi Tsering is the senior research officer at the 
Library of Tibetan Works and Archives; Pema Bhum is a former 
associate professor ofTibetan Literature at the Northwest Institute 
for Minorities in Lanzhou, China; Lhasang Tsering has served as 
principal of the Tibetan Children's Village School in Dharamsala 
and president of the Tibetan Youth Congress; and Jamyang Norbu 
has been director of the Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts and 
was one of the conveners ofthe first Tibetan Youth Congress. Norbu, 
a playwright, novelist, and political writer, has also published a 
novel and a collection of essays, both in English. Lhasang Tsering 
and Jamyang Norbu are also veterans of the Tibetan guerilla army, 
supported by the American CIA, which operated out of Nepal's Mus
tang region until 1972, when United States relations with China 
"improved" and support for the guerilla force was abruptly, and dan
gerously, abandoned. 

The Dalai Lama was the first to lend financial support to AMI, 
which continues to be funded through donations, grants, and 
awards. The World Literature Translation Project is only one of 
many projects undertaken by AMI, which primarily focuses on en
couraging artistic and cultural productions throughout the Tibetan 
communities. Fiction, poetry, and essays written by and for contem
porary Tibetans serve as the Institute's main literary focus. The 
World Literature Translation Project specifically serves to extend 
the range of Tibetan contact with foreign cultures and their respec
tive ideals, sociopolitical systems, and scientific achievements. 

One example of AMI's emphasis on Tibetan art, relevant to the 
present discussion, is a 1993 exhibition of paintings by Gongkar 
Gyatso of Lhasa. For the exhibition in Dharamsala, Jamyang Norbu 
prepared a lecture entitled "Socialist Realism and Tibetan Art," 
which was made available as a pamphlet in Tibetan, Hindi, and 
English. In his lecture, N orbu emphasizes the politically deter
mined hybrid nature of Gyatso's art, which was produced in Tibet. 
He notes that Tibetan artists who are trained (as propagandists) by 
Chinese instructors often find their training in traditional Chinese 
painting at odds with their Tibetan experience. Since traditional Ti
betan painting is entirely religious in nature, the young artists have 
to look beyond both China and Tibet for secular artistic devel

opment: 

Many of them found it in the Western tradition. One of the 
first influences was [nineteenth-century French Realist 
painter Jean-Fran~ois] Millet, as his paintings of downtrodden 
peasants [were] viewed favourably by the Chinese authorities 
and [were] deemed suitable for emulation by Chinese and Ti
betan artists. I have been told that copying Millet's style be
came such a craze that one Tibetan artist just copied an entire 



composition in detail, only changing the clothes of the figures 
into Tibetan chubas [cloaklike coats]. ("Socialist" 3) 

Norbu identifies as other influences such artists as Van Gogh, Ri
vera, Manet, IDee, O'Keefe, Modigliani, Kandinsky, and Andrew 
Wyeth. His lecture emphasizes that Gyatso's more recent appropria
tions of contemporary western forms and styles arise from interest, 
need, and simple recognition oflike-mindedness, each ofwhich con
tributes to a characterization ofthe Tibetan artist as an active sub
ject whose response to the "foreign" is an articulation of the artist's 
own identity. 

Cultural anthropologist Richard Fox elaborates a broad theory of 
culture along similar lines. Culture, Fox suggests, ought to be seen 
not as an essential and static tradition or as the result of isolated 
(or isolatable) social and political efforts, but rather as the outcome 
of "individual and group confrontations, placed within a field of 
domination and inequality" (199). In the case of contemporary Ti
betan painting, "tradition" negotiates with western art as Tibet con
fronts Chinese cultural hegemony. 

In its project of literary translation, AMI attempts to extend a 
similar opportunity for negotiated self-definition to anyone who 
reads the Tibetan language. Prior to this project, virtually no for
eign works had been translated into Tibetan, while hundreds ofTi
betan titles, especially religious works, have long been the focus of 
foreign "Tibetologists." Lhasang Tsering and Jamyang Norbu, while 
acknowledging the absolute necessity of preserving Tibet's ancient 
culture and religion, emphasize that the only way to resist the es
sentializing tendencies from within and without Tibet is to actively 
address contemporary Tibetan issues, including the need for native
language access to a wide variety of literature and a diversity of 
themes, ideas, and genres. Translation, then, becomes an important 
part of "moving toward addressing imbalances and limitations in 
[the] intellectual, social and cultural life of the Tibetan people both 
inside and outside Tibet" ("Amnye Machen Institute" 1). 

In this way, translation operates to rearticulate what Niranjana 
describes as the "powerful metaphysics" underwriting the seem
ingly innocent conversion of thoughts from one language to another 
(4). Niranjana advocates a "new practice of translation," through 
which colonial hybridity actually becomes a mode of resistance to 
cultural domination, and she cites Homi Bhabha, who maintains 
that colonial hybridity is "a problematic of colonial representation 
and individuation that reverses the effects of the colonialist dis
avowal, so that other, 'denied' lrnowledges enter upon the dominant 
discourse and estrange the basis of its authority" (46). In the Ti
betan situation, "colonial hybridity" names the transnational char
acter of a widely dispersed population, in addition to the colonial 
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force of Chinese administration. Resistance, then, must not be fo
cused exclusively on the various forms of Chinese intimidation and 
control, but on an ever-changing global field of colonial threats, in
cluding the atrophy of the Tibetan language, the suppression of in
dependent Tibetan engagement with foreign scholars, and the Ori
entalizing tendencies of some observers. 

It would seem that similar conclusions have been reached by Chi
nese administrators. A recent news article describes classified docu
ments on Peking's propaganda strategy for Tibet, which reveal rec
ommendations for "inviting sympathetic foreign reporters to Tibet 
[and] sending Tibetan cultural groups on overseas trips, 'organising 
experts and scholars ... to declare righteously that Tibet is an in
separable part of China'" (Awanohara 30). That is, instead of 
allowing the exiled Tibetans to define the position of Tibet through 
their own contacts and cultural groups (which continue to travel the 
world), Chinese agencies will engage the various cultural structures 
"on behalf of" Tibet. As a way of reasserting control of Tibet's global 
hybridity, AMI's translation project does not attempt to retranslate 
or redefine Tibetan works translated into English, but instead 
allows entirely new translations to characterize Tibetan hybridity 
through individual engagement with the ideological network al
ready seen to influence Tibetan identity. While Tibetan identity, in 
other words, is already transnational in character, there are as yet 
few linguistic and literary resources for articulating this character 
in the Tibetan language. 

AMI selects works for translation for a variety of reasons, not the 
least of which is simply the length of the work. While several long 
books are sClleduled for translation, the first few projects were cho
sen with an eye to relatively swift turnaround and low production 
costs. In addition, AMI's directors chose some oftheir initial projects 
for important political reasons: the United States Declaration ofIn
dependence and the Bill of Rights are models of organized political 
expression; A. J. P. Taylor's History of the Second World War pro
vides a non-Chinese account of the war that preceded Tibet's occu
pation; and The Secret History ofMongolia can be seen as challeng
ing predominant Chinese versions of the important historical 
relationship between Tibet, Mongolia, and China. Other works were 
chosen for reasons of cultural exposure: Mark Twain's Adventures 
ofHuckleberry Finn is an important American classic; Yasunari Ka
wabata's Thousand Cranes is an admired example of modern Japa
nese literature; Toni Morrison's Beloved represents a contemporary 
American exploration of the symbiosis of oppression and identity; 
and Dee Brown's Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee describes the 
struggles of Native Americans, which often find reflection in the Ti
betan situation. 

Lhasang Tsering points out three significant features of Brown's 
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book that may be particularly relevant to Tibetan readers: the tragic 
consequences of individual tribes and regions attempting to engage 
the liberation struggle on their own, the vivid account of sustained 
oppression, and the analysis of methods employed by white Ameri
can settlers to subdue the native population, which is relevant to 
the similar methods employed by China in Tibet (personal commu
nication). This being said, however, AMI's own rationale for text se
lection will not absolutely determine the lasting effects ofthe trans
lations. In fact, it is precisely by providing new opportunities for 
interpretation that the translation project so successfully engages 
contemporary questions about Tibetan culture. Responses to any 
particular translation (including those ofthis study) may disappoint 
as much as delight AMI's translators, as their publications become 
texts for individual and social explication. 

Elaborating somewhat on the planned translation of Henrik Ib
sen's A Doll's House, in particular, may help illustrate the important 
general notion that Tibetan translations are not simply transformed 
copies of"originals, " but active productions ofcultural tools. Ibsen's 
plays have been extremely popular and influential in China since 
the May Fourth movement in the 1920s. Even today, Chinese stu
dents continue to study a restricted "Ibsenism" that advocates the 
notion that individual liberation is always obtained for the sake of 
furthering China's socialist development. In tracing the effect of Ib
sen's work on Chinese literary criticism, Paul Pickowicz notes the 
significant influence of Georg Plekhanov's criticism, which was 
translated into Chinese in the 1950s. Plekhanov argued that Ibsen's 
concern with the spiritual development of the individual actually 
reflected an important prerequisite for social action (122-24). In the 
Tibetan Buddhist view, spiritual development and motivation are 
also essential determiners of worldly activity; yet Tibetan discus
sions of this theme in Ibsen would probably reformulate the rela
tionship between spirituality and social action in new ways. 

In a related study, Elisabeth Eide notes the specifically transna

tional reduction of Ibsen's themes: 


When Ibsen ... was translated from the European context into 
China it became even easier to pick out the elements of Ibsen's 
works that suited the actual context, and the ultimate aims of 
"the new China." Hence, while Ibsenism constituted at most 
one element of Ibsen in Norway, in China Ibsen became noth
ing but Ibsenism. (151) 

In contrast, a Tibetan translation ofA Doll's House, accompanied by 
its own introduction and notes, allows Tibetans who also encounter 
the Chinese interpretation to compare and explore themes of per
sonalliberation, economics, and domestic oppression in wholly dis-
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tinctive ways. The new translation not only stands materially exte
rior to the Chinese interpretive frame but it allows readers who 
process this particular western text in the Tibetan language to ex
plore interpretations within a Tibetan linguistic field resonant with 
distinctive cultural associations. 

To further explore the various avenues of literary and cultural 
discussion suggested by Tibetan translations, I have organized the 
remainder of this essay around three of the works initially trans
lated by AMI. With respect to the translation of Solzhenitsyn's One 
Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, I consider aspects of Tibetan 
identity involving imprisonment and population dispersal. Regard
ing the translation ofPaine's Common Sense, I note several formula
tions of, and complications with, the terms "nation" and "democ
racy" in Tibetan communities. Finally, I argue that Orwell's Animal 
Farm provokes the kind of readings and misreadings inevitable in 
the negotiation of symbolic values across interpretive and linguis
tic borders. 

3. A Question of Identity 

Writing now was like throwing stones into a bottomless pit. They fell 
down and disappeared, and no sound came back. What was the point 
of telling them what gang you worked in and what your boss was 
like? Now you had more in common with that Latvian Kilgas than 
with your own family. 

Alexander Solzhenitsyn, One Day in the Life ofIvan Denisovich 

Asked why AMI chose Solzhenitsyn's novel of life in a Stalin-era 
work camp as one of its inaugural projects, translator Yangbhum 
Gyal explained that the story, while presenting a scenario with 
which many Tibetans can identifY, elicits a "different range offeel
ings" from that ordinarily found in Tibetan stories of prison hard
ship. The matter-of-fact, even ordinary, tone of the novel contrasts 
with the highly dramatic, though tragically genuine, descriptions of 
brutality in Tibet and of dangerous escapes across the Himalayas.1o 

I would identify two distinct ranges of emotions and themes that 
correspond to two different audiences of Tibetan accounts of impris
onment and hardship: the international, non-Tibetan audience and 
the exiled Tibetan audience of India and beyond. In the first in
stance, stories of actual brutality and violence must be told in order 
to raise international awareness of Tibetan suffering. International 
human rights organizations such as Amnesty International and 
Asia Watch also regularly contribute independent validation of the 
horror stories emerging from Tibet. Yet Tibetans themselves have 
only recently developed this particular "subgenre" of colonial litera
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ture, and they have had to overcome a traditional reticence in order 
to do so, as Jamyang Norbu notes: 

When a Tibetan refugee makes his statement, he is usually 
prevented by his native reticence and lack of sophistication 
from satisfactorily putting into words a large amount of the 
horrors he has experienced. He further piously passes off his 
own tribulations with a few words and insists on relating end
less instances of religious persecution, destruction of monas
teries, and desecration of sacred images, books, and relics, to 
an audience whose religious sentiments may not be so sensi
tive. (Reality 19)11 

This "reticence and lack of sophistication" have been mitigated in 
recent years as Tibetans have become more willing and able to tell 
their stories to the international press. Norbu's Warriors of Tibet 
(1979) was one of the first English-language books to detail the per
sonal aspects of Tibetan struggle. Since then, Tibetan periodical 
publications in English and French regularly feature eyewitness ac
counts of the trouble in and around Tibet. Arguably, the impression 
now left on even casual observers of the Tibetan situation is one of 
universally relevant "human rights abuses," as opposed to narrowly 
defined "religious persecution." However, it is important to note that 
the expression "human rights abuses in Tibet" may actually dis
place consideration of Tibetan independence, as the term implicitly 
acquiesces to China's control of Tibet. Clearly, attention to "domes
tic" Chinese abuses seems misguided to those who see Chinese 
abuses as part of a systematic maintenance of foreign occupation 
and population transfer. 

But what is the effect of prisoner or refugee stories on Tibetan
speaking audiences? Tibetans around the world are well aware of 
the violence and danger that continues to confront them and their 
(often dispersed) families. While repetitive portrayals of actual 
struggle serve a wider goal of international awareness, the domestic 
need for reflection remains unaddressed. Moreover, merely accumu
lating personal accounts may actually obscure the systematic, polit
ical nature of what only seem to be individual acts of cruelty. 
Translating Solzhenitsyn's novel not only addresses the Tibetans' 
process of articulating personal suffering, but it also illuminates un
derlying structures of oppression as well. 

Broadly stated, One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich empha
sizes the ways in which surviving prisoners negotiate their experi
ences. The novel, significantly, does not chronicle a day of death, but 
a day of survival, and it is the novel's calm and careful depiction 
and valorizing of survival that most relevantly speaks to Tibetan 
experience. Few Tibetan texts (and no translated texts) acknowl-
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edge the suffering of the individual while tracing a process of sur
vival and adaptation under totalitarianism. Terrence Des Pres notes 
that in Solzhenitsyn's novel "the survivor is a hero in that by staying 
alive he becomes an effective agent in the fight against extremity" 
(46) and that "Solzhenitsyn's survivor is the man ardently in love 
with his people and their cause ... determined to remain a human 
being, innocent and unbroken, under conditions specifically devised 
to crush out life and spirit" (47). Rosette Lamont insightfully sug
gests that such heroism is more than the result of making the most 
of a bad situation. As the prisoners build their brick wall, "the men 
who are forced to work for a system are, in effect, at such a moment, 
subverting that system's values" by endowing their work with their 


own motivation (113). 

By offering new possibilities for the articulation of the feelings 


and experiences of oppression, One Day in the Life of Ivan Deniso

vich may also serve as a literary model for Tibetan-language works. 

Consider the dosing thoughts of One Day's narrator: 


Shukhov went to sleep, and he was very happy. He'd had a lot 
of luck today. They hadn't put him in the cooler. The gang 
hadn't been chased out to work in the Socialist Community 
Development. He'd finagled an extra bowl of mush at noon. 
The boss had gotten good rates for their work. He'd felt good 
making that wall. They hadn't found that piece of steel in the 
frisk. Caesar had paid him off in the evening. He'd bought 
some tobacco. And he'd gotten over that sickness. (202-03) 

The prisoner Shukhov's telegraphic list of injustices and oppression 
brings about a.genuine, if ironic, sense of relief that nothing "worse" 
has happened on this day. Shukhov, a prisoner, is happy as he goes 
to sleep, yet his happiness is defined against events that did not 
happen as well as-those minor achievements that captivity converts 
to victories. An extra bowl of mush and the good feelings smuggled 
out of forced labor indicate an inner strength that underlies and 
mediates the seeming futility of a prisoner's situation. I would sug
gest that as a literary work translated into Tibetan, this novel not 
only gives readers access to relevant themes of survival and ideolog
ical subversion, but promotes them as justifiably "tellable" and im
portant for others as well. An alliance between personal experience 
and those experiences considered tellable, literary, and socially rele
vant can significantly address the social identities of imprisoned Ti
betans. The notion of Tibetan personal identity, which has tradition
ally featured a profoundly Buddhist and admittedly apolitical 
consciousness, now incorporates and negotiates contemporary per
sonal experiences recognized as having social and political signifi
cance, thereby extending the scope and use of Tibetan "tradition." 



....---

Regarding identity's relation to protest, it may be tempting to see 
two types of protest and demonstration corresponding too strictly to 
domestic and transnational audiences. Nowak suggests that the 
same "national identity" generated by the need to inform foreign 
audiences and mobilize foreign support tends not to be generated by 
largely Tibetan audiences. In her discussion of the various public 
commemorations that take place each year to recall the March 10th 
uprising, Nowak notes the relative lack, in Dharamsala, of"enthusi~ 
asm, nationalistic fervor, and strongly proclaimed ethnic self
definition," due to the absence of a "sufficient foil or ethnic 'other' to 
call forth a deliberately staged affirmation of Tibetan 'self'" (154). 

However, it is crucial to recognize that there are "others" who 
exist within Tibetan audiences, including Dharamsala's, and they 
also generate distinctive assertions of identity. 12 Moreover, transla
tion of foreign works inspires further productive discussion of these 
views. In One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, disparate voices 
emerge from prisoners of various nationalities an living together in 
the Soviet labor camp. The narrator identifies Latvians, Estonians, 
Western Ukranians, Tartars, "Old Believers" (schismatics of the 
Russian Orthodox Church), and Baptists, but, as the epigraph above 
suggests, these voices are equivocally "unified." Regardless of a pris
oner's original ethnicity or nationality, his self-identification as pris
oner provides his necessary link to his fellow prisoners. Personal 
struggles, daily activities, food, clothing, work, and modifications of 
language all tend to create a "prisoner-self' that oscillates between 
a sustaining subject in solidarity and a frustrating barrier to the 
"essential" relationship with home and family. 

What I am theorizing as a plurality of Tibetan voices is simply 
one result of the globally dispersed development of Tibetan commu
nities. These now extend beyond the traditional geographic triad of 
the Amdo, Kham, and U-Tsang regions in Tibet to include Tibetans 
in exile (subdivided by country and individual settlement), as well 
as immigrant Tibetans in Europe and North America. Given the 
profoundly different political, economic, and social settings of these 
communities, then, what constitutes the true "Tibetan self," and 
what are the forces that join Tibetans together in a "culture"? The 
Tibetan "prisoner-self," developed in reaction to oppression (and, as 
I have suggested, engaged by One Day in the Life of Ivan Deniso
vich), is an undeniable agent of Tibetan protest and cannot be dis
missed. Ronald Schwartz is right to assert that protest, such as that 
directed against Chinese rule in Dharamsala, "represents for Tibet
ans a means of articulating national identity" (218). Yet protest 
alone articulates a national identity that only partially represents 
contemporary Tibet, especially if it is seen as an image of the essen
tial Tibetan self. The equivocal nature of the "prisoner-self' reveals 
a powerlessness when extracted as an essence, and its logic only 
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tends to realize oppressive ideology. Des Pres, following Hannah 
Arendt, notes that "those for whom powerlessness has become the 
major experience of their lives" are in danger of succumbing to the 
very intentions of totalitarianism (48). 

I would suggest that translation offers an alternative based on a 
strategic, contextualized use of past oppression, as Spivak's com
ments regarding subscription to "indigenous theories" in India sug
gest: "I cannot understand what indigenous theory there might be 
that can ignore the reality of nineteenth-century [colonial] his
tory.... To construct indigenous theories one must ignore the last 
few centuries of historical involvement. I would rather use what his
tory has written for me" (69). What has Tibet's history-colonial, 
Buddhist, literary-written for 'libet? And, importantly, how and 
why is that history written and how do Tibetans (re)read it? I sug
gest that rather than solely referencing an "indigenous" Tibetan 
identity or the experiences of oppression, current translators ex
plore and assert Tibetan identity by turning their attention to the 
uneven dialogue that exists within tradition, history, individual 
experience, and texts ranging across borders. Identity and self
representation, then, become a matter of, in Spivak's term, "in
tervening" in an existing identity by negotiating the various struc
tures of that identity. That is, "one tries to change something that 
one is obliged to inhabit, since one is not working from the outside" 
("Post-colonial" 72). Translation allows such intervention to first 
take place in the personal experience of a native-language text. 

Still, beyond and through the personal experience of identity as 
defined within a colonized and exiled context lies a national experi
ence of these contexts. This national experience can be linked to 
political mobilization in the Tibetan translation of Thomas Paine's 
Common Sense. 

4. The (Re)Construction of a Nation 

The intimacy which is contracted in infancy, and the friendship 
which is formed in misfortune, are, of all others, the most lasting 
and unalterable. Our present union is marked with both these char
acters: we are young, and we have been distressed; but our concord 
hath withstood our troubles, and fixes a memorable era for posterity 
to glory in. 

Thomas Paine, Common Sense 

Dawa Norbu defines "nationalism" for many Third-World situa
tions, "not as popular loyalty to the state which is legalistic and 
Eurocentric, but as a special type of politicized social consciousness 
that obtains from and within society" (31). He suggests that since 
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national identity is "politicized cultural identity," it may be shown 
that "the turning point in the evolution ofproto-nationalism is when 
ethnos begins to engage in politics" (108). Translations ofworks such 
as One Day in the Life ofIvan Denisovich (as well as Bury My Heart 
at Wounded Knee) help to acknowledge the existence of an ethnos 
disabled by politically caused population dispersal. At the same 
time, such translations prepare the way for continuing political 
elaboration and critical discussion of that ethnos. 

Common Sense, with its unequivocal call for independence and 
:freedom from tyranny, may be read as a model for similar political 
action by oppressed Tibetans, and this may well be its primary read
ing. Yet Paine's pamphlet also addresses the ambiguities of a politi
cally charged ethnos and the development of national identity 
through struggle. It is Paine's examination of these issues that 
allows Common Sense to contextualize Tibetan social awareness in 
its move toward several (at times contrasting) modes of political ac
tion. The passage quoted above, for example, in asserting the unifY
ing effect of shared hardship, promotes the politicization of plural 
voices joined by a common adversary. Paine, reflecting further on 
national identity, notes the "regular gradations" by which "we sur
mount the force of local prejudice, as we enlarge our acquaintance 
with the world" (85). Tibetan bonds, some of which are not only 
"formed in misfortune" but derived from a growing "acquaintance 
with the world," similarly serve to join the various Tibetan commu
nities. 

Relevant to Tibetan arguments for self-determination is Paine's 
discussion of England's involvement with its colonies. Two features 
are especially important to note, namely, the contested nature of 
England's involvement and the violence suffered by the colonies. 
Paine argues that claims ofprotection offered by England are decep
tive, that England has only its own interests at heart, not those of 
the colonies: ''But she has protected us, some say. That she hath 
engrossed us is true, and defended the continent at our expense as 
well as her own is admitted, and she would have defended Turkey 
from the same motive, viz. the sake of trade and dominion." (83). 
Paine emphasizes that England's protection is entirely self
interested: "She did not protect us from our enemies on our account, 
but from her enemies on her own account, from those who had no 
quarrel with us on any other account" (84). Tibetans have made the 
same argument for years regarding China's involvement. Shakabpa 
notes that Chinese claims of "liberating" Tibet in 1949--50 are ab
surd, since, "there was no necessity for liberating Tibet from foreign 
imperialists as no foreign power controlled Tibet" (299). A position 
paper released by the Tibetan government-in-exile also echoes 
Paine's charges: 
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[T]he crucial question to ask is WHO WILL BENEFIT? In 
most colonial situations[,] investments and economic develop
ment primarily benefit the colonial power, foreign investors, 
and, in many cases, the colonisers from the mother country. In 
practice, Tibet is not only regarded by the Chinese as a colony, 
but is also administered in typical colonial manner. ("Tibet: 
Current Situations" 4)13 

China's interests, argue Tibetans, primarily lie in militarizing 
the Tibetan region in order to create a hostile buffer zone between 
Chin and India, using the Tibetan plateau for nuclear and toxic 
waste dumping, and exploiting the natural resources of the region, 
rich in oil and minerals.14 Recently, Bhuchung Tsering of the Cen
tral Tibetan Administration reiterated in a letter printed in the Far 
East Economic Review the Tibetan response to claims of China's 
"support" of the Tibetan region: 

China tries to justify its illegal rule over Tibet by comparing 
its "developed" status today to the one existing prior to 1959. 
But even if we grant that there has been some progress, it 
makes no sense to compare the situation today to that which 
obtained 30 years ago, especially given the tremendous trans
formation of the entire world over that same time. 

There are now two predominant positions on the nature of Ti
betan self-determination most evident in discussions both inside 
and outside Tibetan communities. First, there is the notion of a com
pletely free Tibet, released from the political, military, and cultural 
control of China. China's long history of involvement with Tibet 
leads many Tibetans to feel that Tibet's survival depends on achiev
ing complete independence. Such a fight is admittedly difficult and 
must be waged, according to Lhasang Tsering, in a pragmatic man
ner, with a view to global interests: 

The first mistake we made in 1959 was to go out and sell a 
product for which there is no market: truth and justice.... It 
is self-interest which motivates foreign policy. Unless we can 
link our struggle to the self-interest of the great and powerful 
nations we cannot hope they will support truth and justice. 
(Qtd. in McDonald 30) 

The second position of Tibetan self-determination, uncomfortably 
at odds with calls for full independence, is a mediated one. Ac
cording to the Dalai Lama, a possible compromise between the two 
countries might find China controlling Tibetan borders and main
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taining such services as transportation and energy, while Tibetans 
would be allowed to live as Tibetans.15 Supporting this mediated 
position is the Dalai Lama's feeling that even if a "free Tibet" were 
to be permitted by China, the "Tibet" in question would almost cer
tainly consist of the Tibetan Autonomous Region, which comprises 
only halfofthe historical Tibetan region. Vast areas ofwhat are now 
designated as Chinese provinces, and the Tibetans who live there 
as well, would be virtually impossible to reclaim, even with interna
tional support. To save the lives and culture of Tibetans throughout 
the Tibetan regions likely to be retained by China, therefore, the 
Dalai Lama has maintained a "middle road" of peaceful resistance 
and hopeful negotiation. 

Of course, the notion of reconciliation with colonial powers is 
emotionally condemned in Common Sense: 

Men of passive tempers look somewhat lightly over the of
fenses of Britain, and, still hoping for the best, are apt to call 
out, 'Come we shall be friends again for all this.' But examine 
the passions and feelings of mankind. Bring the doctrine of 
reconciliation to the touchstone of nature, and then tell me, 
whether you can hereafter love, honour, and faithfully serve 
the power that hath carried fire and sword into your land? ... 
But if you say, you can still pass the violations over, then I 
ask, Hath your house been burnt? Hath your property been 
destroyed before your face? Are your wife and children desti
tute of a bed to lie on, or bread to live on? Have you lost a 
parent or child by their hands, and yourself the ruined and 
wretched survivor? (89) 

Even the suggestion ofcriticism of a position that may be likened to 
that of the Dalai Lama (avowedly a "man of passive temper" and 
considered an incarnate deity by Tibetans) has already angered 
some Tibetans over AMI's choice of Common Sense as a work to be 
translated. Yet AMI clearly did not base its decision to translate 
Paine's work on this interpretation, but rather on the more pressing 
themes of protest and independence already mentioned. However, 
the translators clearly recognize that AMI's preferred interpreta
tions of texts will be challenged by other readers. In fact, the Dalai 
Lama himselfhas long recognized the need for contending voices to 
be heard in the Tibetan communities. The success of democracy, he 
notes, is not without "conflict both within Parliament and without" 
(Freedom 181). 

However, continuing disappointments over Tibet's shifting posi
tion in negotiations for self-determination (influenced, for example, "\ 
by the continuing leniency of the United States in Chinese trade 
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relations) have more recently left the Dalai Lama open to the possi
bility of alternative political approaches: 

I am conscious of the fact that a growing number of Tibetans, 
both inside as well as outside Tibet, have been disheartened 
by my conciliatory stand not to demand complete indepen
dence for Tibet .... We have had to place our hopes on interna
tional support and help in bringing about peaceful negotia
tions, to which I still remain committed. If this fails, I will no 
longer be able to pursue this policy with a clear conscience. I 
feel strongly that it would then be my responsibility ... to con
sult my people on the future course of our freedom struggle. 
("Statement" 1) 

The domestic Tibetan criticism noted by the Dalai Lama is also 
related to general criticism directed against the shortcomings of Ti
bet's "traditional" social and political structures, which have tended 
to privilege the involvement of the monasteries in government ad
ministration. Importantly, both the thirteenth Dalai Lama and the 
present Dalai Lama have themselves been among those calling for 
reform of this system (see, for example Shakabpa 271-73). 

AMI's primary interest in Common Sense clearly lies in the power 
of Paine's words to unifY the American colonies in their demand for 
independence as a nation. I would also note, however, that Paine's 
critiques of divine rule, hereditary succession, and regency govern
ment also provoke discussion of relevant questions of domestic Ti
betan politics. For example, Paine criticizes the paradoxical position 
of a divinely ordained monarch in need of the political "checking" of 
the commons (70). As the Tibetan exile democracy grows, the role of 
the Dalai Lama in a popular government must be discussed and 
clarified.16 Paine adds that "to the evil of monarchy we have added 
that of hereditary succession.... Noone by birth could have a'right 
to set up his own family in perpetual preference to all others for 
ever" (76). In a Tibetan context, this criticism may seem to fall di
rectly on the system of lama incarnations, including the succession 
of the Dalai Lamas. Buddhist readers, however, may recognize im
portant but subtle differences between Paine's view of heredity and 
their own. For example, karma, a personal spiritual system based 
on accumulated spiritual merit across many lifetimes, may indeed 
generate valid conditions for "perpetual preference," since lamas are 
considered highly advanced teachers who have reached levels of 
consciousness in order to be of valuable help to others.17 Certainly 
another important distinction between Paine's views and the Ti
betan monastic system is that the succession of lamas takes place 
through reincarnation, not primogeniture. In the case of the Dalai 
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Lama, regents have directed the government during those periods 
of absence and early childhood of the hereditary ruler. Criticized by 
Paine, regents, "acting under the Cover of a king, have every oppor
tunity and inducement to betray [the public] trust" (79). Tibetans 
would almost certainly find these concerns familiar.18 

These examples ought not to suggest that the critiques of Com
mon Sense can simply be applied to the transnational or domestic 
Tibetan situations. Rather, they suggest that unique opportunities 
for the exploration of a democratic Tibetan national identity are of
fered by translating a work that so frankly elaborates basic precepts 
of democratic protest. I would argue that a Tibetan translation of 
Common Sense, therefore, may grow increasingly important for two 
reasons. First and foremost, it provides an inspirational model of 
the demand for national self-determination. In addition, its publica
tion offers an engagement, within the Tibetan language, with dis
agreements that have not always been given enough voice in Ti
betan discussions. 

While provocative questions are raised by translating Paine's po
litical views from eighteenth-century America to late twentieth
century Tibet, there is another aspect of foreign-text translation 
that similarly operates to articulate difference. Symbolism and met
aphor, crossing cultural boundaries, create new meanings and func
tions for literary texts just as transnational political ideas form new 
structures of social identity. Orwell's Animal Farm provides several 
examples of negotiating literary symbols in a Tibetan context. 

5. New Words, New (Mis)Readings 

"You do not imagine, I hope, that we pigs are doing this in a spirit of 
selfishness and privilege? Many of us actually dislike milk and 
apples. I dislike them myself. Our sole object in taking these things 
is to preserve our health. Milk and apples (this has been proven by 
Science, comrades) contain certain substances absolutely necessary 
to the well-being ofa pig. We pigs are brainworkers. The whole man
agement and organisation ofthis farm depend on us. Day and night 
we are watching over your welfare. It is for your sake that we drink 
that milk and eat those apples.» 

George Orwell, Animal Farm 

Orwell's views on socialist revolution, as presented in this novel, 
focus on hypocrisy, trust, and abuses of power. After the animals 
of Manor Farm achieve their liberation from human masters, their 
leaders begin to cultivate the behavior of their former oppressors. 
When pressed to explain their trans(re)gressions, the corrupt pigs 
claim to be enjoying certain "privileges" in order to better serve the 
animal community to which they are responsible. 
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From the most apparent Tibetan perspective, an analogical read
ing of Orwell's fable places the Communist Chinese leadership in 
the pigs' position. According to this reading, what began as a glori
ous revolution in 1949 has now degenerated well beyond "milk and 
apple" appropriation and currently finds the "pigs" severely re
stricting rights and expression, and using murder, brutality, and in
timidation to maintain control of the "farm." Orwell's satire, then, 
illustrates the hypocrisy of a "people's struggle" that sets out to 
destroy the lives of those people whom it claims to liberate. 

This reading, however relevant to the Tibetan situation, relies on 
certain allegorical correspondences in order to proceed, so that any 
interruption of these correspondences is likely to produce an altered 
(mis)reading. One such interruption seems to have taken place even 
before Orwell's novel was translated. An observation was made by 
a Tibetan resident of Dharamsala, who upon hearing of the book 
noted that the curent Dalai Lama was born in 1935-the Tibetan 
year of the Pig. This single symbol, translated from Orwell's English 
context into a Tibetan context, suggested a radically different focus 
for the novel than was expected by the translators, different, in fact, 
from what might be generally anticipated by western literary criti
cism. It was the Dalai Lama and the "privileged" monastic commu
nity that seemed to serve as the targets of the novel's satire.19 The 
reasons for foregrounding the "primary" reading are clear and genu
ine: the crucial threat to Tibetan lives and cultures is not monastic 
privilege but Chinese oppression, which Animal Farm serves to ex
pose and condemn as violent hypocrisy. Yet this episode signals a 
feature of Tibetan translations-the cultural negotiation ofsymbols 
and images-that will arise with each new text, just as it often 
arises in translation. 

Kirpal Singh identifies a similar instance of cross-cultural (mis)
translation in another of Orwell's texts. Singh notes that one of the 
most horrific images of Nineteen Eighty-Four is that of the rats in 
Room 101; however, 

It so happens that according to the Chinese zodiac, the year 
1984 is the year of the rat.... For more than a quarter of the 
world's population, therefore-the Chinese-the rat does not 
belong to the category offear-instilling animals. In fact, the rat 
is seen to be an intelligent, witty, and charming creature.... 
Since Nineteen Eighty-Four is a political novel it is imperative 
that the author should have recognized the multifarious di
mensions of the symbols he employed. (158) 

Ofcourse, whether he recognized the disparate symbolic dimensions 
or not, Orwell reproduces his own cultural symbology in Nineteen 
Eighty-Four, and the same is true for Animal Farm. It is therefore 
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left to translators and readers to negotiate any conflicting sym
bology and imagery. I would suggest that Orwell's critique of social
ist revolution, when engaged by a Tibetan reader, is unavoidably 
complicated by multiple symbolic structures, and these complica
tions become a part of the reader's, and the society's, interpretive 
act. Interestingly, this negotiation reflects the broader Tibetan read
ing that China is by no means the sole determiner of Tibet's political 
and cultural identity: Tibetans not only react to China, but interact 
with themselves and with other nations, organizations, and indi
viduals. 

Language, with its potential for serving as an "emblem of nation
hood," is a profoundly personal aspect of culture: "Language is not 
only the transmitter but also the depository of culture. Each word 
... [is] charged with associations that evoke feelings and thoughts" 
(Dawa Norbu 117). Translation of foreign texts both draws on and 
influences the associations of the Tibetan lexicon, transforming the 
text as well as the language through an encounter with exteriority. 
In other words, "there is another level where something ofthe origi
nal appears that does not appear in the source language. The trans
lation turns the original around, reveals another side of it" 
(Berman 7). 

It is the same with Tibetan politics and culture as they "trans
late" from foreign contexts into lived realities recognized and 
claimed as Tibetan. The "Tibetan Millet," mentioned earlier, for ex
ample, dresses figures in chubas, creating images at once familiar 
and innovative. How do Tibetans respond to this? Do they endow the 
"Western" figures with the qualities suggested by their new nomadic 
clothing, and/or do they note the formal "Western" influence on rep
resentations of Tibetans? Through the introduction of the hybrid 
image, these become the new questions for interpretive discussion. 
"Another side" of Animal Farm, for example, appears as Tibetan 
translators and readers literally make sense of foreign, secular texts 
by way of a largely religion-centered native language. Western fig
ures in Tibetan dress become figures of speech in Tibetan terms. For 
Animal Farm it is possible to ask how Tibetans characterize the 
various farm animals as Tibetan symbology negotiates a narrative 
in which western symbology plays such an important constitutive 
role. Examples from the novel include many of the proper names, 
such as Snowball, Napoleon, Old Major, Squealer, and Mr. Jones, 
which call for footnotes to indicate the (often ironic) symbolism in 
English. Consider also the difficulty of translating the following pas
sage with its cultural references, multiple languages, and a pun: 
"Old Major cleared his throat and began to sing. As he had said, his 
voice was hoarse, but he sang well enough, and it was a stirring 
tune, something between Clementine and La Cucaracha" (22). 

Antoine Berman lists three traditional western options for trans-
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lators faced with "untranslatable" terms: gallicization, semi
gallicization, and borrowing (189). All three operations, as men
tioned, are of value to Tibetan translations and could serve as the 
focus of more detailed examination of questions raised in this sec
tion. Gallicizations convert foreign items and concepts into similar 
native-language items and concepts, such as trading coats for chu
bas or beer for chang. Semi-gallicizations create new terms that 
make a term from the source language easier to say or read in the 
target language. Shakya notes, for example, that after the 1959 up
rising, Tibetan terms for reactionary and counterrevolutionary were 
first introduced by the Chinese as, respectively, "turn from the man
ner" (log-spyod-pa) and ''turning against modernity" (gsar-brje'i 

ngo-log-pa) (161).l!O Finally, borrowing simply places the term from 

the source language into the translation. Of course, for Tibetan 

translations, which require transliteration, even borrowings must 

be converted phonetically, utilizing Tibetan syllables, and then ex

plained in footnotes. Each new Tibetan term, metaphor, or symbol 

builds on individual, meaning-full Tibetan syllables. 


An objection, however: might not translators' "success" at modi
fying the Tibetan language to accommodate foreign texts actually 
signal further colonization of Tibetan culture by "dominant" lan
guages? Talal Asad notes that modern Arabic has been largely 
shaped by the translation of European texts (while European lan
guages seem less affected by translations of Arabic), indicating the 
"inequalities in the power (that is, in the capacities) of the respective 
languages in relation to the dominant forms of discourse" (158). For 
new Tibetan translations, however, the "power" and "capacity" of a 
so-called dominant language is redefined as an aspect of Tibet's own 
cultural self-determination through engagement. That is, interlin
guistic influence does not indicate an international force but a global 
structure within which Tibetans attempt to negotiate for new posi
tions.-· . . 

This activity is also an example of what Jacques Derrida speaks 
of in his deconstruction of the Tower of Babel. Derrida argues that 
translation theories "all too often ... treat the passing from one lan
guage to another and do not sufficiently consider the possibility for 
languages to be implicated more than two in a text" (171). Source 
and target languages, therefore, do not "share" or "transmit" the 
same "information," but participate, sometimes uncomfortably, in a 
wider field of discourse. This wider field makes it possible to redefine 
and thus reengage the force of a colonizing language. It is, in fact, 
an essential operation of colonialism to mystify any alternative to 
its function as a force, so that the possibility of negotiating the ac
tual structures of culture seems closed off. However, when transla
tions are recognized as intersubjective engagements instead of sec
ondary transmissions, this possibility remains viable. Derrida 
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claims that such a view not only "ruptures the rational transpar
ency [of translation as transmission] but interrupts also the colonial 
violence or the linguistic imperialism" (174). 

Amnye Machen's Tibetan translations, then, negotiate cultural 
survival at several levels: they convert the foreign while they incor
porate the foreign; they transform source texts even as the target 
language is transformed; and they allow to be reflected in the indi
vidual reading experience the structures that shape Tibetan culture 
and politics. Translation also maintains, quite literally, a national 
voice threatened with extinction. This essay has been an attempt to 
suggest that the Tibetan translation project is also ultimately an 
instance ofwhat Niranjana calls a "rethinking": 

Such a rethinking-a task of great urgency for a post-colonial 
theory attempting to make sense of "subjects" already living 
"in translation," imagined and re-imagined by colonial ways of 
seeing-seeks to reclaim the notion of translation by decons
tructing it and reinscribing its potential as a strategy of resis
tance. (6) 

With Tibetan translation comes the reinscription, not only of liter
ary texts, but of the transnational structures against which Tibetan 
history and identity are, and will, be read. 

Notes 

My thanks to all four founding directors of the Arnnye Machen Institute for their valuable time 
and gracious hospitality, to Harveen Sachdeva Mann for her perceptive guidance, and to Khachig 
Thlolyan for his more then helpfUl reading, 

L ~ld8tein, however, raises questions about the recognition of the Tibetan passporte (see 
585-87), 

2. For more detailed analyses, see Shakabpa regarding Tibetan independence during the first 
two decades of the twentieth century (246-59) and ~ldstein regarding Tibet's "further attempts 

at international visibility" (560-610). 


8. William Overholt, in his recent study of China's economic reform, offers this comparison to 
describe occupied Tibet's struggle for independence: "For good or ill, their chances of achieving 
independence are poorer than the chances of any major American Indian tribe. Advocacy of the 
hopeless cause of independence cau only bring greater suppression and suffering-as would hap
pen if someone egged the Apaches into a bid for independence from the United States" (380). 
Alternatively, in this essay I examine the ways in which the international community is already 
(and always has been) implicated in Tibet's formulations of its own independence, formlilations 
that, as in cases of Native-American political activities, ought not to be cynically attributed to 
"egb>ing on." 

4. More precisely, on March 10, 1959, thousands of people surrounded the Dalai Lama's swnmer 
palace in Lhasa in order to prevent what they thought was an impending attempt by Chinese 
soldiers to kidnap the Dalai Lama and remove him to Beijing: 
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For the next few days, mass meetings were held in Lhasa with the citizens demanding 
that the Chinese quit Tibet and restore the country's fUll independence. 

The Dalai Lama, fearing the explosive consequences of these mass demonstrations, 
urged the large crowd before the N orbulingkha to disperse and wrote three letters to the 
principal Chinese General, Tian Guan-san, in an effort to placate the Chinese and stave 
off impending violence .... 

But, despite the Dalai Lama's efforts, open fighting broke out in Lhasa soon after
wards, with disastrous consequences to the Tibetans. 

Seeing that all efforts to prevent open confrontation and bloodshed had ultimately 
failed, and that cooperation with the Chinese authorities to minimise their oppression 
was no longer possible, the Dalai J,ama decided to escape to India to appeal for interna
tional help to save his people. He left Lhasa on the night of 17 March. ("TIbet: Proving 
Truth" 32) 

The Chinese government maintains that 1959 brought the begiuning of a new phase of "demo
cratic reform" to Tibet. 

5. According to 1993 figures from the Central Tibetan Administration in Dharamsala, the popula
tion of Occupied Tibet is roughly six million, while the diasporan poP,ilation is as follows: India, 
91,713; Nepal, 10,681; Bhutan, 1,457; Switzerland, 2,000; United States, 1,500; Canada, 500; and 
other locations, 250, b>iving a total of roughly 108,000 people ("Tibet: Current Situation" 15). 

6. My personal involvement with AMI began with research in the summer of 1993, during which 
I vi.,ited the offices of the Institute of Dharamsala, observing the operations of the World Litera
ture Translation Project and discussing several works then under consideration. The name 
"Amnye Machen" refers to an important mountain range in northeastern Tibet; it is one ofTibet's 
oldest mountain deities and ancestral figures. 

7. These characterizations served a rhetorical stand that was not indicative of actual military or 
diplomatic support from the international community. India, busy with its own recent emergence 
from British mIe, as well as the United States and Great Britain, did not act to prevent or redress 
the Chinese invasion. Shakabpa notes that in 1950, El Salvador raised the Tibetan question at 
the United Nations, but the appeal was postponed (802-08). In the 19808 and 1990s, several 
European countries passed parliamentary resolutions calling for the Chinese government to re
spect the human rights of the Tibetan people, and in 1991, the United States passed a congres
sional resolution declaring Tibet "an Occupied country under established principles of interna
tionallaw" ("Tibet: Proving Truth" 47). 

8. In contrast, Liisa MaIkki considers the effects of internationalism on sustaining the very struc
tures of "nation" that tend to frustrate the participation of disenfranchised "citizens ofhumanity. " 

9. Detailed studies of specij!etexts translated into Tibetan may very well take up Spivak's theo
retical analyses of translated Bengali literature (see "The Politics of Translation" and Spivak's 
English translations of Mahasweta Devi's stories). My essay's scope allows only for consideration 
of some important general questions at stake in AMI's project. 

10. A report of the Tibetan Young Buddhists Association, Tibet: The Facts (Ingram), collects and 
records dozens of personal stories and eyewitness accounts of hardship (see esp. 7-110). The New 
Delhi-based monthly Tibetan Review also keeps the international community informed ofTibetan 
affairs and experiences. 

11. Norbu also records the Khampa (Eastern Tibetan) warrior's "tendency to regard any revela
tion of one's sorrows as a sigu of weakness" (Warriors 8). 

12. Nowak's 1984 observation that the situation in Dharamsala is one in which "the food, the 
clothes, the language, and the faces are onJy occasionally Indian" (154) should be modified to 
account for today's Dharamsala with its estimated population of 50,000, of which roughly 8,000 
are Tibetan. Recent events in Dharamsala have also brought political complications ofthe demog
raphy to international attention. In April of 1994, following the apparent murder of an Indian 
youth by a Tibetan, tensions between the Indian and Tibetan populations in the mountain town 
reached a critical stage. Indian mourners rioted, breaking windows, setting fires, and destroying 
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fur:oiture. It WaS reported that two Indian politicians, perhaps finding the situation of value to 
their own platforms, called for the Tibetans to leave Dharamsala (The Ottawa Citizen 14 May 
1994). Resolution of the tension has since been taken up as a matter of negotiation between 
Indian political parties on both sides of the issue and the Tibetans. 

13. Another government publication contests China's claim to have introduced "people's democ
racy" to Tibet, thereby granting the Tibetans autonomy: "Nothing could be further from the truth. 
Though the "TAR" [Tibetan Autonomous Region] is claimed to be "autonomous," Tibetans have 
little or no say in running their own affairs. Final decision-making power has always been held 
by the Chinese Communist Party through its "TAR Regional" Party's First Secretary who has 
always been a Chinese" ("TIbet: Proving Truth" 48). 

14. See, fur example, Ingram 66-74, 175-80. In addition, Shakapba (140-52 and throughout) 
traces and refutes Chinese claims to a long history of sovereignty over Tibet, recalling Paine's 
argument that if territorial claims are to be resolved by appealing to ancient and questionable 
lines of descent, then "England ought to be governed by France" (86). 

15. The so-called Strasbourg Proposal, actually a speech made by the Dalai Lama to the Euro
pean Parliament in 1988, was criticized by some Tibetans for not demanding complete indepen
dence and taking an unrealiatic approach to negotiating with the Chinese. The speech focused 
on the fifth point of an earlier "Five Point Peace Plan for Tibet" announced to the U.s. Congress 
and supported by both houses (see Ingram et a!. 157--59). This plan, which has been ignored by 
the Chinese, includes the following: 1) transformation of the whole of Tibet into a zone of peace; 
2) abandonment of China's population transfer policy, which threatens the very existence of the 
Tibetans as a people; 3) respect for the Tibetan people's fundamental human rights and demo
cratic freedoms; 4) restoration and protection of Tibet's natural environment and the abandon
ment of China's use of Tibet for the production ofnuclear weapons and dumping ofnuclear waste; 
5) commencement of earnest negotiations on the future status of Tibet and of relations between 
the Tibetan and Chinese people. ("Five Point Peace Plan," English version, released by the Cen
tral TibetanAdministration, 1988) 

16. The Dalai Lama has maintained unequivocally that he will not hold public office when Tibet 
regains its self-determination and that Tibet will be a democracy. Nevertheless, it will be very 
difficult (as it is difficult now) for some Tibetans to acknowledge and act on programs not initiated 
by the Dalai Lama mmself. 

17. As for strictly political succession, the Tibetan government agreed as early as 1894 that 
heredity "would not be a necessary detenninant in the selection of Kashag [Cabinet] ministers" 
(Shakapba 194). 

18. See, for example, Shakabpa 183-88, 274--76, and Goldstein 464--521 for diacussions of Ti
betan regency abuses. 

19. Raymond Williams asks, "The true struggle between animals and humans: is that the real 
theme ofAnimal Farm? It is difficult to say so, without most of the surface ofthe story collapsing" 
(73). A Tibetan reading oftms novel could very well bear out Wllliams's insight into Orwell's in
spite-of-himselfMarxism, described as a "critical scepticism of the exploited, an unexpected kind 
of consciousness which informs the [otherwise "despairing"J story" (73). 

20. In addition to Shakya's important essay, see also Stoddard, who comprehensively surveys and 
analyzes developments in Tibetan-langusge publications. 
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United States Postcolonial? 
onalism, Immigration, 

Jenny Sbarpe 
University of California at Irvine 

When I completed my doctorate in 1987, postcolonial studies was 
not a clearly defined field. I (like other diasporic Third World aca
demics of my generation) applied for jobs in literature, to which we 
introduced the critical frame of Empire. And, like them, I began to 
shift my research and teaching away from European literature and 
toward the cultures of the ex-colonies. This shift occurred in re
sponse to the limitations of identifying colonial structures of power 
and knowledge without providing alternative frames of reference. 1 

But even as I say that my turn toward Third World literatures was 
in response to the demands of the classroom, I must also admit that 
I cannot disentangle my personal decision from the institutional de
mand for diasporic Third World intellectuals to teach what has come 
to be known as "postcolonial literature." 

A glance at any English curriculum will reveal that the An
glophone writings of former British colonies are now an essential 
offering. This inclusion represents the effort to reshape British liter
ature in the same way that the canon of American literature had 
been transformed by the introduction of minority literatures and 
cultures. Recent hiring practices also suggest a resemblance 
between postcolonial and black/ethnic studies; affirmative action 
policies of United States minority programs have been extended" to 
postcolonial studies, and diasporic Third World academics are in
creasingly identified with their place of origin. 2 What began around 
1978 as the analysis of colonial discourse, and of institutions of 
power and domination, is being reshaped as a minority discourse. 

One indication of this reshaping is a turning of the critical gaze 
of postcolonial studies away from the ex-colonies and toward the 
United States. Given its history of imported slave and contract la
bor, continental expansion, and overseas imperialism, an implica
tion of American culture in the postcolonial study of empires is per
haps long overdue. Yet, when used as a descriptive term for the 
United States,postcolonial does not name its past as a white settler 
colony or its emergence as a neocolonial power; rather, it designates 
the presence of racial minorities and Third World immigrants. For 
example, a recent reader on postcolonial theory includes writings by 


