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Preface

In 1979, when the International Association for Tibetan Studies (IATS) 
was created at Oxford, most of the world’s scholars of Tibet could gather 
in a single, small lecture hall. Tibet was then an obscure fi eld of study, far 
removed from the public view, and the little community of Tibetanists 
had the feel of a close- knit clan. All inhabited a common microcosm, in 
which it was more or less taken for granted that one should be familiar 
with all things Tibetan: topics as diverse as history, anthropology, art, 
medicine, literature, philosophy, and religion. Since that time, however, 
public interest in Tibet has increased dramatically, fueled in part by a 
fl ood of popular publications on Tibetan matters generally and above all 
on Tibetan religion. Simultaneously, the academic fi eld of Tibetan stud-
ies has grown to a considerable extent, becoming more specialized in the 
process and divided into several distinct subdisciplines, sometimes with 
relatively little communication among them. Whereas the 1979 Oxford 
meeting produced a modest publication documenting its proceedings, the 
ninth seminar of the IATS held in Leiden in 2000 yielded ten specialized 
volumes of new  research.

Despite this expansion, there are few works that suitably introduce cur-
rent knowledge of Tibet to a general readership. Academic texts frequently 
address minutely defi ned topics and seldom have the non- specialist in 
mind. Popular writings tend either to dwell one- sidedly on religion, 
often supposing the reader to be a seeker of spiritual guidance, or else 
concern personal experiences in Tibet, whether from a Tibetan or for-
eign perspective. Though such accounts often have considerable value 
for the testimony and insights that they provide, they do not supply an 
orientation to the study of Tibet overall. The Tibetans, in accord with 
the program set out for Blackwell’s The Peoples of Asia series, offers an 
introduction to Tibet that is based upon the conclusions of recent scholar-
ship, but at the same time presupposes no prior knowledge of Tibet.



Although an abundance of information about Tibet is now read-
ily available, it has been necessary to keep this book within strict limits 
of length. One hopes that brevity will contribute to accessibility in this 
case, but it has required that hard choices be made about just what topics 
to cover and to what degree of detail. Inevitably I have adopted some 
restrictions that others would contest. Some of these must be mentioned 
at the very  beginning.

“Tibet” is not now and never has been a monolithic entity, and the 
Tibetan people, far from being homogeneous, are diverse in terms of life-
style, language, religion, and indeed most areas of culture. One of the 
ways in which Tibetan studies have positively matured in recent years 
has been precisely through their affi rmation of this complexity, so that 
few scholars now entertain simple notions thought to pertain universally 
to the Tibetans or to Tibet as a whole. What is emphasized in current 
research tends to be the particular and the local, and some would suggest 
that it makes little sense to speak of such things as “Tibetan identity” 
any longer. We know of peoples who identify themselves (and in some 
cases are offi cially designated) as Tibetan, but whose language is not 
Tibetan. At the same time, we fi nd others who speak languages that are 
clearly related to Tibetan, and whose history and culture are closely tied 
to Tibet, but who have nevertheless come to regard themselves as ethnic-
ally distinct from the Tibetans. There are even communities that neither 
speak Tibetan, nor are regarded by themselves or others as ethnic Tibet-
ans, but whose culture is so thoroughly Tibetanized that they have for 
centuries been thought of as constituting an integral part of the Tibetan 
cultural world. To avoid conveying an oversimplied account of the Tibet-
ans, therefore, it would be necessary to detail these and many other 
ethnic, political, and linguistic particulars that are comprised within the 
Tibetan realm as a whole. Nevertheless, in the span of the present work, 
to do so is clearly  impossible.

Given this, however, we can still speak sensibly, if tentatively, of a 
Tibetan civilizational sphere, focusing upon that which has at least the 
appearance of greatest universality within it. If I have chosen to stress 
in this context primarily the main lines of Tibetan history, language, 
and religion, as well as the Tibetan plateau itself and the special environ-
mental conditions that obtain there, it is because these seem to me to be 
foremost among the factors that defi ne the Tibetan world, despite very 
considerable variation in each of these areas. Ideally, in order to balance 
my account, the present volume would be supplemented by one or more 
works treating, for example, the Tibeto- Burman- speaking peoples of the 
Himalaya, the Sino- Tibetan frontiers, and so on. Excellent volumes on 
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The Mongols by David Morgan (Blackwell 1986) and The Manchus by 
Pamela Kyle Crossley (Blackwell 1997) may be recommended as intro-
ductions to two of the neighboring peoples with whom the Tibetans have 
long sustained political and cultural ties, and among whom Tibetan reli-
gion and learning have at times played signifi cant roles.

A second restriction that I have imposed upon this work concerns the 
time- frame it covers. My primary interest throughout has been to intro-
duce the traditional Tibetan world as it was before the mid- twentieth 
century, when revolutionary China asserted its control of Tibet. The 
tumultuous period that followed, during which time great political, eco-
nomic, and cultural upheavals transformed many aspects of Tibetan life, 
has been treated primarily in the last chapter, and no claim is made that 
this offers anything more than the briefest glimpse of a complex and 
much- contested history. It may appear therefore that I have skirted some 
of the compelling and diffi cult issues that most interest readers about 
Tibet: the tragic events surrounding Tibet’s absorption into the People’s 
Republic of China, the fl ight of the Dalai Lama and many of his compat-
riots to South Asia, and the very recent “globalization” of Tibetan culture. 
Because a number of readily available and excellent works (noted in the 
Bibliography) deal with these and other aspects of modern Tibet, I have 
not attempted to reproduce their contribution here: Melvyn C. Goldstein’s 
fi ne essay, The Snow Lion and the Dragon, may be recommended in par-
ticular as providing an accessible, but nuanced, introduction to recent 
events. The fi nal chapter, accordingly, is intended just to orient those who 
are new to Tibet to the most essential and pertinent  information.

In its general outlines, this book primarily concerns Tibetan cul-
tural history. I have used the historical chapters to introduce not just the 
conclusions of recent research, but also salient features of traditional 
accounts, which often are legendary in character. These are of value to us 
for their testimony regarding Tibetan conceptions of Tibet’s past. As such 
they form a fundamental aspect of the Tibetan cultural background, with 
implications for Tibetan literature, law, politics, and religion. For simi-
lar reasons I have quoted liberally from Tibetan writings so as to convey 
something of the manner in which Tibetans have themselves spoken of 
their land, its history, and their civilization. Unless otherwise noted, all 
translations from Tibetan works are my own. While I have always aimed 
to represent the texts chosen within reasonable bounds of accuracy, I 
have refrained from burdening them here with the technical apparatus 
required in more specialized contexts. A more comprehensive anthol-
ogy of translated Tibetan text selections will be found in the forthcoming 
Sources of Tibetan Tradition, which will complement the present work.
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The Western- language sources from which this book has benefi ted 
may be found entered in the Bibliography. This follows the organization 
of the book overall and therefore indicates for each section the works 
that I have consulted and that I recommend to those who wish to explore 
in greater depth topics raised here. For those familiar with this litera-
ture, my many intellectual debts will be suffi ciently obvious so that I 
may be excused, I trust, from the obligation to add extensive annotation 
throughout. Direct quotations, of course, are another matter and full 
citations are provided in the notes that accompany them. The references 
to Tibetan works given there will balance, to some extent, the emphasis 
on secondary literature in the Bibliography. To all those past masters and 
present colleagues whose writings have contributed to this work, I extend 
heartfelt thanks.

Matthew T. Kapstein
Paris, November 2005
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A Note on Transcription 
and Translation

Because the exact transcription of written Tibetan offers little guide to 
the actual pronunciation of the language, Tibetan is given in the main 
body of this book in simplifi ed phonetic spellings. The scheme employed 
here is based on that used in my The Tibetan Assimilation of Buddhism: 
Conversion, Contestation, and Memory (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), modifi ed so as to conform to the usage recently adopted by 
the Tibetan Himalayan Digital Library. For a detailed description of this, 
one may refer to the article by David Germano and Nicolas Tournadre, 
“THDL Simplifi ed Phonetic Transcription of Standard Tibetan” (http://
iris.lib.virginia.edu/tibet/xml/showEssay.php?xml=/collections/ 
langling/ THDL_phonetics.xml).

Most of the letters used may be pronounced according to their 
common English values. The exceptions to this rule are:

  ö and ü, which are pronounced as in German
  e and é, which are both pronounced like the French é, the accent being 

used here only at the end of words, to remind readers that a fi nal e is 
not silent: e.g. dorjé

  z and zh, which resemble s and sh; thus Zhalu sounds rather like 
Shalu

In a few cases, however, I have retained current conventional spellings for 
proper names, instead of phonetic transcriptions; for instance, Shigatsé 
instead of phonetic Zhigatsé (for literary Tibetan gzhis- ka- rtse), and 
Reting for Radreng (lit. rwa- sgreng). The Tibetan spelling glossary given 
at the end of the book provides the exact literary orthography for all 
Tibetan names and terms used herein. It includes also the Tibetan equiv-
alents of certain Sanskrit, Chinese, and Mongolian words used in the 
text, as well as of book titles for which I give only English  translations.



Sanskrit words are given here without diacritical marks. I have fol-
lowed the Sanskrit pronunciation, except in those instances in which a 
Sanskrit word is embedded in a Tibetan name, e.g. Padmasambhava (in 
accord with the Sanskrit), but Pema Jungné (where pema represents the 
Tibetan pronunciation of the Sanskrit word padma).

For Chinese, I use the standard Pinyin transcriptions throughout, 
though for a small number of proper names, such as Sun Yat- sen, I have 
retained the forms that will be recognized by most anglophone  readers.

xviii Transcription and Translation
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 1

The Vessel and 
Its Contents

“Tibet” means many things. Geographically, it designates the vast uplift, 
popularly referred to as the “roof of the world,” that extends from the 
Himalaya to the great deserts of Inner Asia. Linguistically, it embraces 
those regions, from northern Pakistan to China’s Gansu Province, in 
which varieties of the Tibetan language are spoken. In its socioeconomic 
dimensions Tibet may be thought of in terms of its dominant modes of 
production: high- altitude pastoralism and a barley- based agriculture. 
Culturally Tibet is distinguished by the use of classical Tibetan as a liter-
ary medium, by shared artistic and craft traditions, and by the important 
role of the religious system of Tibetan Buddhism. Politically, according to 
one’s ideological standpoint or historical frame of reference, Tibet may 
be a particular administrative unit of the contemporary People’s Republic 
of China, the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), or else the much vaster 
territory that, nominally at least, came under the rule of the Fifth Dalai 
Lama during the seventeenth century, which many Tibetans still see as 
defi ning their rightful political domain. Depending upon the story one 
wishes to tell, therefore, one must fi rst choose among several distinct, but 
nevertheless overlapping, Tibets.

Though cultural and historical Tibet will be our main concern 
throughout this book, it is impossible to consider this apart from the dis-
tinctive geographical and ecological zone formed by the Tibetan plateau 
and its equally distinctive population of farmers and nomads, whose live-
lihoods are based respectively on the cultivation of highland barley and 
the husbandry of sheep and yak, and who for the most part speak lan-
guages that are part of the tightly knit linguistic system of Tibetan. These 
people have not always considered themselves to be Tibetans, and do not 
always so consider themselves today, but in most cases they regard their 
culture and history as intimately tied to Tibet under one description or 



another. We will begin, therefore, with a general sketch of the Tibetan 
environment and its inhabitants – the “vessel and its contents” accord-
ing to a traditional locution – and also of the language through which the 
Tibetan cultural sphere is in some measure  defi ned.

High Peaks, Pure Earth

A popular legend provides a useful entry into the “land of snows.” At 
some time in the distant past, Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva of 
compassion, gazed upon our world with the intention of saving the crea-
tures of Tibet. He looked and looked, but could fi nd no hint that the 
Buddha had visited that land, or that his teaching had ever reached it. 
What Avalokiteshvara saw, as he continued his inspection, was a great 
area of darkness, which seemed to him to be without doubt the worst 
place on earth. Not long before, it had been a vast sea, but now that the 
waters had receded it appeared that the high regions of western Tibet 
were encircled by glacial mountains and fractured by ravines. Herds of 
hoofed animals roamed wild there. With its glaciers and lakes, feeding 
the rivers that fl owed from the high plateau, this region resembled a res-
ervoir. In the middle elevations of the plateau were grass- covered valleys 
interrupted by rocky massifs, where apes and ogresses made their lairs 
in caves and sheltered hollows. Broken up by the great river valleys, this 
part of Tibet seemed like the fractured terrain surrounding an irrigation 
canal. And following the plateau’s descent to the east, the bodhisattva 
saw forests and pasturelands, where birds of all kinds and even tropi-
cal creatures were to be found. This looked to him like land made fertile 
by irrigation. Still, with all the power of his divine sight, Avalokiteshvara 
could fi nd no candidates for discipleship in Tibet, for no human beings 
were yet to be seen there.1

The tale of the bodhisattva’s fi rst glimpse of Tibet serves to direct our 
vision to several key features of the Tibetan landscape. For much of Tibet 
was indeed formerly at or beneath sea level; in this the legend accords 
with geological fact. Roughly forty- fi ve million years ago, as the Indian 
tectonic plate collided with and began to be drawn underneath South-
ern Tibet, then the south coast of continental Asia, the bed of the ancient 
Tethys Sea that had separated the continents began to rise. The ensu-
ing uplift gave birth to the Himalaya and contributed to the formation 
of the other great mountain ranges of Inner Asia: Karakorum, Pamir, 
Tianshan, and Kunlun. During subsequent cycles of glaciation, many 
lakes, large and small, were also formed on the rising plateau. Follow-
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ing the last great Ice Age, these began to recede – in some places one 
fi nds ancient shorelines as much as 200 meters above present water 
levels – and, because they were frequently without outlet, they became 
rich in salts and other minerals, trade in which has played an essential 
role in the traditional economy. So not without reason do the old legends 
speak of a primordial ocean covering Tibet. The ongoing subduction 
of the Indian subcontinent, moreover, means that the Tibetan plateau 
(also called the Tibet–Qinghai plateau) is still in formation and is espe-
cially prone to earthquake. With a mean elevation of over 12,000 feet 
and an area of some 1.2 million square miles, it is by far the most exten-
sive high- altitude region on earth. Roughly speaking, the Tibetan plateau 
embraces one- third of the territory of modern China and is the size of the 
entire Republic of India, or nearly half the area of the lower forty- eight 
among the United States. To appreciate Tibet as a human habitat, there-
fore, its sheer immensity must fi rst clearly be  grasped.

Tibet is further depicted in our tale as a wilderness, a place that came 
to be peopled and tamed only at a relatively late date through the divine 
agency of the bodhisattva, a civilizing infl uence originating from beyond 
the frontiers of Tibet itself, perhaps a mythical refl ection of the fact that 
much of Tibet was settled in comparatively recent times. Indeed, in some 
Himalayan districts, Tibetan settlement dates back only a few centuries. 
The origins of the Tibetan people will be considered in more detail in 
the following chapter, but here we should note that populations on the 
plateau were always comparatively thin. If the current ethnic Tibetan 
population of China, about 5.5 million, offers any indication, the popu-
lation density of the Tibetan plateau could seldom have been much more 
than three or four persons per square mile, and for most of Tibet’s his-
tory even less. Of course, the population is concentrated in habitable 
areas that comprise only a fraction of the Tibetan geographical region 
overall; it has been estimated, for instance, that only about 1 percent of 
the Tibetan plateau sustains regular agricultural activity. Still, the disper-
sal of the populace over a vast, inhospitable terrain was clearly a factor 
inhibiting early civilizational  development.

When Avalokiteshvara gazed upon Tibet, he saw three main geograph-
ical zones. The tripartite division of the Tibetan plateau into its high and 
harsh western reaches, the agricultural valleys of its mid- elevations, and 
the rich pasturage and forested lowlands as one descends towards China 
schematically depicts the topography of the land as one moves from west 
to east. In comparing the land to an irrigation system, with its reservoir, 
channel, and fi elds, the story underscores the central role of the con-
trol of water resources in the emergence of civilization in Tibet. Indeed, 
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the Tibetan term for governmental authority (chapsi), literally “water-
 regime,” derives from the polite and honorifi c word for water, chap.

In traditional Tibetan geographical terms, the three zones described by 
the bodhisattva correspond to the three great divisions of Tibet: (1) the 
“three circuits” of Ngari in the west, (2) the “four horns” of Ü (the 
“Center”) and Tsang, and (3) the “six ranges” or “three realms” consti-
tuting the eastern provinces of Amdo and Kham. The fi rst embraces the 
territories of the ancient Zhangzhung and later Gugé kingdoms, centered 
in the areas around Mt. Kailash (alt. 6,714 meters) that now constitute 
the Ngari Prefecture (Ch. Alizhou) of the Tibet Autonomous Region. The 
“three circuits” (whose exact enumeration is treated variously in different 
sources) also include the regions of Ladakh and Zangskar, now in India’s 
Jammu and Kashmir State, and neighboring locations in Himachal 
Pradesh, as well as in former times Baltistan in far northern Pakistan. 
(Baltistan was in most respects removed from the Tibetan cultural sphere 
following its conversion to Islam after the fi fteenth century.) The area as 
a whole is characterized by high desert and pasture, with numerous salt 
lakes, and is subject to very severe winter conditions, temperatures in 
some places regularly plunging to minus 50˚ Fahrenheit. Irrigated river 
valleys, whose fresh waters spring from glacial sources in the high moun-
tains, permit crops to be grown, though there is evidence that desiccation 

Figure 1 Irrigation works in the Indus River Valley, Ladakh, 1975.
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