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LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 
 

This report examines the role of Tibetan Buddhist institutions in Tibetan resistance.  In particular, the 

report will focus on several monasteries and one nunnery spanning all three traditional provinces of Tibet 

(Amdo, Kham and U-Tsang) to provide an overview of the breadth of resistance activities. 

 

    
 Traditional Tibetan areas Tibet as divided by China 

 

Prior to the Chinese invasion of Tibet in 1950, government was largely theocratic and religious institutions 

played a number of different roles.  First and foremost, they were institutes of religious study and practice 

and developed influence based on the quality of their research and teaching in much the same way as 

prestigious universities.  However, they also provided education for the lay communities that lived around 

them.  They acted as financial institutes, offering loans but also investing in local agriculture, herding and 

other projects.  They offered an arbitration service and resolved disputes between neighbours and families.  

Monks were strongly represented in the government and monasteries often acted as local political centres. 

 

In the first few years of the occupation, very little changed.  China trod carefully as it tried to induce the 

Dalai Lama to accept that Tibet ǿŀǎ ƴƻǿ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎ ƻŦ /Ƙƛƴŀ (PRC).  The 

peaceful approach did not last, however, and Mao soon embarked upon a process of appropriation which 

saw many monasteries and nunneries stripped of their land and much of their property.  This triggered a 

period of protest and unrest, culminating in the uprising of 1959.  The response was swift and violent.  

Monasteries were subjected to aerial bombing; people were killed, arrested, sent to labour camps. 

 

Perceived as bastions of traditional values, religious institutions in Tibet were systematically attacked again 

during the Cultural Revolution.  Even private religious observance became illegal.  The repression lifted 

somewhat with the death of Mao and the Cultural Revolution.  The new leader, Deng Xiaoping, initiated a 

gentler approach and religion regained its place in day-to-day life in Tibet. 

 

However, as they watched the temples and monasteries being rebuilt, Tibetan people enthusiastically re-

embracing religious practice, Chinese authorities started to articulate their concerns.  The influence of 

¢ƛōŜǘŀƴ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎƳ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ¢ƛōŜǘΦ 

 

Then, as now, monasteries were the focus of Tibetan civil society.  Providing education in Tibetan language 

as well as religion, they have become cultural centres, while the monks and nuns within these institutes 

have become the guardians, protectors and strongest advocates of Tibetan culture, nationality and identity.  

As such, they are the front-line defence ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ŀǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀǎǎƛƳƛƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŜŀƴǎ 

they are often first in the firing line when China fears social unrest.  Consequently, China has tried 

everything from bribery to violence in its attempts to control religious institutes in Tibet and limit their 

influence. 
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As the relaxation that followed the Cultural Revolution was reversed, the monks and nuns who had 

suffered wave after wave of repression and violence became increasingly politicised.  The protest that 

sparked the unrest of the late 1980s was staged by 21 monks from Drepung Monastery, just outside Lhasa.  

Monks and nuns continued to be at the forefront of the protests in Lhasa throughout 1987, 1988 and 1989, 

after which martial law was imposed by Hu Jintao, then Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Secretary of the 

Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR).   

 

    
  Tibetan monk leading protesters in Lhasa, 1987

1
 Tibetan monks protesting at the Jokhang, Lhasa, 1988

2
 

 

Many of the lay people who joined protests had been compelled to action because of restrictions on their 

own religious practice, coupled with witnessing the brutality suffered by respected religious figures and 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ vilification of the Dalai Lama. 

 

The moderate religious policies outside the TAR were not rolled back after 1989 like they were inside the 

TAR so the religious revival was able to continue.  Larger monasteries outside the TAR were able to function 

and house thousands of monks until the mid-1990s after which the more relaxed policies also started to be 

reversed.  

 

More recently, during the 2008 uprising, monks again led the protests and suffered the brunt of the 

subsequent crackdown. It is possible therefore to see a correlation between religious institutions and 

Tibetan political resistance. In addition to physically leading Tibetan resistance, monks and nuns are also 

ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ ¢ƛōŜǘΩǎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΦ  ¢ƛōŜǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ 

network which once would have been used purely for sharing religious teachings and philosophy.  Now the 

ǎŀƳŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜǿǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ¢ƛōŜǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƛǘ Ǉŀǎǘ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ άDǊŜŀǘ Cirewallέ3 

and reaches people in exile.  Some institutions, such as Kirti Monastery, are now developing or building 

new reputations on the basis of their activism as well as their religious influence. 

 

Increasingly, China has focused their efforts on controlling the activities of monasteries: patriotic re-

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǿƻǊƪ ǘŜŀƳǎΩΣ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊȅ ƎǊƻǳƴds, dedicated 

police stations, frequent inspections and numerous arbitrary regulations.  However, decades of repressive 

ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƻ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛǎŜ ¢ƛōŜǘΩǎ Ƴƻƴƪǎ ŀƴŘ ƴǳƴǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎǳōŘǳŜ ǘƘŜƳΦ 

 

The activities of the monasteries and nunneries described in this report vary greatly but all have been 

central to the ongoing Tibetan resistance.  Some, like Kirti Monastery and Labrang Tashikyil Monastery, 
                                                           
1
 Photo credit: John Ackerly - http://freetibet.org/about/resistance 

2
 Photo credit: AFP - http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/health-09012011143807.html 

3
 ¢ƘŜ άDǊŜŀǘ CƛǊŜǿŀƭƭέ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ nickname Chinese netizens have given to the Chinese government's system for blocking 

certain online content from view in mainland China. As defined by China Digital Times: 
http://chinadigitaltimes.net/space/Great_Firewall 
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have been at the forefront of traditional protests.  They have led demonstrations and established networks 

to ensure that information is transmitted outside of Tibet.  Some, like Nyitso Monastery, have 

demonstrated their opposition to the occupation through prayer, religious gatherings and continued loyalty 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 5ŀƭŀƛ [ŀƳŀΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ 

political statements. 

 

Buddhism in Tibet is an integral part of the social fabric and day-to-day lives.  Attacks and restrictions on 

Buddhism in Tibet are, therefore, not peripheral issues; they are attacks on the Tibetan people, culture and 

way of life. 

 

 
Tibetans at Labrang Tashikyil Monastery

4
 

 

  

                                                           
4
 Photo credit: Kavita Dattani, Free Tibet 
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.ŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ 
 

Role of monasteries in Tibetan society 
 

Due to repressive Chinese government policies, religious institutions play an important role in communities 

in Tibet today.  Monasteries and nunneries provide an alternative to the state and they are vital places 

where Tibetan culture and language is protected and preserved.  However, precisely because of the 

important place they occupy in Tibetan society and as a key aspect of Tibetan identity, monasteries also 

ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŜ Ŧǳƭƭ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ5.  

 

According to scholars Enze Han and Christopher Paik: 

άMonasteries in Tibet have historically acted as cultural and political centres for Tibetans, promoting 

a stronger sense of unity and identity among the people.  ¢ƘŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭ 

repressive measures towards Tibetan Buddhism have eȄŀŎŜǊōŀǘŜŘ ¢ƛōŜǘŀƴǎΩ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊƛŜǎ ƴǳŎƭŜƛ ƻŦ ¢ƛōŜǘŀƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳΦέ6 

 

Prior to the Chinese invasion in 1950, Tibet had a very distinctive, theocratic form of government where 

religion and politics were inseparably linked to each other.  The Dalai Lama, traditionally based in Lhasa, 

served as both spiritual and political leader and at least half of the government officials were monks.  Lhasa 

was both the religious and political capital of Tibet. 

 

Similarly, the thousands of monasteries and nunneries spread across the Tibetan plateau represented local 

centres of both religious and political power.  Many of them developed significant influence based on the 

quality of their research and teaching, in much the same way as prestigious universities.  They also played a 

central role in community life ς both through direct family connections and also through the services they 

provided.  These included religious services and teaching for lay people as well as for monks and nuns.  

Many institutions also offered secular education, including language, and provided an arbitration service, 

resolving disputes between neighbours and families.  They granted loans, financed small and large scale 

trading enterprises and offered a safety net during economic crises.  As financial institutions, monasteries 

ǿŜǊŜ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ¢ƛōŜǘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘǊŀŘŜ ǿƛǘƘ LƴŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ bŜǇŀƭΦ  !ǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ 

they also helped local economies, as they reinvested their accumulated wealth into agrarian and herding 

activities.  Some monasteries, such as Labrang Tashikyil, received material support from their local 

community in return, such as unpaid labour or financial contributions. 

 

This economic system came to an end with the Chinese occupation: most monasteries and nunneries were 

shut down, their assets confiscated and loans cancelled.  As a result of the complete dismantlement of the 

Tibetan economic system, the TAR and the Tibetan areas currently included in the Chinese provinces of 

Qinghai, Sichuan and Gansu are still among the poorest parts of China. 

 

The nature of the role that monasteries and nunneries play in Tibetan society has changed significantly 

since the occupation began.  Yet, they have remained a central aspect of communities across Tibet.  

Monasteries have continued to provide educational services, offering education in Tibetan language and 

also providing an alternative to the propaganda promulgated in government run schools.  They have, in 

addition, continued to offer religious services and have played a key role in preserving and passing on 

                                                           
5
 For an overview of freedom of religion in Tibet, see: No Faith in the State; Tibetans Speak About Religious 

Restrictions, Tibet Watch, 2007 - http://www.tibetwa tch.org/uploads/2/4/3/4/24348968/nofaithfinal.pdf  
6
 Dynamics of Political Resistance in Tibet: Religious Repression and Controversies of Demographic Change, Enze Han 

and Christopher Paik, The China Quarterly, Volume 217, March 2014, pp 69-98 

http://www.tibetwatch.org/uploads/2/4/3/4/24348968/nofaithfinal.pdf
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Tibetan culture and traditions.  All of this has been subject to varying degrees of restriction over the 

decades (as described in the next section) but repression has so far failed to sever the bond between 

Tibetan religious institutions and their surrounding communities.  On the contrary, given how integral 

Tibetan Buddhism is to Tibetan culture, monks and nuns have become guardians of that culture and, by 

extension, become closely associated with Tibetan national identity. 

 

The influence of religion and religious institutions in Tibet concerns China greatly as it provides Tibetans 

with a political and social alternative to the occupying government.  A Tibetan currently living in exile told 

Tibet Watch: 

ά¢ƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƛǎǘǊǳǎǘŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ōƻƴŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀȅ 

people, they try everything possible to break that bond.  One method they use to create this distance 

is to provide a lot of government funds for non-monastic infrastructure projects and clearly specify 

that the funds shouldn't be directed to the monasteries or to any religious entities. 7 

 

Tibetan monks and nuns have also been at the forefront of protest and resistance throughout the 

occupation and many institutions have developed reputations for their activism as well as their teaching. 

 

China and Tibetan Buddhism since 1950 
 

During the first few years of the occupation, China initiated a process of gradual assimilation of Tibet and its 

culture into the new mainstream Chinese communist regime.  Up until 1956, Tibetan monastic institutions 

were allowed to operate as they had prior to 1950.  .ŜƛƧƛƴƎΩǎ ŀƛƳ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŘǳŎŜ ¢ƛōŜǘΩǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ, the Dalai 

Lama, to formally recognize Tibet as an integral part of the PRC.  In this early period, the Tibetan religious 

and socio-economic system co-existed with the Chinese occupation.  

 

This situation started to change in 1955.  Mao had previously launched a process of collectivisation of rural 

lands which saw landowners across the country losing ownership of their properties in favour of what was 

seen as more equal land distribution.  In the first few years of the Chinese occupation this process had not 

been fully applied in Tibet.  However, in 1955 Mao launched a campaign to accelerate land collectivisation 

and this time Tibetan areas were included.  Authorities in Sichuan saw this as an opportunity to seize 

Tibetan land in the province: this eventually triggered revolts and protests across the monasteries of 

Sichuan province.  The response was brutal: in 1956 they started aerial bombing and attacking the 

monasteries that had risen up.8 

 

Parallel to the collectivisation process imposed by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), protests across the 

Tibetan Plateau continued for the next few years.  In 1959, anti-China demonstrations erupted in Lhasa.  

These were heavily suppressed by the authorities - thousands of Tibetans were killed, arrested and sent to 

labour camps.  The Dalai Lama fled into exile in India, followed by thousands of other Tibetans in the years 

to come.  Initially, China sought to persuade the Dalai Lama to accept Chinese sovereignty over Tibet.  As 

they realised the futility of these attempts they changed their approach to one of vilification and started 

depicting the Dalai Lama as an extremist and a threat to ChinŀΩǎ national unity.  In fact, the Dalai Lama has 

spent the past few decades promoting what is known as the Middle Way Approach, calling for genuine 

autonomy for Tibet rather than independence from China.  Nevertheless, China continues to misrepresent 

his position and any sign of loyalty to the exiled Tibetan spiritual leader is subject to punishment, which can 

include lengthy prison sentences. 

                                                           
7
 Sonam Dorjee, 43, from Lhokha (Ch: Shannan) County, interview taken by Tibet Watch in Dharamsala, India, on 21 

December 2015 
8
 Arrested Histories: Tibet, the CIA, and Memories of a Forgotten War, Carole McGranahan, Duke University Press, 

2010 
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China-Tibet relations deteriorated following the 1959 uprising and many religious institutions found 

themselves expropriated of their assets and stripped of any official recognition.  Monasteries were seen as 

intrinsically disloyal to the CCP and their power and influence were systematically crushed by the 

authorities.  Many institutions were shut down and monks were incarcerated or forced to join work units 

across Tibet9.  Despite the dismantlement of the religious system, Tibetans could still profess religion in 

their private lives and Tibetan Buddhism was still openly practiced all across Tibet. 

 

The situation worsened considerably in 1966.  In an attempt to increase his own power and popularity 

across China, Mao launched the Cultural Revolution.  During the ten years that it lasted, authorities 

promoted the ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƻƭŘΩ values and traditions, which were seen as the root of 

exploitation and inequality.  It was believed that once these were abandoned, China would become a new 

socialist society, free from capitalism and Ψclass enemiesΩ10.  Religion was one of the main targets of this 

campaign and it was openly attacked across the country and specifically in Tibet.  In just two years, all 

remaining religious vestiges were destroyed and even private religious practice became illegal.  The 

slightest display of religious feeling was seen as a deviation from the new, strict, atheist culture and could 

lead to torture and imprisonment. 

 

Mao died in 1976 and with his death the Cultural Revolution ended.  Deng Xiaoping became the new leader 

in China and, in 1978, he launched an era of reforms which affected many aspects of society.  After decades 

of seclusion, China once again opened up to the outside world and foreign influence.  5ŜƴƎΩǎ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ also 

tried to bring about reconciliation between the state and religion.  Both private and public religious practice 

became legal once again and monastic institutions were restored. 

 

At the end of 1978 Deng Xiaoping invited the Dalai Lama to send a delegation to Tibet to investigate 

conditions first hand.  The first fact-finding delegation arrivŜŘ ƛƴ мфтф ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 5ŀƭŀƛ [ŀƳŀΩǎ ƻƭŘŜǊ 

brother, Gyalo Thondup.  Believing that Tibetan people had completely abandoned religion and turned 

their back on their religious leader in exile, the Chinese authorities warned local Tibetans not to assault the 

delegation.  This turned out to be a gross misunderstanding of the spirit of the Tibetan people.  The 

welcome was overwhelming: tens of thousands of people received the delegation with huge displays of 

ƧǳōƛƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǎƘƻǳǘƛƴƎ άƭong live the Dalai LaƳŀέ ŀƴŘ ά¢ƛōŜǘ ƛǎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘέ.  These events showed how even 

30 years of Chinese rule and the horrors of the Cultural Revolution had not been able to wipe out religious 

belief and loyalty to the Dalai Lama from the hearts and souls of the Tibetan people. 

 

During the 1980s, Deng Xiaoping continued his efforts to revitalise Tibetan culture and religion.  Article 36 

of the 1982 Chinese Constitution officially granted religious freedom in China and Tibet and a significant 

number of temples and monasteries were rebuilt.  

 

However, local authorities were surprised by how quickly and enthusiastically Tibetan people re-embraced 

Buddhism once the ban was lifted.  Religious activity began to flourish at a pace which was considered 

dangerous and local authorities quickly started implementing measures to curb and limit the extent of the 

revival.  This included ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜǎΩ ŦƻǊ monasteries.  These are 

composed of government ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ΨǇŀǘǊƛƻǘƛŎΩ monks and were established to replace the monastic 

bodies which had for centuries managed the religious and administrative life of monasteries and nunneries.  

 

                                                           
9
 Under the Chinese Communist Party rule, for more than 30 years the population was forcibly organised into work 

units.  These were units of economic production, social welfare and political control.  Virtually everybody was assigned 
to a work unit which would establish where one lived and worked.  Work units also facilitated security surveillance, 
thus playing a major role in establishing political control over groups and individuals.  
10

 ά/ƭŀǎǎ ŜƴŜƳȅέ ǿŀs a Communist term often used to describe individuals or groups of people who were seen as 
"enemies" of the revolution. 
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As expressed by Tibet scholar Ronald Schwartz:  

ά¢ƘŜ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊƛŜǎ ǊŜǇǊesent the reappearance of a Tibetan civil society, outside state control, that 

had lain submerged for two decades. The reforms opened a space in Tibetan society for the re-

creation of the one cohesive institution that Tibetans are able to identify as their own. As such, the 

monasteries have come to signify Tibetan nationhood and survival, and thus have become the 

principal battleground for Tibetan resistance to the Chinese stateΦέ11 

 

Thus, after an initial period of openness, during the mid-1980s Chinese authorities actively curtailed the 

revival of Tibetan Buddhism.  This gave way to a new wave of anti-China protests in monasteries across 

Tibet, which lasted for a period of five years.  These protests, led by young monks and nuns, began on 27 

September 1987 and gave voice to the frustrations and sufferings of a people who, despite the lifting of the 

ban on religion, were still severely oppressed.  

 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ reaction to the new wave of Tibetan resistance was violent and brutal: thousands of people were 

beaten, arrested and killed as the authorities intensified their control over the Tibetan population.  Tourists 

and other foreign visitors were prohibited from entering Tibet and the entire area was placed under 

surveillance.  In the years that followed, the limits placed on religious practice became even more rigorous 

and Chinese authorities sought to control every aspect of Tibetan Buddhist life.  

 

In 1995 the Chinese government kidnapped Gedhun Choekyi Nyima 

(pictured right), the five-year-old boy who had been recognised by the 

Dalai Lama as the 11th Panchen Lama, the second highest ranking religious 

figure in Tibetan Buddhism.  At the end of the same year China enthroned 

a child selected by Chinese authorities as Panchen Lama, regardless of 

clear opposition from within Tibet and abroad.  Throughout 1996 monks 

belonging to monasteries in Shigatse (Ch: Rikaze), a prefecture level city 

in the TAR where the Panchen Lama usually resides, opposed the 

intrusion of the Chinese government into religious affairs and, specifically, 

the kidnapping of the boy recognised as the new Panchen Lama.  Several 

arrests followed these demonstrations, while many monks were forced to 

leave their monasteries.12  This incident marked an embitterment of 

relations between China and the Tibetan exile community headed by the Dalai Lama.  

 

Following the kidnapping of the Panchen Lama, a new set of strict regulations were imposed on 

monasteries.  These included a limit on the number of monks and nuns who could be enrolled at each 

institution; the establishment of an entry exam for new prospective monks and nuns; a ban on students 

younger than 18 joining monasteries or nunneries; restrictions on monks and nuns visiting other 

institutions for religious or educational purposes; and, most notably, the establishment of police stations 

within or in the immediate proximity of major monasteries. 

 

Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǇŀǘǊƛƻǘƛŎ ǊŜ-ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ in a systematic way, 

ǿƛǘƘ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ΨǿƻǊƪ ǘŜŀƳǎΩ13 regularly visiting monasteries and nunneries to deliver political 

training sessions.  During patriotic re-education programmes, monks and nuns are taught to love China and 

                                                           
11

 Circle of Protest: Political Ritual in the Tibetan Uprising, Ronald Schwartz, Columbia University Press, 1994, p.17 
12

 TIN News Review No.25, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/tibet/china/panchen.html 
13

 Work teams (Tb: ledon rukhag) are placed in monasteries and nunneries which China considers to be politically 
ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƻǊ ΨǘǊƻǳōƭŜǎƻƳŜΩ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǘŜŀƳǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜŘ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴment officials and can vary in size from 
three to 20 individuals, depending on the size of the monastery.  The length of their visits can also vary from five days 
to four months, although some make repeat visits which can equate to a near permanent presence. 
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the CCP, forced to denounce the Dalai Lama and required to admit that Tibet is an inalienable part of China.  

¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǊŜŦǳǎŜ ǘƻ ǎƛƎƴ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ŘŜƴƻǳƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ 5ŀƭŀƛ [ŀƳŀ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ 

distorted version of history are often incarcerated, tortured and forced to leave their monastic institutions.  

This process built up a new kind of frustration and resentment towards the Chinese authorities and 

government, which has been felt by lay and religious people alike.  

 

In 2007, Chinese interference into religious matters in Tibet grew even further, as the Chinese State 

Religious Affair Bureau Order No. 5 established that all reincarnated Rinpoches are subject to the approval 

of the Chinese government.  

 

This was the backdrop to the 2008 protests that spread across Tibet.  On 10 March 2008, a group of around 

300 monks from Drepung and Sera Monasteries took to the streets in Lhasa, commemorating the 1959 

uprising and demanding the release of six monks who had been imprisoned the previous October.  On this 

occasion, between 50 and 60 monks were arrested.  On 14 March, new protests erupted in the Tibetan 

capital and, in the following weeks and months, monks and nuns from monasteries across the whole of 

Tibet staged anti-China demonstrations. 

 

According to the Central Tibetan Administration in Dharamsala, India, the number of demonstrations that 

erupted in Tibet in 2008 alone was as high as 344. All of these protests were brutally suppressed by the 

Chinese authorities and police.  The Central Tibetan Administration reports that an estimated 227 Tibetans 

were killed in the crackdown, while 6,810 protesters were arrested.14  

 

Current situation 
 

/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ¢ƛōŜǘŀƴ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎƳ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ Ŧǳƭƭ ǎǇŜŎǘǊǳƳ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛƴ ¢ƛōŜǘΦ  

On one hand, China seeks to control Buddhism from the top by dictating the reincarnation of Tibetan lamas 

ς the most well-ƪƴƻǿƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ƪƛŘƴŀǇǇƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀƴŎƘŜƴ [ŀƳŀΦ  hƴ 

the other hand, China intrudes into the day-to-day activities of individual monasteries by, for example, 

limiting the number of initiates allowed at any institution or placing travel restrictions on monks and nuns.  

Chinese authorities also impose various petty rules and regulations on monasteries: 

ά¢ƘŜ authorities also place a huge administrative burden on monasteries, they investigate monastery 

finances thoroughly and make them account for all the funding they receive, even hospitals and 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΦέ 15 

 

In addition, local officials monitor for signs of loyalty to the Dalai Lama.  Many monasteries and nunneries 

even have work teams close by or stationed inside the monastery walls.  Monks and nuns are forced to 

show their loyalty to the Chinese Communist Party and must even fly the Chinese flag on their buildings16.  

Heavily-armed security forces intimidating religious gatherings are a common scene. 

 

Following the wave of protests ƛƴ нллуΣ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ¢ƛōŜǘ Ƙŀǎ ƎǊƻǿƴ ǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ, 

ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ Ŏƭŀims to the contrary, freedom of religion has been severely restricted.  Monasteries and 

                                                           
14

 2008 Uprising in Tibet: Chronology and Analysis, Department of Information and International Relations, Central 
Tibetan Administration, 2008, http://tibet.net/wp -content/uploads/2011/08/tibetprotest2008.pdf  
15

 Sonam Dorjee, 43, from Lhokha (Ch: Shannan) County, interview taken by Tibet Watch in Dharamsala, India, on 21 
December 2015 
16

 This became official policy within the TAR in 2011 ς all monastic buildings, including individual residences, were 
ordered to fly the Chinese flag.  In addition, all buildings were to display portraits of the CCP leadership.  Work teams 
often carry out inspections but the thoroughness of monitoring is not consistent across the region. 

http://tibet.net/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/tibetprotest2008.pdf
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nunneries have been shut down and security cameras have been installed inside monasteries, nunneries 

and at crossroads in Tibetan townships to record even the slightest sign of dissent.  

 

Attendance at religious gatherings and festivals is often restricted, whether they are public or private.  

Those who are allowed to attend are often monitored and the presence of significant numbers of security 

forces at religious gatherings is becoming a common sight. 

 

   
Troops assembled outside Kumbum Monastery during the annual Monlam Prayer Festival in March 2015 

 

While China often claims that security forces are deployed for the good of the people, in order to maintain 

peace and stability, the impact of their presence on local Tibetans is generally intimidating rather than 

reassuring.  An eye-ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŜǎǘƛǾŀƭ ǘƻƭŘ ¢ƛōŜǘ ²ŀǘŎƘ άL ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ L ŦƻǊƎƻǘ ǘƻ ǇǊŀȅέΦ 

 

Patriotic re-education programmes have grown in number and frequency and these are often described as 

a source of considerable distress for the religious community across Tibet.  Concurrently, state intrusion in 

ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊƛŜǎΩ Řŀȅ-to-day life is steadily escalating. 

 

Over the past few years China has dedicated growing efforts to the vilification of the Dalai Lama.  Chinese 

state media regularly publish articles and statements where the Tibetan religious leader is described as an 

extremist, a splittist and a traitor.  While devotion to the Dalai Lama is still strong in Tibet, China constantly 

introduces new measures in the hope of curbing his popularity and influence.  For example, in February 

2016 in Drango County (Ch: Luhuo), Sichuan Province, a public order was circulated instructing people to 

hand into the authorities any pictures of the Dalai Lama in their possession and shops were banned from 

selling them17.  At the same time, elsewhere in the region, two high-ranking monks were arrested for 

carrying out prayer gatheǊƛƴƎǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 5ŀƭŀƛ [ŀƳŀΩǎ ƎƻƻŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ18. 

 

                                                           
17

 ά{ŜǾŜǊŜ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘǎέ ŦƻǊ 5ŀƭŀƛ [ŀƳŀ ǇƘƻǘƻǎΣ CǊŜŜ ¢ƛōŜǘΣ о CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ нлмсΣ http://www.freetibet.org/news-
media/na/severe-punishments-dalai-lama-photos 
18

 70-year-old Tibetan prisoner dies in detention, Free Tibet, 15 February 2016, http://freetibet.org/news-
media/na/70-year-old-tibetan-prisoner-dies-detention  

http://www.freetibet.org/news-media/na/severe-punishments-dalai-lama-photos
http://www.freetibet.org/news-media/na/severe-punishments-dalai-lama-photos
http://freetibet.org/news-media/na/70-year-old-tibetan-prisoner-dies-detention
http://freetibet.org/news-media/na/70-year-old-tibetan-prisoner-dies-detention
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tǊŀȅŜǊ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 5ŀƭŀƛ [ŀƳŀΩǎ ƎƻƻŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ YƘŀƳΣ ŜŀǎǘŜǊƴ ¢ƛōŜǘΣ ƛƴ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нлмс 

 

As noted above, /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ has made various attempts, over the years, to interfere with matters of 

reincarnation.  Most recently, in January 2016, the State Administration of Religious Affairs published an 

online database of official Rinpoches, where all reincarnated lamas which have been approved by the 

central government are listed.  According to the Chinese government, those who are not part of this list are 

not to be recognised as authentic.  ¢ƘŜ 5ŀƭŀƛ [ŀƳŀΣ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ¢ƛōŜǘŀƴ .ǳŘŘƘƛǎƳΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ 

found on this database.  

 

Tibetans continue to resist the constant repression and intrusions into their lives and, since the uprising of 

2008 was suppressed, we have seen a range of new forms of protest emerge.  Since 2009 there have been 

144 cases of recorded self-immolation protests19, and 63 of these were undertaken by religious people or 

former monks and nuns.  It is worth noting that these protests encompass the entire Tibetan population: 

from teenagers as young as 15 to adults in their 60s, men and women, lay and religious people.  /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ 

reaction to self-immolations has included threatening and detaining the family members of those who set 

fire to themselves and banning any form of funeral rites for the dead protesters.  

 

More recently, demonstrations have taken the form 

of solo protests, often carried out by young monks in 

the main streets of Tibetan townships and villages.  

These protests often include calls for the long life of 

the Dalai Lama, human rights and freedom for Tibet.  

They often last just a few minutes, as the protester is 

quickly captured by police and arrested. 

 

A western visitor to Ngaba County, who was later 

interviewed by Tibet Watch, described having seen 

two monasteries.  One was known to play an active 

role in Tibetan resistance.  It was in a state of 

disrepair and had a leaky roof.  The other had no such reputation and had been recently renovated - thanks 

to a number of generous donations, many of which had come from Chinese benefactors as Tibetan 

Buddhism becomes more popular across China. 

  

                                                           
19

 Number correct as at end of March 2016 

Sonam Yarphel, solo protest, 26 November 2014 
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[ŀōǊŀƴƎ ¢ŀǎƘƛƪȅƛƭ aƻƴŀǎǘŜǊȅ 
 

Introduction 
 

Labrang Tashikyil Monastery is a Gelugpa20 monastery situated in Sangchu County in what was traditionally 

part of the Tibetan province of Amdo, in north-eastern Tibet.  It currently lies within Kanlho Tibetan 

Autonomous Prefecture (TAP) in Gansu Province21.  It was founded in 1709 by Ngawang Tsöndrü, the first 

Jamyang Zhepa22, at a time of great proliferation of Gelugpa institutions. 

 

 
 

 
Satellite view of Labrang Tashikyil Monastery and surrounding buildings 

 

Labrang Tashikyil Monastery is situated in an ethnically diverse region where several different civilisations, 

such as Tibetans, Mongols and Manchu/Chinese, historically interacted with each other.  Muslim groups 

had also settled in the area long before the establishment of Labrang Tashikyil Monastery.  

                                                           
20

 The Gelug School is the school of Tibetan Buddhism founded by Tsongkhapa and of which the Dalai Lama is the head. 
21

 Sangchu (Ch: Xiahe) County, Kanlho (Ch: Gannan) Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Gansu Province 
22

 Jamyang Zhepa is the title given to the highest ranking teacher at Labrang Tashikyil Monastery. 

Labrang Tashikyil Monastery 

Sangchu County 

�„  Sangchu County 

�„  Kanlho TAP 

�„  Gansu Province 
















































































