Nomads of Western Tibet Follow-up Study 

(funded by The Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research, 2005-06).

The proposed project is designed to address a major question in the anthropological literature on nomadic pastoralism in Tibet (the Tibet Autonomous Region of China), namely, the impact of major economic and social changes on nomadic society and pastoral subsistence. Using a diachronic, case study, research design, the project will conduct the first longitudinal investigation of how different nomad families in a nomad community have adapted to change over the past two decades with regard to traditional nomadic culture and values, social organization, economics and pastoral management. 

Nomadic Pastoralism is one of the important modes of production in the anthropological record (Relethford  2004, p.383), and among the five major pastoral zones in the Old World (Barfield 1993), Tibetan nomadic pastoralism is the least well understood.  The Tibetan Plateau is also one of the world’s last thriving pure nomadic pastoral areas where the pastoralists raise no supplementary crops, as well as one of the few pastoral areas where nomadic pastoralists continue to inhabit the areas they traditionally occupied millennia ago (Goldstein and Beall 1990a). Tibet also is distinctive in that the well known declines in pastoralism seen in Africa and the Middle East (Galaty, Aronson and Salzman.1981) did not begin in Tibet until recently. Now, however, state sponsored programs of change in Tibet raise fundamental questions about the future of the nomadic pastoral way of life on the Tibetan Plateau (Miller 1999a). 

Major economic reforms in nomad areas in Tibet occurred only in 1969-70 when pastoral communes were created. At that time, private ownership of animals ended, although nomads continued to live in tents and move their animals in accordance with seasonal changes in vegetation. Communes lasted until the start of the 1980s when they were disbanded and the commune’s animals distributed to all members. Nomad households again became the basic unit of production as they had been traditionally (Goldstein and Beall 1989, 1990, Miller 1999a).  
In the years immediately following decollectivization, many important changes associated with China’s new economic modernization policy began to impact the nomads. The state monopoly over purchasing and marketing ended, and over the past twenty five years, there has been extensive road construction, widespread use of trucks for transportation and trade, cash replacing barter trade and increasing commercialization and economic differentiation (Goldstein and Beall 1990; Levine 1998, Liu Yimin 2002).  

In addition, beginning around 1990, the state specifically targeted Tibetan nomads with a nomad modernization program, first in the ethnic Tibetan areas of Qinghai Province and then in Sichuan and Tibet itself. This state-sponsored nomad modernization program was premised on the belief that the nomads’ traditional system of management was inefficient, irrational and destructive of the grasslands, and sought to replace it with a modern “scientific” animal husbandry system that includes privatizing pasturelands, installing barbed wire fences around pastures and greater  nomad sedentarization. The intent of this program was to transform the tent dwelling nomadic pastoralists into something akin to sedentary commercial livestock ranchers. Implementation of these policies has been increasing in intensity and scope over the past decade, and most observers believe Tibetan nomadic pastoralism to be in crisis (Banks et. al. 2003, Goldstein 1996, Horlemann 2002, Harris 2002, Levine 1998, Meinderscheid 1998, 2001, 2002, Miller 1999b; Naess et. al. 2004, Wu 1997, Wu and Richard 1999.). 

In one sense, this crisis on the Tibetan grasslands is but the latest instance of the worldwide decline of nomadic pastoralism mentioned earlier (Galaty et al. 1981), but in another sense, the Tibetan situation is different. Unlike pastoralists in Africa and the Middle East, pastoralists in Tibet are not threatened by the expansion of farming because the Tibetan nomads’ environment is too high in altitude for farming to thrive. Thus, the nomads have been, and still are, insulated from competition from other subsistence modes. In addition, the Chinese state is actually seeking to enhance, not end, animal husbandry production. From the state’s perspective, animal husbandry is an important economic system because it represents the only viable use for the vast grasslands of the Tibetan plateau that occupy half of Tibet’s landmass. Consequently, the threat to Tibetan nomadic pastoralism represents a somewhat different process of change and adaptation than that previously seen in the other major pastoral zones of the world. 

However, it is not clear how these various forces of change are actually playing out at the local level in Tibet. The literature on Tibetan nomads has made a good beginning in identifying important dimensions of the problem, but it is scanty and we do not have the detailed data we need to understand the extent and rate of change there, let alone more sophisticated investigation of differential adaptation within and between communities. As one of the most knowledgeable observers of Tibetan nomads has written, there is a surprising dearth of objective fieldwork-based data (Miller 1999a). 

The small literature on Tibetan nomads has focused primarily on programmatic issues such as the state’s grassland policy, the efficacy of different pasture management systems, the economic rationality of traditional pastoral strategies, and on animal production and pasture degradation (Banks et. al. 2003, Goldstein 1996, Horlemann 2002, Harris 2002, Levine 1998, Liu, 2002, Meinderscheid 1998, Miller 1999a, 1999b; Wu and Richard 1999.)  This literature is informative, albeit very general, and raises important questions as to whether the state’s nomad modernization policy may inadvertently destroy the grassland environment rather than preserve it. This literature has called for greater understanding and use of traditional nomad systems of management, and tried to demonstrate the efficacy of this traditional system to policy makers. (Banks et. al 2003, Harris 2002, Levine 1999, Meinderscheid 1998, Miller 1999b; Wu and Richard 1999). 

The socio-cultural impact of these changes on nomad society has received far less attention. A few studies have usefully focused on economic and social change and shown both positive adaptations and negative changes (Clarke 1998, Gelek 2002, Gelek and Miao 2002, Goldstein and Beall 1989, 1990a, 1990b, Levine 1998b, 1999, Liu 2002), but these are limited for several reasons, particularly that they are all synchronic, and, with the exception of Goldstein and Beall, all relatively recent. Consequently, it is very difficult to assess what has changed and the degree to which different categories of households have experienced these changes differently.

We suggest that what is missing in the literature on Tibetan nomadic pastoralism are data based on longitudinal studies that compare current data against one or more baselines. This project will make an important initial step toward filling this gap by conducting the first diachronic study of change in pastoral Tibet. Using as a main baseline our previous research conducted 18-19 years ago with a nomad group living in Western Tibet (1986, 1987-88 [and short visits in 1995 and 2000]), we propose to return to this same group in July-August 2005 to conduct follow-up research. The new data to be collected will allow us to measure the direction and magnitude of change for the community as a whole as well as for different categories of households. In sum, it will provide the first detailed investigation of how the forces of change and modernization among nomadic pastoralists have played out at the local level in Tibet.  

3.  Evidence/Methods―― The study will be conducted in July and August 2005, in Pala, a typical Tibetan nomadic pastoral group located about 200 miles west of Lhasa at altitudes between 15,000-17,000’. The study sample will include all household in Pala. In 1987, there were 57 households and 265 people living in nine dispersed camps. Data will be collected during stays in each camp. The nomad’s administrative center will also be visited to discuss current and future policies and examine records. 

Collecting data equivalent to that collected during the baseline study is a key objective. The project, therefore, will use the same combination of qualitative and quantitative methods used previously to accomplish this. This will permit in-depth comparisons between the same households and individuals.  In addition, new issues that have arisen since the previous study will also be examined (for example, amount of fencing owned), as will new households established since the baseline. Three basic methods will be utilized: ethnographic methods, survey methods and direct measurements.

Survey methods: In each camp site, a basic household survey paralleling the one done in 1986 will be administered in the Tibetan language to every household. This survey will elicit data on 1. human demography including household composition, fertility, mortality, family planning, education, health and religious practices. 2.  herd demography and herding cooperative units. 3. household economics including income, expenditures, ownership of material goods, production yields, livestock sale, division of labor, non-farm labor.


Ethnographic methods: Systematic in-depth, open ended interviews with adults of both sexes will be conducted to elicit an emic perspective on changes in the community and in their households. This was the key method in the original study and will also be the key method for investigating how the nomads have adapted to change over the past two decades with regard to traditional nomadic culture and values, social organization, economics and pastoral management. Members of the senior and junior generations will be interviewed with regard to both general patterns and the specific circumstances of their own households. This will be supplemented with informal interviewing and participant observation.  General themes to be extracted from the interviews include:  1. influences of the state; 2. influences of the market; 3. changes in factors such as household composition, social organization, kinship, gender and intergenerational relations; 4. household economics and household pastoral management including income disparities, poverty, indebtedness, emic an etic measures of economic status; 5. community organization and leadership; 6. Cultural practices and attitudes including dress, housing, religion, rituals, language, education

Direct measurement methods:  Direct measurement will be collected for a series of parameters collected at baseline including: 1. pastoral production such as milk and butter (daily weighings); 2.  human nutritional status (height, weight, skinfolds) and diet (direct weighing of daily intake for calculating calorie and nutrient intake; variety of foods consumed). This will be an important measure of economic status and change. 

In addition, an important issue the project will investigate is the claim that pasture degradation is increasing rapidly. The most serious form of pasture erosion is called “black beach,” and involves the destruction of the top layer of sod. It is striking and visible in photographs. Our approach to address the claim of expanding black beach is to ask the nomads and their local leaders about changes in a series of specific pasture areas that receive heavy, moderate and light grazing and then compare these pasture sites with photographs of the same areas we made at during the baseline study.  GPS measurements will be taken of these sites so that future follow-up studies can quickly identify them.

