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FOREWORD xi

mordantly, sometimes desperately, call for the preservation of Tibetan
culture, even if they have to concentrate on such relatively neutral topics
as language and secular folklore, and cannot mention more contentious
aspects of religion, let alone Tibetan nationalism.

As Thurston makes clear, zurza has continued, sometimes more and
sometimes less humorously, to be a channel for social critique and on
occasion for understandable social resentment. But hilarious as it some-
times is, zurza always has a serious purpose. We see no examples as non-
sensical as “Who’s on First?” or Gracie’s Allen’s malapropisms. Absurdity
abounds, but frivolity is absent. Every dialogue, skit, and rap is about
a social problem of some sort. In contemporary Amdo, comedy and
laughter exist not so much in spite of repressive politics but because of it.
Where direct critiques might be dangerous, the indirection embodied in
zurza takes advantage of its own ambiguity (and of course of its frequent
hilariousness) to serve a serious purpose of saying what needs to be said
but cannot be said in plain words. While zurza brings levity into the lives
of the audience and gives direction to the creative impulses of the writers
and performers, that is an extra benefit, a psychological uplift in dark
times and an indicator of the strength of character of people who are, as
we know, living under an oppressive regime. The important thing is to
be able to criticize.

As Thurston also recognizes, not all overseas audiences will appreciate
the ways in which creative comedians and writers deal with oppression
through satire. Some will see the situation in Tibet as so dire as not to
admit anything humorous. But people living there have little choice.
And Tim Thurston shows us this through his meticulous scholarship
and infectious sympathy for those of whom he writes. We are proud to
present Satirical Tibet as the twenty-sixth volume of Studies on Ethnic
Groups in China.






A Note
on Language,
Methodology,
and Ethics

The chapters of this book open us onto a complex Tibetan world featur-
ing multiple ethnic groups, languages, dialects, and registers. In order
to convey concepts, performances, and people “on their own terms,” I
have favored many Chinese and Tibetan terms over imperfect English
equivalents. In some instances, I have provided English translations fol-
lowed by Tibetan and/or Chinese originals in parentheses. Some terms,
like the names of administrative units (counties, prefectures, provinces,
etc.) have both Chinese and Tibetan equivalents; others are specifically
Tibetan. Some of the Tibetan terms are common across dialects and have
accepted written forms; others are specific to the Amdo dialect and have
no commonly accepted written form. This complicated situation means
that T have spent far too much time considering how best to portray these
terms in a way that is accessible to readers but also does justice to the
communities and the individuals. There are no easy answers, and surely
someone will be disappointed. If someone is to be disappointed, though,
I would rather it be the readers than the people who kindly shared with
me their time, food, tea, liquor, experiences, knowledge, and dreams.
These speakers deserve to be read and heard in their words, their lan-
guage, and their culture.

Chinese terms are relatively straightforward; they are also in the
minority. I use the pinyin romanization system for all such terms and
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mark these terms with “Ch.” For example, when describing the 1950s
ethnic identification projects, I write: “ethnic identification” (Ch. minzu
shibie). Where Tibetan terms are involved, however, this commitment
to the words of my interlocutors presents at least two immediate difficul-
ties. First, there is no commonly accepted system for rendering Amdo
Tibetan speech with the Latin alphabet. The most common romaniza-
tion systems render Tibetan based on either normative pronunciations
of the Lhasa dialect or the Tibetan writing system. Neither of these
really makes sense. A book about Amdo—a region of northeastern Ti-
bet now split between modern-day Qinghai, Sichuan, and Gansu, pos-
sessing a range of dialects largely unintelligible to Tibetans from other
regions—can hardly employ a romanization based on the Lhasa dialect,
like the Tibetan and Himalayan Library’s Online Tibetan Phonetics
Converter. The Extended Wylie Transliteration System (see Anton-Luca
2006), while dialect neutral, portrays words and concepts as they are
written in Tibetan. This would solve the problem of dialect but yields
unwieldy consonant clusters that some English-speaking readers may
find off-putting.

If neither of these, then what? The best solution I have found is to
render Tibetan names and terms in the body of the text in something
resembling the Amdo Tibetan pronunciation based on how I, as an
American from Ohio, hear them. Because the comedians, rappers, and
tradition bearers with whom I spoke are primarily from pastoral com-
munities, I especially privilege pronunciations from their subdialects.
In cases where I am trying to make a specific linguistic point, I have
also included Tibetan script in parentheses immediately following the
romanized term. For longer quotations of Tibetan texts, I have placed
English translations and Tibetan script together. After all, any book
about modern Tibetan cultural production and language’s important
role in this can hardly proceed by erasing Tibetan language.

I have made two major exceptions to this practice. For proper nouns
sufficiently well known to my expected English-speaking audience to
have other popularly accepted romanizations, I have used the more
common ones, even where they differ from the Amdo Tibetan pronun-
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ciation. For example, I have written the name of the Central Tibetan
region “U-Tsang” instead of the Wylie Dbus (or dBus) gisang or the Amdo
pronunciation of Wetsang. Additionally, if a living person has expressed
a particular preference for how to write their name in English, I have
followed that. Comedian-poet-actor-director Shidé Nyima, for example,
uses this spelling when writing his name with the Latin alphabet, though
I might render it differently if trying to faithfully replicate some Amdo
dialects. Failing specific requests, I have rendered names phonetically as
I heard them. The Tibetan script for personal names and specific terms
can be found in the glossary.

Rendering Tibetan script throughout the text should not be off-put-
ting. For a book about Tibet, it is little different than including Greek
scriptin a text about Greece, except that a Western reader’s eyes are less
accustomed to it. The same applies to Chinese characters. Meanwhile, in
a moment in which we seek to recognize and be transparent about the
construction of knowledge, there is a strong decolonizing argument that
my interlocutors be heard as well as possible and on their own terms.
This will help to ensure that speakers’ words can be examined and that
my own interventions and decisions are more available to readers.

Having made this decision, my second immediate difficulty is that,
despite a few attempts at writing in Tibetan “vernacular” (some of which
are mentioned in this book), there remain few commonly accepted
ways of writing colloquial Tibetan. The conventions in this book follow
those I have seen employed in textbooks, scripts, and vernacular liter-
ature. Where Tibetan performances quoted derive from poetry, comic
scripts, and other written documents, I have replicated the spelling in
the originals. For transcriptions of oral performances for which I have no
scripts, the Tibetan provided represents my best efforts to render specific
features of the Amdo dialect’s grammar, often in collaboration with Ti-
betans from the region. A nonexhaustive list of some conventions would
include verb aspect markers like ki/gi (ﬁ or 5“) for the present tense, tha
(89) for completed actions, and ni re (%’iﬁ]) for the simple past aspect.
The following phrase from “Gesar’s Horse Herder” (the performance
discussed in chapter 4) illustrates this approach:



XVi NOTE ON LANGUAGE, METHODOLOGY, ETHICS

In my opinion there’s a lot that you don’t know.
RN RPN BN Ay F A

This one sentence illustrates many of the concerns and interventions
unique to the Amdo dialect. Here, the syllable no (5?) is used as a nom-
inalizer (Dpal ldan bkra shis 2016, 540) to construct the relative clause
“what I’'m talking about.” The syllable \@N‘ is the second-person pronoun
(locally pronounced cho) with the agentive particle affixed, rendering
the new pronunciation chee, creating the subject of the verb “to know.”
The final two syllables of the phrase, mang gi (B\IR'E]), join a single syllable
adjective mang ‘many’ with gi, which in Dpal 1dan bkra shis’s (2016, 48)
terminology is the “reportive mood,” used by a speaker to report what
the speaker thinks to be the case. Most of these features are specific to
the Amdo dialect. At the same time, the verb “to speak” has a commonly
accepted spelling, and I preserve this even though it differs from the
pronunciation.

Toponyms and names for administrative units and government media
companies present further problems. With both Tibetan and Chinese
names, I have chosen to use Tibetan pronunciations for cities, towns,
counties, and prefectures, Chinese pinyin in parentheses at the first
usage, and characters in the glossary.

Due to the very real potential for political fallout associated with any
study of China’s ethnic minority populations, I have done my utmost to
protect the identities of my consultants. Most interviews were conducted
in Tibetan, and only rarely in English or Chinese at the interviewee’s
preference. If done in English or Chinese, I have marked the quotes
as such at the end of the quotation. Under the terms of IRB protocol
2012B0466, and due to the potentially sensitive nature of the project, I
transcribed all interviews myself, without the aid of a research assistant.
Allinterviews were conducted in spaces chosen by the interviewee, often
teahouses or cafés. As such, there were certain segments of conversations
that were difficult to understand. These indistinct portions are marked
with question marks. Any mistakes in the transcription and translation
are entirely my own.
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It should also be noted that, due to the scope of this thesis and the
regional nature of its analysis, I have sometimes generalized based on the
informed opinions of my interlocutors. I am fully aware of the dangers
of overgeneralization, but, over the course of countless conversations
throughout the region, I have come to believe that the views contained
in their responses are representative of those held by many (especially
lay) Tibetans in Amdo.

The selection of interlocutors was limited to my own networks and
my own ability to meet people. They are overwhelmingly male, first-gen-
eration-urban Tibetans who, when asked about their home areas, are
more likely to say the name of a county in the Tibetan countryside than
the provincial capital of Ziling, in which most of the interviewees live.
I also conducted interviews with people from a variety of areas in the
countryside.

Most of my interviewees are bilingual in Amdo Tibetan and some
form of Chinese; some are trilingual. Their opinions, and my subsequent
deductions, certainly do not reflect the experience or opinions of every
person on the plateau. To wit, there is a small—but growing—population
of one-and-a-half- and second-generation urbanites who are unable or
unwilling to speak Tibetan, and not as concerned with the issues being
articulated here. I conducted no formal interviews with such people, as
they admitted no interest in these performances, due to their inability
to understand both the language and the content.
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Conclusion
The Irrepressible
Trickster

In late 2019, concerns about a mystery illness emanating from Wuhan
gradually morphed into a full-blown pandemic reaching all corners of
the globe: covip-19 needs no introduction. As the movement of goods
and people around the world ground to a halt, increasing amounts of
human interaction and creativity moved online and into digital spaces.
Tibetan interactions were no different, with China’s zero-coviIp policy
limiting travel even within the country more seriously than was done
in many parts of the rest of the world. There was, in fact, no guarantee
that a person would be allowed out of their homes even just to buy ne-
cessities. People might find that one day they could do their shopping
in the local market, and the next a neighbor’s positive test might result
in their entire apartment complex going into lockdown, with little indi-
cation of when they might be able to leave. Everything from education
to traditional performances moved into online spaces as people turned
to digital spaces to transmit culture and maintain bonds of sociality at
a distance.

Comedians and other cultural producers quickly rose to meet shared
challenge by creating new works to entertain online audiences and
(sometimes) to assist in efforts to fight the new virus.! Namlha Bum
(mentioned in chapter 1), sometimes called “Daddy Cheche” after one
of his most famous roles, starred in a series of short videos in which he
selfishly bumbles about town, overlooking many of the new regulations
of the coviD-19 era in the process. The series, entitled “Daddy Cheche’s









Notes

Introduction

1. See Rea (2015) for more on humor’s quotidian subversion of grand narra-
tive.

2. For more on the politics of ethnic identification in Tibetan groups who
are now considered Tibetan, see Kolds and Thowsen (2005, 39-41) and Upton
(2000). Sometimes more political than scientific, many of those now clas-
sified as Tibetan speak what Roche and Suzuki (2018) call minority Tibetan
languages, some of which are classified as non-Tibetic. Groups like the Prmi,
meanwhile, are classified as Tibetan in Sichuan but are given their own ethnic
classification status in Yunnan (Harrell 1996, 279).

3. For more on the Hui, see Gladney (1987a, 1987b, 1996, 2004, 120-75 and
282-311), Hillman (2004), and Cooke (2008a, 2008b).

4. For further reading on the Tu, see Limusishiden and Jugui (2010), Limu-
sishiden and Stuart (1995, 2010), Limusishiden (2011), Stuart and Limusishiden
(1994), Limusishiden and Roche (2017), Roche (2011, 2014), Roche and Wen
(2013), Wang, Zhu, and Stuart (1995), Zhu and Stuart (1996), Slater (2003),
Wen (2010), and Zhu, Qi, and Stuart (1997).

5. For some resources on the Salars, see Dwyer (2007), Ma and Stuart
(1996), Ma, Ma, and Ma (1993), and Goodman (2008).

6. See, for example, Roche (2016), Khan (1996), Diemberger (2007), Bulag
(2000, 2003), and Wallenbock (2016).

7. See also Pema Bhum’s 2001 memoir.

1. Dokwa

1. For more on the harvesting and sale of caterpillar fungus, see Sulek (2019).

2. My thanks to Tsering Samdrup, both for assistance with some of the earth-
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ier translations in this chapter and for pointing out how these names also can
tell much about the characters and their social histories.

3. For more on Tibetan proverbs more generally, see Tournadre and Robin
(2006), Serenson and Erhard (2013a, 2013b), Lhamo Pemba (1996), and Pirie
(2006, 2009, 2012, 2013). For a discussion of the social uses of proverbs, partic-
ularly in mediating conflict in Amdo, see Pirie (2009, 2013).

4. This includes wedding speeches and “praises of place,” as well as a variety
of smaller speeches. For more on Tibetan oratory, see Thurston (2012, 2019),
Thurston and Caixiangduojie (2016), Tshe dbang rdo rje, Anton-Luca, and Stu-
art (2009), and Blo brtan rdo rje and Stuart (2008).

5. For more or riddles and tongue twisters in Amdo, see Blo brtan rdo rje,
Stuart, and Roche (2009).

6. These sung traditions have regionally specific tunes that differentiate the
genres. There are also other conventions associated with these forms. For ex-
ample, throughout most of Amdo, it is taboo to sing love songs in front of op-
posite-gender relatives, but in at least one area of Tsekhog County, Huangnan
Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, boys may sing them in the presence of their
grandmothers. In one village in Rebgong, meanwhile, villagers cover their faces
so as to perform them alongside villagers of the opposite sex during the Luroo
harvest festival. For more, see Rossi (1992) and Anton-Luca (2002).

7. Also known as a padmaraga sapphire, these are pink stones.

8. I have slightly amended this from the original, to conform with spellings
used in this book and those that I have seen used most frequently. This includes
rendering the English name as Uncle Tonpa (instead of Uncle Dunba, which
is closer to the Amdo dialect pronunciation), and W[’Q%‘/Bi?l] instead of '@
|

9. It is worth pointing out that Tibet was not quite as isolated as this may
portray. Tuttle (2005) shows the important role Tibetan Buddhist leaders
played in helping to shape modern China. This is indicative of the long-standing
political and cultural exchange between Han and Tibetan communities that pre-
dates the establishment of the People’s Republic. Additionally, Tibetan culture
owes much to Indian, Nepali, and Mongolian influences as well. Others have
pointed out how some of the hallmarks of modernity, including an emphasis on
scientific examination and rational human agency, also began to appear in Ti-
betan communities much earlier than the twentieth century (Gyatso 2011, 8-9).

10. McDougall notes that there are multiple published versions of the “Talks,”
and that at least some contain edited or alternative versions. For this selected



NOTES 163

passage, McDougall’s translation omits the phrase “No, satire is always neces-

sary” and includes a note that some versions add it (McDougall 1980, 81 n235).

2. Khashag

1. This script uses some unorthodox spellings for Amdo dialect colloquial-
isms. I have kept the spellings in the written script that I have.

2. Shuji and mishu are both commonly translated as “secretary” but refer to
two very different positions within China’s government. The former refers to
the highest-ranking official —the party secretary—of a given area. The latter is
more akin to the Western term in that it refers to the shuji’s personal secretary,
who also is his protégé, which can be a significant inroad to advancement in the
government (Li 2015).

3. This represents an indigenously Tibetan way of organizing cultural knowl-
edge. The five greater cultures or sciences are “arts and crafts,” medicine, gram-
mar, logic, and Buddhist doctrinal studies. The five lesser sciences are poetry,
synonymy, rhetoric, drama, and astronomy.

4. This refers to traditional Tibetan woodblock-printed books, which are
read horizontally on the long side.

5. All of the quotations in this section taken from the edition in Dondrup
Jya’s collected works (see Don grub rgyal [1980] 1997).

6. Bud Abbott and Lou Costello, known primarily by their surnames, were
an American comedic duo active between 1935 and 1957. Working across radio,
television, and film, they were among the most famous such performers of the
period. See Miller (2000, 5-28) for an introduction to the pair, with a particular
emphasis on their horror-comedies.

7. See Don grub rgyal (1997) for the original text.

8. See Don grub rgyal ([1984] 1997) for the original text.

9. Virtanen (2008, 243; 2011, §1) very briefly discusses this performance but
spends a much greater portion of her studies on his stories and poetry. This
omission is not limited to the Western Tibetological field. Sprel nag pa rig ’dzin
grags ldan’s (2009) edited volume of studies related to Dondrup Jya includes
thirty essays dedicated to the author’s literature, but not one discusses “Study-
ing Tibetan.” These examples comprise only a fraction of those on Dondrup
Jya, but they should be enough to illustrate the tendency to overlook “Studying
Tibetan” when examining his opus.

10. Link (2010, 58) argues that the term crosstalk, most commonly used to
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translate the Chinese xiangsheng (literally “face and voice”) (as in Thurston

2013 and Link 1984), is in fact a mistranslation, and that “the term might best

be rendered as “comedians’ routines.” That said, “crosstalk,” as a descriptive of
the major dynamic of the art, may be a more commonly used term in popular
discourse. Chinese historians date the term xiangsheng to the Qing dynasty (Sun
2007, 2). For more on the history of xiangsheng in general, see Wang, Wang,
and Teng (2011). For Western studies of xiangsheng since 1949, see Link (1984),
Moser (1990), Kaikkonen (1990), and Link (2010).

11. Mao originally proposed this in the 1949 talks at the Yan’an Forum on Lit-
erature and Art. For more, see Denton (2003, 463-69).

12. Importantly, this is not unique to Tibetan communities. You (2012), for
example, notices how new gushi (stories) in the 1960s incorporated both tra-
ditional and novel storytelling strategies to meet the political and ideological
needs of China’s socialist education.

13. As used in Western China more generally and among Tibetans specif-
ically, “Inner China” (Jyanang in Tibetan) refers to China’s more developed
coastal areas. It frequently applies also to landlocked provinces in central China
like Shaanxi.

14. Hou Baolin (1917-93) was one of the most famous performers of xiang-
sheng. Link (1984, 88), for example, calls Hou “China’s premier xiangsheng
performer,” and Tsau (1980, 47) and Moser (1990, 47) call him the genre’s star
performer. Hou has also been prolific in documenting the art of crosstalk (see
Hou and Xue 1981, Hou 1980, and Hou et al. 2011).

15. The year 1861 agrees with Moser (2018), who traces the genre’s origins to
the mourning period after the death of the Xianfeng emperor. Many Chinese
sources on the history of xiangsheng “crosstalks,” however, often credit the ear-
lier Zhang Sanlu with the founding of the form during the reign of the Qing dy-
nasty’s Daoguang emperor (1820-50) (see Wang, Wang, and Teng 1995, 70; and
Kaikkonen 1990, 66). Tsau (1980, 33), meanwhile, traces the origins to much
earlier Tang dynasty “adjutant plays” (Ch. canjun xi).

16. Goldstein (1998, 38), for example, points out that ’Bras spungs monastery
in Lhasa had only 547 monks in 1995 despite reportedly boasting ten thousand
in 1959. He also notes that the maximum number of monks allowed at the mon-
astery as of that publication was six hundred.

17. A careful and diachronic study of education in Tibetan areas of China
over the last few decades is beyond the scope of this study. There is, however, a

sizable corpus of literature on Tibetan education in this period. For more, see
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2. In this way, we see similarities to how Hoklo rappers in Taiwan link rap to
a traditional form of narrative singing (Schweig 2014).

3. The phrase in the Tibetan presents a traditional way of metonymically
referring to the dynasty of Tubo kingdoms by the syllables that several of them
shared in their names: seven whose names share khri, six whose names share
legs, and eight whose names share sde.

4. For example, although fumigation offerings may be a part of a number of
practices now listed on UNEsco0’s list of the intangible cultural heritage of hu-
manity, the practice itself and the prayers spoken on a daily basis to propitiate
local deities do not receive such valuation.

Conclusion

1. Bai’s (2020) study of Mongolian fiddle stories demonstrates that this is not
limited to the Tibetan context.

2. It is still possible to view some of these videos online. As of March 7, 2023,
the Yongzin search engine, for example, kept archives of several videos, includ-
ing the mask-wearing video described here (https://video.yongzin.com/v
_show/playVideo.do?videoid=40288cc17aec7f23017bas577eb836ad). The spe-
cific offices credited in the videos include the Propaganda Bureau; the Bureau
of sports, Culture, Tourism, and Broadcasting; the television station, and the
prefectural song and dance troupe.

3. Sun Wukong is a character from the famous Chinese tale Xi you ji (Journey
to the west). This tale has been the subject of numerous movies and television
series and has tended to reach Tibetan audiences primarily through these tele-
vision series, sometimes translated into Tibetan. See Robin (2008) for further

discussion of The Silent Holy Stones.
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