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Abstract

EXILE, SOCIAL CHANGE AND MEDICINE
AMONG TIBETANS IN DHARAMSALA, HIMACHAL PRADESH, INDIA

This thesis 1s a study of the predicaments of exile among Tibetan refugees in
Dharamsala. It examines the ways in which structural and cultural factors linked to exile
underpin local understandings of health and the provision of healthcare. The study
demonstrates that exile uncertainty is reflected in illness explanatory models put forward

by Tibetan refugees, and in the organisation of healthcare provision in Dharamsala.

The first part of the thesis (Chapters 2-3) is an account of changes in social organisation
and economic strategies as a consequence of exile. Chapter 2 looks at transforming social
networks in relation to exile identity politics and economic strategies. I discuss societal
tensions within the Tibetan refugee community, principally in relation to the group of
‘newcomer’ (gsar ‘byor ba) refugees, and the local Indian community. Chapter 3 focuses
on two examples of economic strategies linked to dependency and the predicaments of
exile: firstly rogs ram, or the sponsorship offered to Tibetans by foreigners, and secondly,

‘grogs pa, or mutual help and reliance on intra-communal networks of solidarity.

The second part of the study (Chapters 4-6) examines how the physical and psychosocial
hardships of exile, in addition to social uncertainty, have influenced individuals’
understanding of health and disease, and, consequently, the activities and status of the
two most prominent exile medicél institutions, the Delek Hospital and the Tibetan
Astro-Medical Institute (Men-Tsee-Khang). Chapter 5 discusses the rise and
institutionalisation of Dharamsala’s Men-Tsee-Khang and the systematisation of
traditional medical teaching as linked to the predicaments of exile. Chapter 6 provides
individual case studies of Tibetan exiles’ experiences of illness. Chapter 7 is given over to
a discussion of the political significance of discourses relating to physical suffering in the

context of exile.
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Notes on transliteration and the Wylie system:

I have quoted informants in the original language of the interview (either Tibetan or

English), and offered translations of the Tibetan when required. The Wylie system was

used tor transliteration, except in commonly repeated words where an anglicised version

was used with the Tibetan Wylie transliteration in brackets, for example: njiy (dbyin ji),

after which I have continued using the anglicised version in italics. I have chosen not to

use capitalisation (e.g. %Rogs pa) although this is required in the Wylie system, as,

unfortunately, word processors constantly modify the capitalisation set-up.
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Baygen (bad ken)

Gyud shit (rgyud bghi)
Gyagar (1gya gar)

Injiy (dbyin ji)

Jinden (byin rden)

Ku (s&21), Lu (4s), Sugpo (ggugs po)
Lung (rinng)
Men-Tsee-Khang
(sman rtsis kbang)

Men (sman)

Mo (m0)
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Rogpa (rogs pa)
Rogram (rogs ram)
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Tripa (mkhris pa)
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Four tantras: main text of Tibetan medicine
India
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Newcomers, refugees arrived in India post-1980

One of the 3 humours, bile.
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Introduction

This thesis explores the ways in which exile has impacted on the social organisation and
medical knowledge systems of Tibetan refugees in Dharamsala (Himachal Pradesh),
India. The first part of the study highlights how the predicaments of exile have come to
shape the social organisation and economic strategies of contemporary Tibetan refugees
in Dharamsala. It examines the dynamics of incluéiveness/ exclusiveness at play in the
interaction between earlier refugees and ‘newcomers’ (gsar ‘byor ba) regarding issues of
Tibetan identity as well as competition for economic resources. The study demonstrates
that social uncertainty inherent in exile life has shaped an image of newcomers (gsar ‘byor
ba) as threatening ‘others’ in relation to earlier refugees. The study also examines
emerging social and economic strategies specific to exile, te. the system of rogs ram, or
sponsorship by foreign donors, which I oppose to the notion of grggs pa, designating
practice and values embedded in Tibetan Buddhist conceptions of communality and
reciprocity. I investigate Tibetan exiles’ developing relationship with foreigners (¢zjzys) and
local Indians, placing specific emphasis on the contested nature of the economic and
social bonds between these three groups. It is then argued that the uncertainty - or to use
Nowak’s term (1984) borrowed from Turner (1967), the liminality - of exile lifestyles
impacts on the agenda of prevalent medical institutions and on the ways in which

retugees construe illness explanatory models.

The second part of the thesis describes the modalities of exile healthcare, presenting the
different institutions and actors in the medical culture of Dharamsala. I offer a survey of
prevalent diseases, and argue that exile and nostalgia for home has led Tibetan refugees
to sutfer most from, and give greater prominence to, diseases linked to changes in the
environment and social landscape. The surveys undertaken show that there are no major
difterences or knowledge gaps between patients of allopathic and traditional medicine in
terms ot understanding of prevalent diseases. The surveys also suggest that traditional
Tibetan aetiologies are still widely used and recognised, even among patients in allopathic
care. Further interviews indicate that many patients attribute illness to Tibetan aetiologies
in conjunction with allopathic aetiologies. Life histories and interviews with practitioners

and patients indicate that sufferers navigate the plurality of medical care systems available



according to economic and social strategies tied to the particular context of exile. The
mobility of many exiles as well as their often precarious financial situation impede
compliance and increase the number of sufferers ‘shopping around’ for atfordable and
convenient care. Furthermore, in an area where many members of a single household
may experience prevalent diseases such as TB or malaria, the advice and support of kin

and friends plays a critical role in health-seeking strategies.

Chapter 5 describes how the exile ‘project’ of cultural preservation has shaped the recent
rise of the Men-Tsee-Khang as a prominent exile institution. I argue that the MTK’s
modes of clinical practice and teaching have been affected by the Institute’s claims to
clinical etficacy in the wake of its confrontation with biomedicine, and by the increasing
commercialisation of its medicinal products. This quest to ‘demonstrate’ clinical efficacy
1s also reflected in its interest towards research and development pertaining to ‘new’
diseases, i.e. diabetes, hypertension and cancer, and self-imposed compliance with
biomedical clinical trials. Moreover, the MTK participates in the politics of exile through
its work of medical outreach in the Tibetan and Indian communities, which has led it to
build an “alternative’ healthcare network of traditional Tibetan medicine in parallel to the

allopathic facilities existent in each Tibetan exile settlement.

The increase in demand for its medical products and services both within the community
and from outsiders had led to changes in clinical practice, namely an emphasis on the
method of pulse diagnosis and treatment by pills (7/ bu) at the expense of other
methods. Changes in the modalities of clinical practice are also reflected in the taught
medical curriculum, emphasising the culturally validated ‘core principles’ of Tibetan
medicine (the humoral system, the importance of compassionate medical practice etc),
and discarding aspects of the curriculum perceived as obsolete and maladapted to the

present requirements of exile practice.

In chapter 6, I attempt to convey more subjective perceptions of health by focusing on
four exile case studies. These reveal the importance of illness explanatory models that
place exile at the centre of understandings of health and explanations of disease. Related
to this i1s the perception of karma as a factor in causing and affecting illhealth. The case
studies however outline the flexibility of karma as part of broader explanatory models:

karma 1s used as a ‘contextual technique’, which makes sense of, and organises personal



narratives of exile, but can also be rejected and manipulated to fit in with strategies of

selt-presentation.
The following section provides a more detailed discussion of the theoretical issues

informing this study, while Chapter 2 gives some historical and socio-economic

background prior to undertaking a brief survey of changes in exile social organisation.
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Theoretical and Methodological Background to the Study

1.1.  The ethnographic setting:
Tibetan settlements in India, Dharamsala, Gangchen Kyishong

Over 122,000 Tibetans live as refugees outside the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR),
the majority in India (c. 100,000), Nepal (c. 25,000), Bhutan (over 1,500), Switzerland
(c. 2,000) and North America (over 2,000), (CTA Demographic Survey, 2000).

During the 1980s, China temporarily relaxed its hard-line policy in occupied Tibet. As a
result, the Tibet-Nepal border was re-opened, and a new flow of refugees entered India
and Nepal. The Central Tibetan Administration (CTA) and the UNHCR reported that,
between 1991 and 1996, approximately 7,000 refugees fled Tibet. The majority of these
‘new’ refugees were between 14 and 25 years old. Altogether, the UNHCR estimates that
approximately 25,000 Tibetans sought refuge in India between 1986 and 1996, leading to
a substantial increase of 18% in the Tibetan exile population. According to these figures,
44% of the new arrivals in the decade of 1986-1996 were monks and nuns, 30% were
children seeking education in the Tibetan exile schools, while the remainder were adult
lay persons (Moynihan 1997). It is estimated that as much as 80% of the later generation
of retugees are from the regions of Kham and Amdo, a factor which, as will be
discussed later, i1s of crucial importance to this study. Following this initial influx, the
number of Tibetan asylum seekers entering Nepal dropped significantly after the 1995
clampdown on Tibetan immigration at the Nepali-Tibetan border. Although Tibetans
benetit trom the protection of the UNHCR upon arrival in Nepal, in practice, the abuse
of Tibetans crossing the border into exile is still commonplace, as reported by human

rights agencies in Kathmandu and Dharamsala.

The CTA and UNHCR cited the refugees’ motivation for coming into exile as: fleeing
political and religious persecution, looking for exiled family members, seeking a Tibetan
education for themselves or family members, or going on pilgrimage’. In fact, it is often
under the auspices of pilgrimage that Tibetans come to cross the border into Nepal

(Barnett 1998: 158).
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This list of motivations given by the CTA and also by Tibetan refugees themselves
requires some critical unpacking, because it is constructed out of the tense experience of
flight and the need to secure a passage to exile via agencies such as the UNHCR. Most
retugees learn to construct an ‘exile narrative’ in the course of their resettlement, as they
go through the reception centres of Kathmandu and Dharamsala and tell their story time
and time again to UNHCR and NGO reporters (Cf. also, Tashi Tshering, 1997: 56f). For
obvious political reasons, the narratives often stress religious and political circumstances
rather than economic agendas. While Tibetans will commonly speak of pilgrimage as the
primary motive for coming into exile, this may therefore often be a gloss for more
complex stories of economic deprivation, loss and the quest for opportunities. Very
often, the decision to leave for Nepal or India is reached through the joint pressure of
the ‘push’ factors of Chinese occupation and low socio-economic status, and of the ‘pull
exerted by opportunities in exile. As I will discuss in Chapter 2, ethnographic data
collected among newly arrived young refugees suggests that opportunities for social

mobility in exile are now a strong incentive for leaving Tibet.

Dharamsala (Kangra District, H-P), where I spent eleven months doing fieldwork
between October 2000 and September 2001, as well as an additional month in the
summer of 2002, is possibly the most cosmopolitan Tibetan community in exile. It
comprises a broad mix ot Tibetan population from regions across Tibet and widely
diverse social backgrounds. Dharamsala is a regional trade hub and has considerable
exposure to foreigners through tourism. During the first period of my fieldwork, from
October 2000 to September 2001, I remained in the middle settlement of gang chen kyi
shong, hencetorth referred to as Gangkyi. During a second stay from June to July 2002, I
lived in a group of flats shared by Tibetans in the Library of Tibetan Works & Archives

in Gangkyi, from where I completed the final month of my research.

The town of Dharamsala itself is situated in the ‘foothills’ of the Himalayas, between
1,250 m. and 2,000 m. of altitude, in the Hindu-Muslim district of Kangra. Prior to the
Tibetans’ arrival, Dharamsala’s upper settlements of Forsyth Ganj and McLeod Ganj
were used as army cantonments by the British, who made Dharamsala Kangra’s district

headquarters in 1855. The two small settlements that formed the cantonment were

12



named ‘McLeod Ganj’ (or Gunj) after the lieutenant governor of Punjab David McLeod,

and Forsyth Ganj after a divisional commissioner.

The town’s development ended abruptly in 1905 when a violent earthquake devastated
the region, reducing the cantonment to rubble. The upper settlements of McLeod and
Forsyth Ganj were not rebuilt until after India’s independence, and, indeed, not fully
developed until Jawaharlal Nehru offered the unoccupied land above the reconstructed
town of Dharamsala to the Dalai Lama and Tibetan exiles in 1960. The Dalai Lama and
his government, who had fled occupied Tibet in 1959, were followed over time by some
80,000 refugees in need of resettlement. Analyses of the social composition of this first
retugee wave reveal its heterogeneous structure: it was made up of nobles, monks,
peasants, herders and traders, a vast array of social groups hailing from different regions®
The Dalai Lama and his exile government left their earlier headquarters in Mussoorie and
relocated to Dharamsala in April 1960, where they built the facilities of the present day
Government in Exile with the support of the Government of India and foreign aid
agencies. The new settlement was further expanded during the 1960s, following the
displacement ot Tibetans from the frontier areas into the Indian hinterland after the 1962

Sino-Indian border dispute.

Dharamsala has since then become one of the most popular tourist destinations in the
Indian Himalayas, attracting both Indian national and foreign visitors. Following the first
exodus from Tibet, the settlement developed into a busy administrative centre. In the
1970s, sweater—sellers and traders moved to the town and shifted its activity towards
tourism, lining the streets of Dharamsala with restaurants and hotels. The town is now
part of the Himalayan ‘hippie trail’, and 1s linked through trade and business networks to
other neighbouring hill towns (e.g. Simla and Manali), the greater Himalayan tourist
circuit (including Ladakh and Nepal) and key sites of spiritual interest and pilgrimage (e.g.
Rishikesh, Varanasi and Bodh Gaya). Like Cohn’s (1990 [1976]), Eck’s (1983) and
Cohen’s (1998) Varanasi, contemporary Dharamsala 1s visually overdetermined.
Backpackers swirl aimlessly in the monsoon rain, groups of monks scurrying and Indian
tourist cars blast the latest Bollywood soundtracks, all is juxtaposed in an unsettling
landscape of discrepant signs and lost signifiers, denoting Dharamsala’s plural cultural
influences. In a discussion of the spatial and toponomical creation of Dharamsala, Anand

argues that the symbolic geography of the settlement, its reconstruction of a hyper-

13



authentic Tibetan town complete with &hor ra and gtsug lag khang, 1s congruent with views
maintained by exile élites, that Dharamsala is a temporary home away from home, a
repository of Tibetan culture ‘in its pure form’ until its eventual repatriation to the

homeland (2002: 13).

Because of its key role as the seat of the Tibetan Government in Exile, as an educational
centre and trading hub, Dharamsala is at the heart of a web of migrant activity. Its
population is highly mobile: traders come to Dharamsala from other Tibetan settlements
to sell their products before moving on to bigger Indian towns in the winter. Monks and
nuns from Dharamsala travel to attend teaching sessions, while others come from South
India to sojourn in Dharamsala’s highly esteemed monasteries; Tibetan businessmen and
women visit the town from Nepal and Western countries; students come home to

Dharamsala trom their neighbouring campuses.

1. 1. 1. Dharamsala: a multi-layered community

Dharamsala displays a deeply ironic landscape, in that its claim to Tibetan
legitimacy exists among scores of tourist souvenir shops, hotels, chai huts,
and cake and donut restaurants, none of which ever existed in traditional
Tibetan cities (...) yet Dharamsala is a place where memories and nostalgia
for a lost way of life are perpetuated as no other. (Klieger 2002:3)

The town itself may be divided into three smaller communities. On the lower part of the
hill, the largely Indian town of Lower Dharamsala is home to a thriving community of
Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs. The main commercial centre, Kotwali Bazaar, 1s located in
this lower segment of the town. Indians and Tibetans mingle in the Bazaar, although few
Tibetans actually live in Lower Dharamsala itself. Some Tibetan families have acquired
houses in Lower Dharamsala, as land plots are cheaper than in the upper settlement of
McLeod Ganj. However the population remains largely Indian (c. 20,000 inhabitants),
and, to Tibetans, the lower town functions primarily as a shopping centre and local
transport hub. Dharamsala is the district headquarters of Kangra and hosts important
judiciary and commercial facilities. Inhabitants of Kangra’s smaller towns have long
relied on migrant work for sustenance and therefore spend several months of the year
away in towns like Dharamsala (Parry 1974). The district courts of Dharamsala, based in
Kaccheri, employ a large number of lower Dharamsala’s inhabitants. The main languages
spoken are Hindi, Punjabi, Pahari and English. Many lower Dharamsala inhabitants

involved in commerce have also acquired a basic knowledge of Tibetan.

14
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and Kashmiri handicrafts to the large Indian and foreign tourist crowds attracted by
Tibetan culture. The expanding tourist industry of Dharamsala has sprouted a large
number of Tibetan-owned (or at least run) shops, hotels and restaurants. The tourist
influx is most visible in McLeod, particularly during the Dalai Lama’s teaching season

(towards the end of July).

All three settlements comprised in the greater unit of Dharamsala make up a mixed
population of around 29,000 inhabitants. Earlier surveys of the Himachal district have
noted the presence of Tibetan traders and pilgrims in Kangra and the neighbouring
districts of Kullu and Manali from as early as the 17" century and districts such as Spiti
have been under Ladakhi influence until the 19™ century. However, this population was
considerably smaller than that of the later refugees that reached India as a result of the
Chinese occupation of Tibet. It 1s also important to note that historical references to the
Tibetan Diaspora at large in fact include not only Tibetans in India, but also the Tibeto-

Burman populations who migrated earlier throughout the Himalayas.

1.1.2. The Indian exile

The post-1959 intlux of Tibetan refugees was channelled through the creation of
settlements throughout India, with particularly high population density in Karnataka and
Himachal Pradesh. Recent exile Tibetan surveys show that the population is expanding
through natural demographic dynamics as well as through the influx of newcomers from

Tibet (TDS 98).

There are 35 Tibetan settlements dispersed throughout six regions in India. The most
densely populated region is Himachal Pradesh, with 13 settlements home to over 20,000
Tibetans®. Demographic surveys of the exile population (CTA Demographic Census
1998; CTA Health Department Social and Demographic Survey 1994-1996 °) indicate
that, among the c. 100,000 Tibetans in India, two groups dominate the demographic
picture: one is the 15-25 year age group, and the other is that of Tibetans over the age of
65. The data collected also denoted a relatively low influx of new lay refugees from
Tibet, but a stable flow of monk refugees into the monasteries. The Health Department
Survey indicates that most of the refugees born in Tibet came from the original

migration, and that a transition therefore occurs in the 30-39 year old age group. Only

16



2% of the population surveyed was born in India (341 out of 16,516), and 2,7% of
refugees under 30 born in Tibet (807 of 30,172) (Table 2, Bhatiaa et al. 2002). This
denotes the co-existence of largely different generational groups, which, in addition to
the factor of birthplace (i.e. India or Tibet), suggest probable disparities in experiences

and outlook within the exile community.

The Tibetan refugee community has found employment in a number of different
economic sectors, among them agriculture, trade and tourism. According to the Central

Tibetan Administration:

‘13% of the total working population is dependent on handicrafts, mostly carpet weaving,
which also provide a valuable source of secondary income for many more refugees. Another
29% of the population are engaged in sweater selling and other trading, The remaining 30%
are involved in providing services (including ‘government’ service in the CTA) as well as
private services such as hotels, restaurants and shops’

Outside the agricultural settlements, a large proportion of the Tibetan exile population
relies on the hosiery trade. Clothes, hats and shoes are imported from Tibet and Nepal,
and hosiery is bought in Indian market towns such as Ludhiana to be resold in the North
Indian settlements and major Indian towns. Dharamsala’s population, however, 1s mostly
employed in public services (the government sector) and private business, and by Tibetan

standards therefore constitutes a rather élite segment of the refugee community.

Although the census reports low unemployment in the settlement, many exile Tibetans
are employed part-time or on salaries that barely enable them to meet the costs of daily
life. Some surveys have even reported as much as 80% unemployment among Tibetan
youths (Chandigarh, The Tribune, December 15, 2002). Many of Dharamsala’s tamilies
are living on the threshold of poverty despite being reported as employed, and are

dependent on external funds to provide education for their children.

The following sections provide a brief overview of the literature on Tibetan exiles and

provide an outline of methodology and ethical concerns.

1.2. Tibetan exiles: literature review and critical issues

I now turn to a discussion of previous studies of Tibetan settlements in India. Through

this review I delineate a set of problematic issues in relation to the treatment of Tibetan
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exile modernity. This critique is articulated around three main themes: firstly, the neglect
and recent rediscovery of Dharamsala as a study locale. Secondly, the problematic notion
of Tibetan modernity as a reconciliatory ground for ‘modernising’ and ‘tradition keeping’
practices, or in what has elsewhere been described as a cultural state of ‘liminality’.
Thirdly, the question of Tibetan modernity in relation to ‘refugee studies’ and its

predicaments.

1.2.1 Re-evaluating Dharamsala

Contemporary studies of Tibetan exiles have, in many ways, sutfered from a bias against
Dharamsala. Following the publication of the first house census of Dharamsala’s
population (Saklani 1984), most literature has focused on remaining undocumented exile
communities such as the settlements of Darjeeling and Kalimpong (Subba 1990), or
Mundgod in Karnataka (Goldstein 1990; Palakshappa 1978), at the expense of more
urbane and ‘exposed’ settlements like Dharamsala. In the literature as well as among
Tibetologists, there is a sense that, not unlike post-1950 Tibet, Dharamsala embodies the
gradual demise of traditional Tibetan society. Exile life is seen as an atrophied vestige of
its former Tibetan self. Scholars and visitors unofficially deride it as ‘inauthentic’ and
little worthy of investigation. Indeed, one often has to work with the prevailing
impression that Dharamsala is only an adulterated field of anthropological inquiry.
Friends and students at university usually referred to my research field as either part of a
broader cultural whole (‘so, when you were in Tibet’) or, derisively identified it as just
another dot on the Indian spiritual tourist circuit (e.g. ‘where did you go again,

Rishikesh?’).

With this prevailing interest in exiles as Tibetans ‘by proxy’, it 1s hardly surprising that the
anthropologist’s motive became to assess the Tibetans’ rate of adaptation to their new
surroundings, and their degree of acculturation. Anthropologists Subba, Palakshappa,
Saklani and Furer-Haimendorf unequivocally agree that Tibetans have been extremely
successtul in retaining their ancestral way of life in the face of acculturation, and are a
model of good integration with their host populations. Little 1s said about what exactly
the ‘endangered traditions’ referred to might have been, other than religious reverence
and the dutiful respect of traditional marriage prescriptions. These studies have
emphasised notions of adaptation, acculturation and change as the key processes through

which a history of Tibetans in exile might be charted. They have premised that exile
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identity is only worth studying insofar as it contains traces of ‘how things were in the

past’ and proofs of how well that past has been preserved.

In more recent years, following the substantial growth of publications on and by Tibetan
exiles, this tendency has been reversed. Tibetan refugees are increasingly construed by
Western audiences as the true representatives of Tibetan culture. This notion is informed
by the belief that Buddhism is the dominant marker of Tibetan identity and that the
diasporic Tibetan people reach a form of communal ‘apotheosis’ through their proximity

to the Dalai Lama (Klieger 2002:5).

Dharamsala eftectively still participates in the myth of Shangri-la. Few of the televised
documentaries about exiles in Dharamsala show anything more than the town’s main
temple and the refugee reception centre, thus polarising the viewer’s attention onto the
two salient characterisations of Tibetan exiles: religiosity and refugeehood. The following
words from contemporary Indian novelist Pankaj Mishra encapsulate the bittersweet
encounter with Tibetan exile culture, describing Dharamsala as a battered descendent of

Shangri-la:

Something of the private and incommunicable melancholy of permanent exile hung over its
huddled houses and perched streets (...) ageing men with broad, lined faces sat still and
pensive behind jars of sticky sweets. They looked remote and abstracted even while talking
to you, and you wondered what memories of lost homelands were decaying behind the

piercing sadness of their stoic faces. (Mishra 2000: 218-219)

After a few months spent in Dharamsala, I beézm to question the relevance of research
agendas which tried to chart the refugees’ awareness of their ‘roots’ and heritage,
common themes in studies focusing on processes of acculturation and change. This
concern with acculturation did not reflect the variety of social and economic strategies
displayed by Tibetans with regard to life in exile. More importantly, it did not reflect their
perception of exile life: for all the local talk about the importance of cultural preservation
and the faith in the eventual return, the ‘uprooted’, as many described them, had grown
roots. The community of Dharamsala already had a history of its own: three generations
of exiles had built their lives in the small hill settlement, starting businesses and founding
families. Indeed, many of my younger informants spoke of a distinctly ‘Dharamsalian’
exile culture, with its own idiomatic language, local community networks, and a ‘style’ of

being and acting recognisable among other Tibetan exile communities.
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This critique finds resonance in previous research on Tibetan identity in the Diaspora
that describes the strong ‘cultural self-consciousness’ underscoring exile cultural
productions. This propensity for cultural re-creation is certainly linked to the fact that
Dharamsala’s economy depends largely on ‘the presentation and promotion of Tibetan
culture’ (Calkowski 1991: 645). But as the Tibetan exiles’ recollection of their past is
increasingly reworked through the experience of the present, it takes on meanings and
inspiration from the life of an exile community that, for many, has become a new nexus

of identity (Nowak 1984).

Recent studies of Tibetan exile cultural politics have argued that the creation of a new
‘Tibetan culture’ in exile involves complex negotiations, representations of identity
rendered ever more thorny in a community tomn between the temptations of Tibetan
regional and religious factionalism, the necessity of political unity, and awareness that the
production of Tibetan culture 1s an economic lifeline for many. Thus the performance,
institutionalisation and promotion of hallmarks of Tibetan culture such as traditional
medicine, opera (/ba mo) and certainly Buddhism, are all occasions for the presentation

and contestation of culture and its associated displays ot disunity (Calkowski 1991).

The re-evaluation of Tibetan exile culture has thus provided a rich terrain for
scholarship, focusing on the refugees’ negotiations with modernity, Westernisation,
dependency on aid and the multiple incarnations of exile identity (De Voe 1981a, 1981b;
Calkowsk: 1991; Harris 1999; Korom 1997; Adams 1996; Klieger 2002). However, these
presentations of exile Tibetan culture have also come under criticism for being
exclusively focused on Dharamsala, and consequently for reifying a ‘story’ of exile
primarily constructed by Tibetan administrators, intellectuals, lamas and ‘cultural
performers’ who are conversant with, and eager to engage in, debates about ‘the

construction of Tibetan culture’ on terms set by Western audiences.

Toni Huber delivers the brunt of this critique:

In my own experience, most Tibetan refugees are not like these persons, and certainly do
not live in Dharamsala, but in rather non-cosmopolitan agricultural and craft communities.
They tend to be humble and self-effacing, conservative, often uncrtically devoted to their
leaders, seemingly as avid about watching Hindi films as attending religious ceremonies, and
they have Hindi or Nepali, not English, as their second language. Why are these many

20



Tibetan exiles left backstage or merely out in the audience in the study of ‘Tibetan culture’?
(Huber 1999 )

The present study attempts to heed Huber’s warning about extending to the whole of the
Tibetan refugee community what may only be the construction of a few in the ‘exile

capital’ of Dharamsala.

This thesis thus attempts to inscribe itself into the project set out by ethnographers of
Tibetan exile (Calkowski 1991; Korom 1997; Klieger 2002) to capture the specificities of

modern Tibetan exile lifestyles.

1.2.2. The question of Tibetan exile ‘modernity’

In the course of being ‘understood as refugees,
they have become forgotten as Tibetans’
(De Voe, 1981b:89)

When T first arrived in Dharamsala in October 2000, my aim was to research the
healthcare ‘culture’ of Tibetan exiles. I use ‘healthcare culture’ as defined by Last (1981),
namely as a geographical reference which may encompass a variety of different medical
systems, both biomedical and ‘traditional’. I planned to investigate the extent to which
the many medical institutions present in Dharamsala catered to the various health
problems encountered by the population. However, the study rapidly expanded to
encompass changes and shifts in other spheres of contemporary exile life. Following the
first set of interviews I conducted with Dharamsala refugees, in which we discussed
medical histories and their difficulties with the various healthcare systems available in the
area, it became apparent that the broader socio-political context of exile was inextricably
linked to the refugees’ sense of well-being. Thus, my mitial concern with healthcare
evolved into a broader preoccupation with physical and mental well-being, which was in

turn linked to notions of change and modernity as experienced by Tibetan exiles.

Previous studies had boxed away the issue of modernisation by stressing the dichotomy
between tradition and modernity, unilaterally equating modernity with the trauma
wrought upon Tibetan refugees by the onslaught of change in exile. However, in the light
of recent developments in the community, and as explored by contemporary studies of
detraditionalisation and modernisation, this approach seemed to produce a simplification

of the complexity of local responses to social and political change. In the following
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section I attempt to outline some of the problems and strategies encountered in

conceptualising Tibetan modernity.

The Tibetan cause’s considerable exposure to world attention has had deep repercussions
on the small community of Dharamsala. The need for visibility and political credibility in
the struggle for independence has necessitated the creation of a fully-fledged government
and bureaucracy in order to establish a political and economic basis for sustainable
livelthoods in exile. Economically, the community is highly dependent on foreign aid and
tourism, and this has strongly contributed to the rise of Western influence in Tibetan
exile life. For many Tibetans and foreigners in Dharamsala, modernity is presented as a
cultural and spiritual exchange in which both parties have prescribed roles: Tibetans
share with their visitors the rich spiritual heritage of Buddhism and, in return, may profit
from some of what foreign donors have to offer: sponsorship to children, biomedical
clinics, money for temples and institutions preserving the ‘traditions’ of Tibetan culture.
This exchange is not a substitution of traditional values for Western style modernity, but
an implicitly mutually binding contract, which encourages the exile community to retain
its culture in order to deserve the aid it receives. However, adjustments to the modern
and toreign, on the one hand, and the necessity of the preservation of the traditional, on
the other, cause very real tensions in the community, tensions which are not readily

explainable with concepts such as ‘acculturation’.

Previous studies of Tibetan communities have tended to adopt a unilaterally damning
approach to social change, indicting the supposed loss of tradition as a sign of growing
cultural anomie. Change was thought to alienate ‘uprooted’ populations like the Tibetans
from what were considered to be their socially supportive ideological structures:
traditional beliefs, religious and political institutions. This dichotomous opposition of
tradition and modernity has had a particularly successful career in studies of Tibetan
exiles. It 1s for instance evoked in Saklani’s study of Dharamsala refugees in the 1970s:
“Tibet used to be an absolutely traditional sociéty which now with the forces of
modernisation and traditionalism is passing through an interesting phase of change (...)
The trauma consequent upon such a sudden confrontation between traditionalism and

modernity has been felt rather too strongly by the Tibetan refugees in India’ (1984:5).

22



The social scientists’ interest in these communities was primarily to measure the degree
of social change and to map out stages of assimilation and acculturation on the quasi-
evolutionary scale of a generalisable ‘experience of exile’ . For Stein, the refugees’
experience of exile followed a pre-ordained sequence: the perception of a threat, decision
to flee, camp, settlement or resettlement, adjustment and acculturation, and so on. The
social scientists’ attachment to such models 1s reflected in the title of studies of the
refugee communities of India: ‘Flight and adaptation’ (Subba 1990), or ‘Tibetans in India:

the uprooted people and their cultural transplantation’ (Arakeri 1998).

Although these studies are, for the greater part, concerned with change, it is primarily
change perceived through, and modified by, value judgements that praise the refugees for
their success in safeguarding traditional values, or, inversely, deplore the loss of their
cultural heritage. Both views, however, essentialise pre-exile life as the necessary
blueprint tor exile society. This is reflected by the anthropologists’ use of methodological
tools that seek to measure the extent to which exiles have distanced themselves from
‘traditional values’. In the case of exile Tibetans, this was primarily done through the

investigation of the refugees’ knowledge of religious culture and of their familial past.

Authors such as Morrissey (1983) have opposed the focus on ‘uprooting’, arguing that it
restricts our understanding of exile cultures because it presupposes that refugee
communities are homogenous and uniformly respond to the pressures of exile. Yet the
aforementioned authors have amply demonstrated that refugees come from a broad
variety ot social and economic milieux in Tibet. This very fact undermines the possibility
of writing a history of a common, unilateral ‘acculturation’. The refugees’ familal,
educational and occupational backgrounds are vastly different, rendering the reliability of

indicators such as religious education or genealogical knowledge questionable.

Furthermore, our understanding of social change has long been challenged by
anthropological writings on the notion of ‘detraditionalisation’. According to more recent
enquiries, the postulate that modernisation  advances hand in hand  with
‘detraditionalisation’ in the sense of a complete and irreversible demise of tradition is
hardly ever validated by ethnographic observation (Heelas et al. 1996). Instead, current
social theory highlights that, alongside detraditionalisation occur simultaneously instances

of ‘invention of tradition’, ‘re-traditionalisation’ and ‘tradition maintenance’ (Heelas et al.
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