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Destroying, or preventing the use of, libraries,
museums, schools, historical monuments, places
of worship or other cultural institutions and
objects of the group

The Chinese government’s assault on religion in Tibet
began with the massive physical destruction of Tibetan
temples and monasteries, and the desecration and sales
of images, artworks and religious books in the 1950s.
Althoughmanymonasteries and templeshavebeen rebuilt
since the 1980s, includingwith somegovernment funding,
muchofwhatwas destroyedor removed is not replaceable.
The loss of transmission of the Dharma from one genera-
tion to the next, and the unavailability of somany lineage
holders inside Tibet has weakened Tibetan Buddhist insti-
tutions and scholarship. The Chinese government’s sys-
tematic, ongoing and intentional cultural destruction in
Tibet has focused onundermining and controllingTibetan
Buddhism as practiced by the vastmajority of Tibetans.

They have accomplished this through: intense regulation
and control overmonastic and other religious institutions;
a range of policies that actively discourage averageTibetans
from engaging in religious practice; patriotic education,
propaganda and other political campaigns that are in fun-
damental opposition to the basic tenets of Tibetan Bud-
dhism;manipulation of factionswithinTibetanBuddhism
in order to exacerbate internal divisions; and overt repres-
sion, including rhetorical attacks onTibetan religious lead-
ers, and the public humiliation, detention, imprisonment,
torture, collective punishment andkilling of religious lead-
ers andadherents. Thesepolicies andpracticeshaveviolated
not only the promises of religious freedom in the Chinese
constitution, but also the guarantees of freedomof religion
under Article 18 and minority rights under Article 27 of
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR), which China has signed but not ratified.1

Dispossession of lands, territories or resources;
forced population transfer with the aim or effect of
violating or undermining any rights of the targeted
group; and forced assimilation or integration

Chinese policies have targeted culturally distinct Tibetan
pastoralists through forced sedentarization and other poli-
cies, including poorly developed and implemented envi-
ronmental protection efforts, that have not only deprived
themof their lands and livelihoods but also of an intimate
connection to theTibetan environment that has existed for
3000 years. Through the application of economic develop-
ment policies that areheavily reliant on extractive industry
and infrastructure, and the in-migration of a large number
of non-Tibetans, the Chinese party-state has deprived
Tibetans of control over their own land and future, and
threatens to make them a cultural and demographic
minority in their own land. Thesepolicies have endangered
precious flora and fauna found only in the unique Tibetan
environment, and are threatening to create broader eco-
logical consequences for the entire Asian continent. The
economicbenefits of thisChinese developmentmodelhave
accruedprimarily tonon-TibetanswhileTibetanshavepaid
a steep price in terms of cultural and environmental loss.

Tibetans’ role as the stewards of this fragile and unique
environment for threemillennia has been summarily dis-
regarded in order to advance the interests of the party-state.
These policies and practices specifically violate Tibetans’
rights to appropriate economic development as articulated
under a variety of international legal instruments, includ-
ing: commonArticle 1 of the ICCPR and the International
Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
(ICESCR), whichChina has ratified; and articles 12, 13 and
15 of the ICCPR, and articles 6, 11 and 12 of the ICESCR.2

China has been repeatedly cited by the Committee on the
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, the
Committee on the Rights of the Child and various special
mechanisms of theUnitedNationsHumanRights Council
(and its predecessor entity) for its failure to meet interna-
tional obligations regardingTibetans and otherminorities
in the area of development.3
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Prohibiting the use of the language of the group
in daily intercourse or in schools, or the printing and
circulation of publications in the language of
the group

The Chinese party-state has implemented a range of poli-
cies that target the intellectual and non-religious cultural
life of Tibetans. These policies include: the denial of certain
linguistic rights, including the right to develop anduse the
Tibetan language as the language of commerce, education
and administration in Tibetan areas; the imposition of the
Chinese language and a self-serving educational curricu-
lum on Tibetan children, while simultaneously denying
them opportunities for cultural development and expres-
sion; the denial of publication and other cultural expres-
sion forTibetan languagewriterswhosework challenges or
runs contrary to the party-state’s defined narrative; the
arrest and torture ofwriters, artists and otherswho engage
in cultural expression that challenges the party-state; and
the ‘Disneyfication’ of Tibetan culture in a fashion that
trivializes and commoditizes it, primarily for the benefit of
non-Tibetans. To the extent thatTibetan culture is valued at
all by the party-state, it is primarily for commercial or
political purposes. These policies and practices have vio-
lated Tibetans’ rights under the ICCPR (especially articles
18, 19, 21 and 27) and the ICESCR (especially articles 6, 13
and 15), aswell as under theUNDeclaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples (September 2007; China voted in
favor), and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons
Belonging to National or Ethnic Religious and Linguistic
Minorities (1992; adopted by acclamation). China has
rebuffed calls by UN Special Rapporteurs on Education,
Cultural Rights, andRacism to respect the linguistic rights
of the Tibetan people.4

Propaganda designed to promote or incite racial
or ethnic discrimination directed against the
targeted group

The constant barrage of negative commentary about the
Tibetan community, especially for domestic Chinese
audiences, has been a key driver of the deterioration of
relations between Tibetans and Chinese at both the
societal and official levels. The party-state has engaged in a

continual policy and propaganda effort that characterizes
Tibetan culture as backward and something to be remedi-
ated through a state-directedmodernizationprocess. Their
most revered spiritual leader is personally attacked in the
most disrespectful terms, and Tibetans are accused of dis-
loyalty to theChinese statewhen they assert their identity
in anunsanctioned fashion.Unsurprisingly, Tibetans have
been targeted for both official punishment and societal
ostracism. Even themost positive portrayals of Tibetans in
theChinesemedia, tend tobepatronizing images of ‘model’
ethnicminorities, grateful to the CCP for ‘liberating’ Tibet
from ‘dark feudalism.’ In the aftermathof the ongoingwave
of self-immolations, the tone and specific content of the
propaganda directed against Tibetans in general and the
Dalai Lama in particular has become even more strident.
Chinese authorities have referred to self-immolating
Tibetans as ‘terrorists’ or mentally ill, and have compared
the Dalai Lama’s policies to those of the Nazis.

The unrelenting and generally unchallenged negative
stereotypes of Tibetans that appear in the Chinese media
have shaped a popular consciousness in China that is
highly antagonistic towards Tibetans and their cultural
aspirations. Most Chinese lack any empathy for the
Tibetans’ struggles to preserve their culture, since they are
continually given only selective and stilted information
regarding the history of Tibetan involvement with the
Chinese state. Growingnationalism inChina, nurtured by
the party-state as an alternative pillar of legitimacy, has
furtherheightened the sensitivities ofmanyChinese to any
criticism of China’s policies in Tibet.

The Genocide Continuum

Cultural genocide does not exist in isolation; rather, it
occurs in an environment where dynamics between the
victims and perpetrators are constantly shifting. Genocide
scholars have identified certain risk factors—such as, a
history of acts of genocide, unprecedented communal ten-
sions, and officially sanctioned statements that provoke
prejudice—aswarning signs that have precededpast geno-
cidal outbreaks.5 These risk factors are currently present in
Tibet, increasingly so since March 2008. They are often
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manifested and most deeply felt by Tibetans in cultur-
ally specific terms: the vituperative rhetorical attacks on
the Dalai Lama and systematic efforts to undermine reli-
gious institutions; the imposition of a model of economic
and social development over which Tibetans have no
control or input; the increasing dominance of Chinese as
the language of commerce, education and official commu-
nication throughout ethnographic Tibet; and an oppres-
sive security presence that persistently responds topeaceful
assertions of cultural identity with overwhelming force.
TheChinese government’s pervasive control apparatus and
itsmeans toprovide incentives forTibetan cooperationmit-
igate the occurrence of conventional genocide in Tibet at
this time. Nonetheless, these same polices and practices
have served to exacerbate and feed into a highly unstable
dynamic across the Tibetan plateau.

Severe and systemic state repression. Scholars have
identifiedwarning signs related to severe and systemic state
repression: the imposition of emergencymeasures; restric-
tions on civil liberties; the banning or harassing of organi-
zations outside state control; arbitrary detention and
large-scale roundups of civilians; use or increased use of
torture as state policy; and outward flows of internally
displaced persons or refugees. These have all been features
of Chinese rule in Tibet since 1949 at various times,
including post-2008 up to the present. Since 2008, Lhasa
and other areas have beenplacedunder security situations
tantamount to martial law. Depictions of the security
deployment inLhasa byTibetan andnon-Tibetanobservers
alike include: heavily armed patrols that sweep through
Tibetan areas of the city; snipers on the roofs of buildings
surrounding the major Buddhist pilgrimage sites; unan-
nounced searches of private residences; and large shows
of force by ‘special’ police units designated to combat
terrorism.

Tibetans across the plateau have experienced harsh
restrictions of their rights to freedom of speech, assembly
and religion, as well as large-scale roundups of civilians,
such as those that have occurred in the Ngaba area since
August 2011, and the use of live ammunition in crowds in
January 2012.6 The primary Tibetan cultural platform that
is ostensibly outside state control—monasteries—has been

subjected to an escalating series of regulations to restrict
independent activity, and an increased physical presence
of state security. Documented reports indicate that torture
and ill treatment of Tibetan detainees is brutal and
endemic, and includes deaths in custody. Refugee flows out
of Tibet have continued but have been limited due to a
concerted effort on the part of Chinese authorities to seal
the border and apprehend Tibetans before they cross into
Nepal. This effort has beenaccompaniedby a renewedpush
tohave refugees forcibly returned toChinese custody after
theyhave crossed the international border. China’s attempt
to create a hostile environment for fleeing Tibetans,
including its encouraging other states to return refugees,
is a clear violation of the principle of nonrefoulement upon
which international refugee law is based.

A history of genocide and inter-communal violence.
Genocide is often dependent on pre-existing patterns of
state behavior and relationswith society. From the time of
the International Commission of Jurists’ 1959 and 1960
reports, which found prima facie evidence of acts of geno-
cide in Tibet, up to the recent assertions of the Dalai Lama
and others of an ongoing cultural genocide in Tibet, geno-
cidehas been a feature of the discourse aroundChinese rule
of Tibet. While imperial projects of all ideological stripes
have been implicated in genocide, the ideological extrem-
ismofMarxismas envisioned byMaoZedonghas resulted
in catastrophic human suffering and loss of life.While the
Chinese people were themselves brutalized by Maoist
political campaigns such as the Great Leap Forward and
theGreat ProletarianCultural Revolution, theprinciple and
genocidal distinction with regard to Tibet was the target-
ingof avulnerableminoritybyanoppressivemajorityusing
itsmonopoly on the coercive authority of the party-state.7

Since 2008, inter-communal violencehas sharply increased
and has the dangerous potential to grow because of the
large influx of Chinese migrants into Tibet, the economic
marginalization of Tibetans, and intense cultural repres-
sion. For the most part, Tibetans have adhered to the
exhortations of the Dalai Lama to remain non-violent in
their resistance to Chinese intimidation. Beijing has
responded to this largely non-violent resistance with
overwhelming force. Such strained inter-communal rela-
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tions are typically the result of a long history of hostility
and applied violence, and that is certainly the well-docu-
mented case ofmodern Chinese rule in Tibet.

Mobilization along lines of community cleavage.
A healthy plural society provides opportunities for its
members to engage in communal association with ethnic
or co-religious confederates, aswell as encouraging a range
of cross-cutting inter-communal forums for voluntary
association that help to develop a feeling of connectedness
across communal lines. An integral element of developing
such a healthy plural society is the ability of various con-
stituencies to achieve representationwithin the economic
andpolitical spheres.When this representational function
breaks down, and political and economic power is exclu-
sively or predominately the province of a single group,
there is heightenedpotential for inter-communal violence.
Such violence typically takes the form of a spiral of attack
and reprisal involving state security forces under the con-
trol of the dominant group. This is particularly truewhere
such domination by one group is a product of state policy
and it is perceived by theunder-represented group to come
at its expense.

A recent example of how this phenomenon exists in Tibet
is the violence directed at Han and Hui shopkeepers in
Lhasa in March 2008, and the state’s response. Chinese
security forces brutally put downpeacefulMarch 10, 2008
protests in Lhasa bymonks fromSera andDrepungMonas-
teries, sparking days of tense but non-violent follow-on
protests that expanded to include lay Tibetans andmonks
from other monasteries.8 When the confrontations
between Tibetans and the security forces burst into
violence on March 14, Tibetan rioters targeted not only
official premises and vehicles, but also the Chinese
(including Muslim Hui)-owned businesses in the Tibetan
quarter and adjacent areas that they saw as part of the
machinery of oppression and assimilation in the Tibetan
capital. Security forces ultimately moved in with over-
whelming force to stop the riots, firing at unarmed
Tibetans, killing dozens, and arresting hundreds.

This cycle of violence escalated quickly and broke down
starkly along ethnic lines, as did reactions to it. State-run

media exacerbated these community cleavageswithheavy
coverage of the ‘burning, smashing and looting’ byTibetans
but no mention of the events prior to the riot or the
response afterwards. Anti-Tibetanpropaganda in thewake
of the March 14 riot—including ominous calls for a ‘peo-
ple’s war’ in Tibet9—undoubtedly contributed to an envi-
ronment that saw the use of excessive force against
subsequent Tibetan protesters, the implementation of
formal and informal discriminatory measures against
Tibetans, and a further alienation of the Tibetan and Chi-
nese people fromone another. This phenomenonwas also
present in a December 2011 attack on Tibetan students in
Chengdu by Chinese students, which reportedly resulted
in the destruction of the Tibetans’ dormitory and Tibetan
students beaten so badly theywere sent to the hospital.10

Unjust discriminatory legislation and relatedmeasures.
While some scholars and policy makers have promoted
positive discriminatory legislation as having a palliative
effect in divided societies, discrimination that is embodied
in law, policy and dominant group practices can also serve
to marginalize and isolate groups. This has certainly been
the case in Tibet. It starts from a historic narrative on the
part of the Chinese party-state of Tibetans as ‘backwards’
peoplewhoneed the assistance of theirmore advancedChi-
nese neighbors in order to modernize.11 This discrimina-
tion carries forward in ‘positive discrimination’ measures:
not only thosemeant to assist individual Tibetans, such as
preferences for educational admissions and exceptions to
family planning regulations, but also the province-to-
province budgetary assistance that otherChinese provinces
andmunicipalities are forced to contribute toTibetan areas.
These policies have contributed to the ongoing narrative
of Tibetans as incapable of improving their lot of their own
volition, and have engendered bitterness at what is per-
ceived to anungrateful attitude of Tibetans towardChinese
largesse—particularly when Tibetans protest against
Chinese rule. After the 2008protests, therewere also adhoc
discriminatory practiceswhere hotel owners refused to let
rooms to Tibetans; Tibetans were unable to get a passport
for travel; andTibetans faced problems in accessing public
and private transport.12 Some of these practices continue
to the present.
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Likewise, in most societies, state targeting of ‘battle-age’
males of a historicallymarginalized ethnic groupwould be
seen as an early-warning signal for genocide.13 The fact that
somanyofTibet’s ‘battle-age’male cohort are to be found in
itsmonasteries—and that Tibet’smonasteries have histor-
ically been centers of agitation against Chinese Commu-
nist rule—adds a particular dimension to concerns about
the treatment of Tibetanmonks.

Hate propaganda.Theuse ofmassmedia, aswell asmore
diffuse strategies such as rumor and gossip, to mobilize
hatred and the dehumanization of a target group is a key
indicator in a pre-genocidal environment. Hate speech is
used to define and dehumanize target groups, as has been
seen most recently in the official Chinese media com-
menting on the self-immolations. A controlled media
environment, where the narrative is set from above, is the
most potentially dangerous, due to the absence of counter-
vailing arguments or voices that canhelpmitigate extreme
speech. The averageChinese personhas little contactwith
Tibetans. For most Chinese, the primary source of infor-
mation about Tibet is the state-run media, due to severe
restrictions on access to external information on Tibet
across all media forums and the stifling of Tibetan voices
within China.

While Chinese state-owned media arguably has become
more plural in recent years, on the subject of Tibet the
dominant narratives are fixed. They run in a limited range
from soft chauvinist Orientalism to virulent nationalist
screeds. They includenot only labeling theDalai Lama as a
“wolf in monks robes” who travels the world disparaging
China, but also accusations that anyonewhodisagreeswith
China’s policies in Tibet is trying to “split” China. Tibetan
voices, even those writing in Chinese, are extremely lim-
ited in their ability to penetrate beyond the urban intelli-
gentsia. The braveChinese dissidentswilling to take on the
state’s dominant narrative on Tibet have themselves
become targets of the security structure, including: lawyers
who have faced loss of their legal licenses for trying to
provide legal representation to Tibetan defendants, and a
prominent lawyers organization that was shut down after
it called for a reappraisal of Chinese policy in Tibet after
theMarch 2008 protests.

Economic upheaval.Scholars havenoted that perhapsno
factor ismore influential in genocidal outbreaks than eco-
nomic upheaval. This factor is likely to be particularly
influential in cases where illiberal governing authorities
rely on delivery of economic goods as a key source of their
political legitimacy andbureaucratic capacity, as is the case
in China. Such crises can also exacerbate or precipitate
rebellious, secessionist tendencies among oppressed
groups, which then further fuel the paranoia inherent in
authoritarian political systems.While the PRC is presently
understood to be enjoying robust economic growth, this
growth is considered by many economists to be unstable
and unsustainable.14 At the same time, economic growth
inTibetan areas is typically at least as unbalanced as in the
rest of China, with the additional aspects of Chinese dom-
ination of the Tibetan economy and an ongoing effort to
shift Tibetans away from traditional livelihoods through
which they were self-reliant. At a national level, the Chi-
nese regime is heavily dependent on continued economic
growthas akeypillar of its political legitimacy, since it lacks
popular electoral sources.

Additional risk factors: Thenoted genocide scholar Leo
Kuper observed that there are two particular internal divi-
sions, bothofwhich are present in theTibetan context, that
have historically been among the most powerful triggers
of genocidal behavior: differences of religion between the
aggressors and victim that serve to alienate and dehuman-
ize the victims; and struggles for greater autonomy, or
denial of the right to self-determination.15 These two issues
are central to theway the cultural genocide inTibet isman-
ifested, and are the issues onwhich theChinese party-state
often employs its most heated rhetoric. As this report
makes clear, the Chinese party-state has zeroed in on reli-
gion as the key to their control over Tibetans and Tibet.
At various times, they have tried to rip Tibetan Buddhism
out by the roots, with devastating but ultimately incom-
plete results. In its first report in 1959, the International
Commissionof Jurists found sufficient evidence thatChina
was engaged in perpetrating acts of genocide against
Tibetans as a religious group, to warrant a more thorough
investigation. In 1960 the ICJ published a second report
that found therewas prima facie evidence that “acts of geno-
cide had been committed in Tibet in an attempt to destroy
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the Tibetans as a religious group, and that such acts are the
acts of genocide, independently of any conventional obli-
gation.”16 The ICJ cited four key evidentiary findings in
support of their contention of religious-based genocide in
Tibet at that time: (1) Chinese refusal to permit adherence
to or practice of Buddhism inTibet; (2) Systematic Chinese
efforts to eradicate religious belief in Tibet; (3) Killing of
religious figures; and (4) Forcible transfer of large numbers
of Tibetan children out of their homeland in order to
prevent them from acquiring a religious upbringing.

Today, the Chinese state permits only a superficial adher-
ence to Tibetan Buddhism and remains committed to
its eradication through a combination of incentives and
coercion. Its near-term goal, through control of and re-
education in themonasteries is to ensure that “[T]he prac-
tice of Tibetan Buddhism must be harmonized with the
objectives of building modern Socialism in our country. . .
The adaptation of Tibetan Buddhism to Socialist society is
a matter of Tibetan Buddhism being conducive to and
adapting to thedevelopment of Socialist society, rather than
Socialist society adapting to Tibetan Buddhism.. .there is
no question of anymutual support on equal terms.”17 Reli-
gious figures continue to be subject to a range of sanctions
for stepping outside of the permitted range of religious
activities, including imprisonment, torture and disappear-
ance, as documented throughout this report.

While they are not being killed in the same numbers as
during the early decades of Chinese rule, religious leaders
are still being effectively silenced and disempowered by
the authorities. The emphasis on eliminating religious
instruction among children has shifted over time; the ear-
lier methods of forcibly removing children from their
homes have been replaced by incentives and regulatory
measures that encourage children toward a Chinese-style
education, while punishing them and their parents if chil-
dren are found to be participating in religious activities.
The consistency of the Chinese state’s attitude toward
Tibetan Buddhism is demonstrated in the shocking 2008
images from Ngaba of monks wearing signboards, being
paraded through town in an effort to humiliate revered
religious figures and intimidate the Tibetan public.
Tibetans’ long-termexposure to a ruling authority that has

consistently disparaged and tried to eradicate their most
cherished beliefs has understandably bred a sense of mis-
trust of and alienation from not only the Chinese authori-
ties, but also Chinese society.

At the same time, the highly contentious issue of Chinese-
defined autonomy versus Tibetan self-determination (i.e.
‘splittism’) serves as ameta-narrative forChinese cultural re-
pression. The failure of the Chinese party-state’s concep-
tion of autonomy to adequately address Tibetans’ desire for
self-determination, particularly as it relates to control over
their owncultural destiny, is at the cruxof this conflict. The
presentmix of cooptation and coercion the authorities are
using in Tibet is subtler than aerial bombardment of
monasteries, but it is rooted in the same fundamental dis-
dain for Tibetans’ religious beliefs and cultural preferences
that animated theCultural Revolution. The entire systemof
autonomy is predicated on a belief that the Chinese party-
state is better positioned to determine what aspects of
Tibetan culture are suitable to retain as part of itsmodern-
ization process in Tibet. Tibetans have chafed against this
system from the beginning and continue to be frustrated
by its constraints on their economic, political and cultural
rights. As China has deepened its direct economic and
political engagement in Tibet over time, the chasm
between its conception of autonomy and the aspirations
of the Tibetan people has only widened. It is no surprise
that themonkswhohave self-immolatedover thepast year
have used their dying breaths to call for both the return of
the Dalai Lama and freedom for Tibetans, and that the
ultimate crime that Tibetans are charged with when they
express their desire for greater freedoms is ‘splitting the
nation.’

It is precisely, and justifiably, in this context that the Dalai
Lamahas invoked the term ‘cultural genocide’ in describing
the situation in Tibet. The fact that China’s relentless
assault onTibetan culture has failed towipe it out entirely
or turn it into a commoditizedmuseumculture is primarily
due to the tenacity and cultural resilience of the Tibetan
people. They have fought against andworked aroundChi-
nese efforts to control Tibetan culture, and remain the true
authors of its authentic future despite their tenuous posi-
tion. While the dynamic of repression and resistance has
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created and exacerbated tensions between theTibetan and
Chinese peoples, this is not the pre-determined outcome
for these two societies. There is a different,mutually bene-
ficial path that is possible for both theChinese andTibetan
peoples, but it will require a fundamental re-evaluation of
China’s present approach inTibet. This re-evaluationmust
start with seeing Tibetans’ demands for cultural self-deter-
mination, including as it relates to Tibetan Buddhism and
the Dalai Lama, not as something to be drummed out of
them, but rather as critical elements of the way forward.

Responding to the Real Danger
of Cultural Genocide in Tibet

While the Chinese state ultimately bears responsibility
for the extreme cultural destruction it is perpetrating in
Tibet, the international community has a role to play in
addressing this situation and trying to move it onto a dif-
ferent trajectory. Both historical experience and China’s
emergence as apresumptive great power argue thatChina’s
cultural attack inTibet has global implications. This is clear
from theChineseparty-state’s use of an increasingly diverse
and sophisticated arrayof propaganda, legalistic, diplomatic
and economic tools to respond to and, increasingly,
pre-empt international criticisms of its policies and prac-
tices in Tibet. Yet criticisms, and international interest in
Tibet, persist and remain a serious challenge to China’s as-
pirations on the world stage. The international commu-
nity’s interests in the situation in Tibet cut across a variety
of issues, including but not limited to: ensuring respect for
international norms and legal standards, including pre-
vention of genocide and the protection of threatened
minorities; developing Chinese buy-in to internationally-
developed best practices across various fields of human
endeavor; and managing the various international diplo-
matic, economic, social and environmental challenges
created by China’s aspirations of great power status.

Tibetans have been subject to consistent discriminatory
practices under Chinese rule on the basis of their ethnic-
ity, religion andpolitical beliefs, andhave been relentlessly
targeted for bothofficial punishment and societal ostracism

based on expressions of those beliefs. The party-state has
engaged in a continual policy and propaganda effort that
characterizes Tibetan culture as backward and something
to be remediated through a state-directed modernization
process. Chinese policies and the results of implementa-
tion of these policies show a consistent disregard for
Tibetans’ human and cultural rights. These are notmerely
individual violations; rather, the Chinese state has clearly
targeted Tibetans as a group.

Acts of conventional genocidewere committed against the
Tibetans in the late 1950s and early 1960s, as the ICJ found
at the time. Since then, the level of cultural repression has
varied, but even in the best of times, has included very
serious forms of repression and destruction. Taken as a
whole, over the full period since theChinese invasion over
62 years ago, and certainly since 1959, theChinese policies
and actions in Tibet have consistently aimed at the
destruction of Tibetan culture, religion and identity of the
people in the interest of their assimilation into theChinese-
dominated state, with devastating results. In recent years,
especially since 2008, the repression has increased so
significantly, that, taken together with the destruction
that tookplace before that, it contains elements of cultural
genocide.

China’s intensifying repression of Tibetan culture comes
at a time that the Chinese state is attempting to expand
its own cultural power. China’s policies and practices in
the service of controlling Tibetan culture are wrapped in
the language of science and economic development, yet
ironically are often contrary to internationally accepted
standards and best practices identified by experts in the
areas of cultural preservation, poverty alleviation, treat-
ment of minorities and environmental protection. This
misuse of culture in pursuit of the Chinese Communist
Party’s political goals, and in contravention of best prac-
tices, has implications beyond Tibet. From Australia to
Zambia, China’s cultural influence is increasingly present,
and not always welcome. Concerns about the intentions
behind China’s cultural outreach arise in good measure
from unease about China’s authoritarian policies on
internal cultural issues.
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Theongoing controversy overChinese involvement in the
development of the Buddha’s birthplace in Lumbini,Nepal,
is both a worrying example of China’s growing influence
overNepal,which is home to approximately 20,000Tibetan
refugees as well as a substantial indigenous population
ethnically related to Tibetans, and a clear example of the
party-state’s appropriation of another country’s cultural
patrimony for its own, Tibet-related political purposes.
Chinese sources have offered upwards of $3 billion toward
the development of Lumbini into the world’s premier
Buddhist pilgrimage site and cultural center. XiaoWunan,
theChineseCommunist Partymember overseeing theproj-
ect, has claimed that the goalwas tobring together the three
main branches of Buddhism: Mahayana, Theravada and
Tibetan Buddhism; yet an Al Jazeera report on the project
noted that no one involvedwith it had spoken to theDalai
Lama, and suggested that part of China’s intention in
backing it was to undermine his role as a global Buddhist
leader.18

Likewise, China’s relentless propaganda efforts about Tibet
and Tibetan culture now extend far beyond the familiar
litany of benefits that Tibetans have received since the
foundingof the People’s Republic. TheChinese government
now sponsors a range of media efforts, exhibits and con-
ferences on Tibet to get its message out around the world,
while simultaneously limiting access to Tibet by inde-
pendent scholars, journalists anddiplomats, and otherwise
attempting to undermine and severely punish Tibetans
whoattempt to get information about the situation inTibet
to a broader audience. This propagandawar extends to both
crude rhetorical attacks on the Dalai Lama and intense
pressure on (including attempts at punishment of) gov-
ernments over meetings with him or permission for him
to travel to their countries, even for religious activities. Such
activities are an infringement on the sovereignty of these
states, and serve to further isolate the Tibetan people who
already struggle to make their voices heard through the
veil of Chinese distortion. As China seeks to expand its
influence, including through the exportation of a state-led
cultural outreach initiative, the underlying attitudes of the
Chinese party-state toward other cultures are increasingly
relevant beyond China’s borders.

Beyond the specific concerns around preservation of
Tibet’s unique culture, thenature ofChina’s attacks on this
culture raise serious concerns for thoseworking to prevent
mass atrocities. Experts in the fieldhave identified elements
of cultural genocide as pre-cursors tophysical, conventional
genocide, and policy-makers are increasingly recognizing
the links between cultural destruction and physical
destruction of a people. For those in the genocide preven-
tion and elimination field, China’s attack on culture in
Tibet should hold substantial interest as an important test
case for early warning systems that attempt to address
genocidal or pre-genocidal behavior.

In the years since the adoption of the Genocide Conven-
tion, the murderous rampages of authoritarian regimes
have provided some of the strongest arguments for ex-
panding the definition of genocide to include groups
targeted for their political beliefs or status. The scale ofmass
killing that characterized the early years of the People’s
Republic of China would undoubtedly meet the require-
ments of the conventional definition of genocide save one:
its political nature. Scholars who support inclusion of
political groupswithin the scope of genocide routinely cite
the extreme violence of the Cultural Revolution and the
man-made famineof theGreat LeapForward as compelling
evidence in support of their contention. But even those
scholars and investigatorswho reject political group geno-
cide find that the particular targeting of ethnic groups by
theChineseCommunist regime—including the treatment
of the Tibetans—may have qualified as genocidal.19

The evidence of previous genocidal behavior by the
Chinese state, and the presence of other indicators of a
pre-genocidal environment, should be sufficient to place
Tibet on the watch-list of those who monitor emergent
crises. The Chinese authorities clearly have failed in their
responsibility to protect the Tibetan people, and instead
have acted in a predatory and antagonistic fashion. The
ongoing self-immolations by Tibetans in Tibet, the hate
propaganda andmilitarized responses to them, are partic-
ularly strong indicators that this community is in crisis and
that the situation risks a rapid degradation. The Chinese
government’s virtual monopoly on information about
what is happening in Tibet at the moment makes moni-
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toring the situation there extremely difficult, but those
who are attempting to institutionalize the Responsibility
to Protect (R2P, see page 18) should be at the vanguard of
efforts seeking greater openness and accountability about
the present situation. Bringing the elements of cultural

genocide in Tibet into the broader discourse around R2P
and the prevention of atrocities can itself serve as an addi-
tional fulcrum for expanding the level of knowledge and
understanding about what is happening in what appears
to be a highly conflicted environment.

The Spanish Court and Universal Jurisdiction

Apair of ongoing cases in the Spanish courts has served tohighlight the relevance of Tibet to the global discourse
on genocide and accountability. These two lawsuits allegingChinese authorities have perpetrated crimes against
humanity in Tibet were filed in Spain under the principle of ‘universal jurisdiction.’ The lawyers who brought
themhave been able to keep the cases alive, despite tremendous pressure from the Chinese government to shut
them down.

Spain has become a focal point for the assertion of an individual state’s universal jurisdiction to hear cases
of crimes against humanity, including genocide, since a 1985 amendment to the SpanishCriminal Lawexplicitly
permitted its courts to pursue criminal cases where the criminal act occurred outside Spain, even if there was
no ‘local nexus’ with Spain as had previously been required.20 The first major test of this assertion of universal
jurisdiction arose when a group of progressive Spanish lawyers filed a lawsuit against Chilean dictator Augusto
Pinochet, and Judge Baltasar Garzon served an international arrestwarrant against him in 1988.While Pinochet
was never successfully prosecuted in Spain, commentators have noted that the application of universal jurisdic-
tion to his case paved theway for Pinochet’s eventual indictment inChile aswell as amore expansive reading of
states’ responsibility to prosecute crimes against humanity.21

The two Tibet lawsuits in the Spanish court were filed by José Elias Esteve Moltó, a Professor of International
Lawat theUniversity of Valencia, andAlanCantos of the SpanishTibet Support Committee (CAT). EsteveMoltó
and Cantos wanted to explore the mechanisms for holding the Chinese leadership accountable and seeking
justice for the Tibetan people that exist through international law.22 The first case, which was accepted by the
Spanish high court (Audencia Nacional) in 2005, charged Jiang Zemin and six other Chinese leaders with
genocide and crimes against humanity in Tibet.23 The second casewas filed in 2008, and charged current Chinese
leaders with crimes against humanity, including “a generalized and systematic attack against the Tibetan popu-
lation.. . since March 2008.”24 The second case was thrown out in 2010 following amendments reinstating the
requirement of a nexus with Spain for prosecution in Spanish courts. CAT’s appeal of this decision is pending.

The Chinese government has denounced both cases as inappropriate judicial action. In 2009, the Chinese
government sent the Spanish authorities a letter rejecting a judicial request forChinese officials to testify in court
in Madrid and demanded that the Spanish government block further investigation by the Audencia Nacional
into crimes against the Tibetan people, calling it a “false lawsuit.” The letter was the first written response from
the Chinese authorities since the two Tibet lawsuits were filed.25
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T hroughout more than six decades of Chinese
Communist rule in Tibet, an undeniable pattern
has emerged of repression, relative liberalization,

vigorous reassertion of cultural identity by Tibetans, and
renewed repression. Over time, each new cycle of repres-
sion has built on the structural bases of the previous cycle,
so that the intervening periods of liberalization have
become less significant, while the pressure on Tibetan
culture and identity continues to escalate. This pattern of
repression of Tibetan culture is rooted in the consistent
application of policies that privilege the Chinese party-
state’s interests over those of the Tibetan people. These
policies are, in turn, based on a set of ideological and
nationalistic principles that permeate the thinking of
Chinese leaders and have taken hold on a societal level.

Given the role thatChina is nowplaying andaspires toplay
in the world, these aspects of the Chinese Communist
Party’s character have serious implications beyond the
Tibetan context. Moreover, in view of the murderous
tendencies that the CCP has displayed throughout its
history, policies in Tibet that are driven by assimilationist
imperatives and characterized by dehumanization of
Tibetans are of global concern for those who wish to
prevent mass atrocities before they happen. Based on the
evidence presented in the earlier sections of this report, it is
evident that Chinese policies and practices in Tibet have
fallen dramatically short of the People’s Republic ofChina’s
international and domestic obligations as the self-declared
sovereign of the Tibetan people. TheChinese state has not
only failed in its responsibility to protect the Tibetan
people and their rights under Chinese and international
law, it has been the primary violator of those rights.

The presence of elements of cultural genocide in Tibet
ismost urgently about the fate of theTibetanpeople, but it
is also a matter of global concern. The potential loss that
this cultural destruction represents for humanity is signif-
icant and irreversible once it occurs. The international com-
munity must recognize the fact that this destruction is
happening at the hands of a nation that seeks to become a
great power with aspirations to shape global norms and

institutions. Finally, there is growing evidence that such
situations of cultural genocide represent a significant
marker on the continuum toward mass atrocities, provid-
ing an important opportunity for prevention. The Tibetan
people, from their highly vulnerable position under Chi-
nese rule, have consistently taken every opportunity to
assert their rights as the authentic arbiters of their own
culture and to reject Chinese cultural hegemony in Tibet.
Throughout Chinese Communist rule, the party-state has
jailed, beaten, tortured and killed Tibetans with impunity
for simple acts of standing up for their cultural identity.
Today, Tibetans continue to stand up to the vast and grow-
ing power of the Chinese state, and struggle through
religious practice, song, literature, protest and even self-
immolation to express their desire to define for themselves
what itmeans to beTibetan. They continue topay theprice
for standingup to theChinese state, facing imprisonment,
torture, deprivation and worse; yet they persevere. For
those who have less to lose in speaking out on behalf of
Tibetans, the deteriorating situation in Tibet and the
bravery of Tibetans who continue to resist must serve as
a call to action.

CONCLUSION
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A fundamentally new approach is warranted in
Tibet. There are both overarching recommenda-
tions of actions that theChinese government can

take to address their failed policies, as well asmore imme-
diate steps to alleviate tensions across the Tibetan plateau
and ensure the protection of Tibetan culture. To address
the core issues of cultural destruction in Tibet, ICT recom-
mends that Chinese authorities should:

• After engaging in immediate confidence building meas-
ures to address the current emergency in Tibetan areas,
work with the designated representatives of the Dalai
Lama to establish abroader andmore substantive dialogue
regarding the most serious current threats to Tibetan
culture, including Chinese policies on religious practice
and expression, education and language, in-migration by
non-Tibetans, and economic development.

• Conduct an independent assessment of existing policies,
legislation and regulations that negatively impact Tibetan
culture, utilizing international expertise and incorporat-
ing Tibetan participation. This review should focus on
both social and economic policy, as well as the various
provisions of lawandpolicy onadministrationofnational
autonomy, grasslands management, education, and the
environment.

• Establish a tripartite mechanism that includes Tibetan
representatives, Chinese representatives, and appropriate
international experts, including representatives of inter-
national (U.N.) agencies, to formworking groups on best
practices for: culturally and environmentally appropriate
economic development; cultural preservation; environ-
mental preservation; bilingual and minority education;
and autonomous self-government. Make the findings of
this effort public, andwork to adopt policies reflecting the
recommendations of theseworking groups.

• Reassess current security policies in response to unrest or
protest in Tibetan areas, andwhere possible permanently
draw down the security presence in Tibetan areas.

• Eliminate the practice of placing police and Party cadres
in monasteries and other religious institutions, and per-
mit self-management of these institutions by appropriate
religious authorities under regulations that are consistent
with international standards for protection of freedom
of religion.

•Work with appropriate international institutions, such
as the World Bank, Asian Development Bank, and the
UNDevelopment Program, to conduct independent, trans-
parent environmental, human development and human
rights impact assessments that meet international stan-
dards for current and planned infrastructure and major
industrial projects in Tibetan areas. Make the findings
public, and involve Tibetan communities in all phases of
the review and remediation processes.1

•Work with Tibetan communities and appropriate inter-
national bodies to develop a culturally appropriate strate-
gic plan for implementation in Tibet of the current
PRC-wide campaign to strengthen culture and expand
cultural production.

As immediate targeted steps to alleviate tensions inTibetan
areas, the Chinese authorities should:

•Withdrawpolice andother security forces fromallmonas-
teries andnunneries; suspendplans topermanentlyhouse
party cadres in monasteries and all ongoing patriotic
education campaigns; and initiate local dialogues with
Tibetan community and religious leaders on issues related
to security, access tomonasteries and the appropriate level
of official intervention in religiousmatters.

• In Lhasa and othermunicipalities, scale back the present,
heavily militarized security presence in favor of a more
community-oriented approach that respects the basic
rights of Tibetans.

• Stop rhetorical attacks and other propaganda efforts
directed against the Dalai Lama; accept the Dalai Lama’s
offer to engage in dialogue regarding the crisis of self-

RECOMMENDATIONS

For the Government of the People’s Republic of China:



60 YEARS OF CHINESE MISRULE • ARGUING CULTURAL GENOCIDE IN TIBET

146

immolations in Tibet; and provide opportunities for
affected communities in Tibet to hear the Dalai Lama’s
appeal for peace and an end to the self-immolations.

• Open access to all Tibetan areas for journalists, diplomats
—including special mechanisms of the U.N.—and other
investigative entities that can document the current
situation and assist in developing longer-term recom-
mendations for diffusing tension, and commit to perma-
nently reopening Tibet to foreign journalists.

• Undertake an urgent review of the cases of individuals
who have been arrested in all Tibetan areas on state
security charges since March 2008. Any cases where due
process violations are present should be subjected to
further review and rehearing as needed. Allegations of
torture or cruel, inhumanor degrading treatment should
be fully investigated and, if warranted, prosecuted.

• End formal or informal administrative and political bar-
riers for Tibetans to receive travel documents, including
both restrictions on internal travel formonks and current
practices related towithholding or delaying the issuance
of passports to Tibetans.

• Announce the suspension of State Administration for
Religious Affairs’ “State Order Number 5: Management
Measures for the Reincarnation of Living Buddhas in
Tibetan Buddhism,” which codifies the Chinese party-
state’s inappropriate assertion of control over the process
of recognition of reincarnate lamas; and announce a
moratorium on the promulgation of new legal and pol-
icy measures that repress Tibetan Buddhists’ right to
freedom of religious expression.

• Suspend major infrastructure projects in Tibetan areas
and impose a moratorium on settlement of Tibetan
nomads displaced bydevelopment or environmental pro-
tection initiatives, pending an independent assessment,
including legal review, of policies that require or produce
displacement or resettlement, loss of property rights or
forced slaughter of livestock.

• Suspend any initiative that reduces or eliminates Tibetan
language instruction in schools in Tibetan areas.

• End the targeted censorship ofTibetanwriters, performers
and other cultural actors, whether in print or electronic
media, particularly the targeting of Tibetan vernacular
cultural expression.

• Suspend any construction or development project that
would result in the destruction or damage of Tibetan
historic sites, including but not limited to monasteries,
stupas,maniwalls, andwell-preserved examples of classic
Tibetan architecture. Ensure that any new construction
in Tibetan areas is undertaken with genuine input from
Tibetans on the architectural motifs and construction
techniques that are appropriate to the area.

• Enforcehousehold registration requirements that prevent
non-Tibetans fromchanging their household registration
to Tibetan autonomous areas. Suspend all programs and
projects that include an element of recruitment or relo-
cation of non-Tibetans to Tibetan autonomous areas
pending further review for necessity and appropriateness
of the proposed in-migration.
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The Dalai Lama has often noted that the loss of Tibetan
culture is not only a loss for the Tibetan people but also a
loss for the whole world. Part of encouraging a different
approach in Tibet is the international community’s con-
tinued insistence that the present approach is not only
misguided but remains a fundamental barrier to China’s
global leadership aspirations. As such, the International
Campaign forTibetmakes the following recommendations
onhow the international community and individual states
can address the elements of cultural genocide in Tibet:

• Concerned governments should take immediate joint
action to persuade the government of the People’s Repub-
lic of China of the need to cease those policies and prac-
tices which are heightening inter-communal tensions in
Tibet.

• Concerned governments should recognize that the situa-
tion in Tibet constitutes an ongoing pattern of gross and
systematic violations of human rights targeting the
Tibetan culture, religion and identity in ways that both
reveal elements of cultural genocide and present risk
factors for conventional genocide if not adequately
addressed. Governments should use this language in
general comments as well as in their interventions with
Chinese officials.

• Individual governments should coordinate their efforts
with other like-minded countries and support each other
in explicitly callingon theChinese government to address
those policies towardTibetan areas that are the root cause
of ongoing tensions, and that threaten theunique culture,
religion and identity of the Tibetan people. Specific refer-
ence to and emphasis on Chinese policies that harm
Tibetan culture, religion and identity should be included
routinely in governments’ statements on the situation in
Tibet, in both bilateral andmultilateral contexts.

• Particularly, the United States’ Special Coordinator for
Tibetan Issues should work with the U.S. government’s
new interagency Atrocities Prevention Board to ensure
that the situation in Tibet is on their watch-list. The
Special Coordinator’s office should serve as the focal point

for collecting information and monitoring the situation
in Tibet, as well as for U.S. diplomatic efforts to get like-
minded countries to engage in coordinated action on
this issue.

• The major donor governments, including the European
Commission, should maintain and, where possible,
expand targeted programmatic assistance for Tibetans,
including: support for Tibetan-language media; support
for sustainable, culturally appropriate development
assistance to Tibetan communities; educational and cul-
tural exchange and development programs targeted to
Tibetans, both in Tibet and in exile; support to stabilize
theTibetan refugee community, particularly inNepal; and
regular dialogue with authentic Tibetan representatives,
including but not limited to the electedKalonTripa of the
Central Tibetan Administration and the Dalai Lama and
his representatives. Donors should establish legally bind-
ing project principles to govern official development
assistance carried out in Tibetan areas.2

• Individual bilateral partners should take steps to include
Tibetans in their general educational, cultural and devel-
opment activities in China. This could include, for exam-
ple: expanded opportunities for Tibetan scholars, artists,
writers andperformers to participate in cultural exchange
and scholarship activities; a targeted level of Tibetan par-
ticipation in relevant meetings, exchanges and delega-
tions; and inclusion of Tibetan perspectives in bilateral
dialogues with China on human rights, the rule of law,
the environment, health care, education and other issues
relevant to the situation in Tibet.

• Concerned countries should specifically task their em-
bassies and consulates to expand their outreach toTibetan
communities and monitoring of the situation in Tibet,
includingbymaintaining a specific actionofficer onTibet
in the embassy’s political section. Specifically, theUnited
States should vigorously pursue its long-stated goal of
establishing a consulate in Lhasa. Drawing on the U.S.
initiative, the EU and others should begin negotiations
with China on establishing consulates in Lhasa.

For Other Governments and the International Community:
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• Diplomats, including representatives of multilateral
organizations, and journalists should continue seeking
access to all Tibetan areas until it is granted, based on the
principle of reciprocity bywhich Chinese diplomats and
journalists presently enjoy relatively open access and
unrestricted travel in the countrieswhere they are posted.

• The various thematic agencies and organs of the United
Nations—including the UN Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the UN Development
Program (UNDP), the UN Environmental Program
(UNEP), the Economic and Social Commission for Asia
and the Pacific (ESCAP), the International Fund for Agri-
cultural Development (IFAD), treaty bodies for various
human rights instruments, and the UN Human Rights
Council and its special mechanisms—should undertake
specific initiatives to address the relevant aspects of
cultural repressionwithin theirmandates.

• The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (OECD)’s Development Assistance Committee
(DAC) should add a new Tibet pillar to its current China-
DAC Study Group to discuss with Chinese counterparts
the application in Tibetan contexts of: best practices in
the area of community based and participatory models

of development for minorities—including issues such
as minority education, language policies and cultural
preservation; and international best practices in the areas
of environmental preservation and restoration, grasslands
management and eco-tourism.

• Foreign private investors in Tibet shouldmake a specific
effort to adopt global best practices, looking beyond the
technical requirements of local laws to comply with
emerging global values and expectations of socially
responsible investor behavior. Investors should refer
to the guidelines on economic development activities
inTibet developedby theCentral TibetanAdministration
(copies available upon request by contacting ecodesk@
gov.tibet.net).

1 In addition to these general recommendations, ICT also refers policymakers to specific recommendations dealing with Tibetan livelihoods
and resettlement in ICT’s report, Tracking the Steel Dragon, pp. 251–254 (2008).

2 See, e.g., the project principles for Tibetan areas articulated in theTibetan PolicyAct of 2002, Section 616, Public Law107–228 (signed into law
September 30, 2002), available at:www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/PLAW.../pdf/PLAW-107publ228.pdf.
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