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Tibetan Buddhism and the Dalai Lama

The fourth largest religion in the world, Buddhism was founded by Siddartha Gautama, the first Buddha.  He was born a prince in India around 563 B. C., into a Hindu family of the aristocratic warrior caste. It is widely believed that when he was born, he immediately stood up, took seven steps, and announced that he would become “chief of the world”.  It is also reported that astrologers predicted he would become a great religious teacher. 


Renouncing the privileges royal life would bring him, Buddha decided to take four journeys throughout India on a chariot.  While on his journeys he had four visions, which would eventually help him find spiritual solutions to the problems of human suffering. From his visions, Buddha identified Four Noble Truths: suffering exists, there is a cause for suffering, there is an end to suffering, and to end suffering one must follow Buddha’s Eightfold Path. 


Over the centuries Buddhism, like Christianity, has divided into separate denominations with their own local traditions while maintaining a common set of fundamental beliefs. All Buddhists believe in enlightenment, or nirvana, and in the cycle of rebirth, or reincarnation. The four largest Buddhist denominations are Southern Buddhism, Northern Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism, and Zen Buddhism. Today, the leader of the Tibetan Buddhists is Tenzin Gyatso, His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama. 


The Dalai Lama is considered both the spiritual leader as well as the head of state for the Tibetan people. Born a peasant in 1935 in a village in northeastern Tibet, Tenzin was recognized as the reincarnation of Buddha at the age of two, and enthroned as the 14th Dalai Lama at age four. When the Chinese Army invaded Tibet in 1950, the Dalai Lama was called upon to assume full political power. A violent uprising in protest of the Chinese occupation occurred in Lhasa, the capital of Tibet, in 1959. The Chinese brutally crushed the uprising, forcing the Dalai Lama, his government, and some 80,000 Tibetan refugees into exile. They were given political asylum by the Indian government, and today  more than 120,000 Tibetans remain in exile. Since 1960, the Dalai Lama and the Tibetan government-in-exile have resided in Dharamsala, India.


The Dalai Lama’s struggle for a peaceful resolution to the Tibetan conflict earned him a Nobel Peace Prize in 1989. The Nobel Committee’s citation read: “The Dalai Lama, in his struggle for the liberation of Tibet, consistently has opposed the use of violence. He has instead advocated peaceful solutions based upon tolerance and mutual respect in order to preserve the historical and cultural heritage of his people.” Although the leader of Tibet and an international celebrity, the Dalai Lama remains but a simple Buddhist monk, living without material luxuries in a small cottage in Dharamsala. He continues to campaign for peaceful conflict resolution, respect for the environment, and social justice on behalf of oppressed people all over the world.
Ontario Consultants on Religious Tolerance. (2006).  Buddhism...Based on the Teachings of 
Siddhartha Gautama. Retrieved April 19, 2006 from 
http://www.religioustolerance.org/buddhism.htm.
Willis, M. (2004). Tibet: Life, myth, and art. New York: Barnes and Noble.
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Questions:

1. What beliefs do all Buddhists share?

2. What are the four major denominations of Buddhism?

3. Who is Tenzin Gyatso and what does he stand for?

I.2
MIDDLE WAY APPROACH

The Tibetan people do not accept the present status of Tibet under the People’s Republic of China. At the same time, they do not seek independence for Tibet, which is a historical fact. Treading a middle path in between these two lies the policy and means to achieve a genuine autonomy for all Tibetans living in the three traditional provinces of Tibet within the framework of the People’s Republic of China. This is called the Middle-Way Approach, a non-partisan and moderate position that safeguards the vital interests of all concerned parties-for Tibetans: the protection and preservation of their culture, religion and national identity; for the Chinese: the security and territorial integrity of the motherland; and for neighbors and other third parties: peaceful borders and international relations.
1. Without seeking for complete Tibetan independence, the Central Tibetan Administration wants to create a political entity of the three traditional provinces of Tibet.  These provinces are: U-Tsang, Kham and Amdo.

2.  This political entity should enjoy a status of genuine regional autonomy.

3.  This political entity should be directly elected by the people and should govern

     in a democratic manner.

4. As soon as the Chinese government agrees to the above mentioned, Tibet will not seek separation from and remain in the People’s Republic of China.

5. Until Tibet is an area of peace and non-violence, the Chinese can keep a limited number of armed troops in the region for protection.

6. The central government of the People’s Republic of China will have responsibility of Tibet’s international relations and defense and the Tibetan people will manage all other aspects regarding Tibet, including religion, culture, education, economy, health, ecological and environmental protection.

7. The Chinese government should stop its policy of human rights violations in Tibet and stop the transfer of Chinese population into Tibetan areas.

8. To resolve issues in Tibet, the Dalai Lama has the main responsibility to guide negotiations and reconciliation with the Chinese government.

The Government of Tibet in Exile.  (1997).  The Middle Way Approach.  Retrieved 


April 7, 2006 from http://www.tibet.com/Referendum/r-3.html.
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Questions
1. What is meant by the term “genuine regional autonomy”?

2. The Chinese government has been relocating Chinese citizens in Tibet.  What impact may this have had on the Tibetan environment and population?

3. What are the cultural advantages of Tibet not seeking complete independence from China?

4. What are the cultural disadvantages of Tibet not seeking complete independence from China?

5. What advantages does the Chinese government have if they accept the Middle Way approach?

I.3

Tibet’s environment

Excerpts from the Government in Exile’s White Paper on Tibet’s environment

Grassland, cropland and Chinese agricultural policies:  Tibet is 70 per cent grassland. Grasslands form the backbone of the country's agrarian economy. Tibet's nomads have traditionally adapted themselves well to the needs of their fragile grasslands. Over the last four decades there has been widespread degradation of these vital pastures. The conversion of marginal lands to agriculture for Chinese settlers has become the greatest threat to Tibet's grasslands. This has led to extensive desertification, rendering the land unusable for agriculture or grazing.  

Forests and deforestation:  In 1949, Tibet's ancient forests covered 221,800 square kilometers. By 1985 they stood at 134,000 square kilometers - almost half.  The most common method of cutting is clear felling, which has led to the denudation of vast hill sides.  The growing degradation and desertification of the Tibetan Plateau is continuing. This area influences atmospheric circulation and jet stream wind patterns over Asia and, according to scientists, may be related to the destabilization of weather patterns over the northern hemisphere. 

Water resource and hydropower:  Tibet is Asia's principal watershed and the source of its major rivers.  Ninety per cent of Tibet's river run-off flows down across its borders, internal use accounting for less than 1 per cent of total river run-off.  Many projects are designed to tap Tibet's hydro potential to provide power and other benefits to the Chinese population and industries both in Tibet and China.  While the Tibetans are displaced from their homes and lands, tens of thousands of Chinese workers are brought up from China to construct and maintain these dams. These dams have very little benefit for the local Tibetans who have no say over them. 
Minerals and mining:  According to official Chinese sources, Tibet has proven deposits of 126 minerals, with a significant share of the world's reserves in lithium, chromite, copper, borax, and iron. Amdo's oil fields produce over one million tons of crude oil per year.  With seven of China's 15 key minerals due to run out within this decade, the rate of mineral extraction from Tibet is rapidly increasing. It is believed that China plans to shift its major mining operations into Tibet by the end of this century. Environmental safeguards are virtually non-existent in Tibet's mines. Particularly in fragile terrains, this is leading to slope destabilization, land degradation, and hazards to human health and life. 

Wildlife:  Many wild animals and birds have vanished through destruction of their habitat or have been slaughtered by indiscriminate hunting for sport and to furbish China's illicit trade in wildlife products.  "Hunting tours" are being organized for wealthy sportsmen from the United States of America and Western Europe. These "hunters" can bag trophies of endangered species such as the Tibetan antelope and the Argali sheep, species supposedly accorded the highest level of official protection. The hunts cost up to $35,000 for a Tibetan antelope, $23,000 for an Argali sheep, $13,000 for a white-lipped deer, $7,900 for a blue sheep, and $3,500 for a red deer.  

(The Tibetan antelope is being used as one of the mascots for the 2008 Olympic Games to be held in China, another source of controversy.)
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Nuclear and other toxic wastes:  China is reported to have stationed approximately 90 nuclear warheads in Tibet. China's North-west Nuclear Weapons Research and Design Academy in Tibet's north-eastern area of Amdo is reported to have dumped an unknown quantity of radioactive waste on the Tibetan plateau.  

Conclusion:  There should be political will on the part of the Chinese leadership to restore rights to environment to the Tibetan people and allow them to follow their traditional conservationist practices. In keeping with the vision of the Dalai Lama, all of Tibet should be transformed into a zone of peace where humans and nature can dwell in harmonious coexistence. Such a Tibet, as the Dalai Lama said, should be completely demilitarized and must have a democratic form of government and an economic system that ensures the sustainable use of the country's natural resources to provide a decent standard of living for its people. 

Ultimately, this is in the long-term interest of all the neighboring countries as environmental conditions in Tibet have major transboundary effects, notably in India, China, Bangladesh and Pakistan. Nearly half of the global population, particularly in these four countries, depends on the rivers of Tibet for their sustenance. 

The Government of Tibet in Exile.  (1996).  State of Tibet’s Environment.  Retrieved May 13, 2006 from

 http://www.tibet.com/WhitePaper/white9.html.
View of the Chinese Government on Tibet’s environment
The Chinese government holds to the benefits it has brought to Tibet. Chinese officials foretell that by 2010, Tibet's development will rival the level of development in some of the more well-developed cities in China. The old Tibet was extremely poor and backward, where slavery was rampant, but improvements in health care standards in Tibet have almost doubled life spans there from 35 to 65 years. 
In addition, slavery and the serfdom system have been abolished, unemployment has been reduced. With new developmental projects launched in Tibet, the Chinese have established a secular education; before, more than 95 percent of the population was illiterate. Hospitals, 
factories, schools, roads, running water, and electrical systems have been constructed in attempts to modernize the nation. Now Lhasa, the capital of Tibet, even has telecommunication to remote settlements. One of the major developments is the railroad that has opened the secluded Tibetan 
land to the rest of the world.  The railway tracks in ice-covered regions such as the Himalayas have expanded commuting between Tibet and the rest of the world. 
Consequently, China has made special efforts to raise the economic and material wealth of Tibetans. Over the past few decades, annual per capita income has risen to $665--now Tibetans are able to afford a greater variety of consumer goods. In 1992, "Special Economic Zones" were set up and increased the number of foreign-funded enterprises in Tibet. 
Promoting understanding- A history of relations between China and Tibet. (2005).  

China- Present.  Retrieved April 10, 2006 from http://d2d.lghost.net/present_china.php.
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Questions

1. According to the Government in exile, what are the negative effects Chinese occupation has had on the environment?

2. According to the Chinese government, what is their justification for their environmental policies?

3. What does the Dalai Lama propose regarding the environment?

