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TWO

The Revival of Monastic Life
in Drepung Monastery

Melyyn C. Goldsten

Religion in Tibet played a role that went beyond its universal functions as an ex-
planation of suffering and a template for salvation. Tibetans saw religion as a sym-
bol of their country’s identity and of the superiority of their civilization.

At the heart of Tibetan Buddhism in the traditional society was the monastery
and the institution of the monk. Monasteries were (ideally) collectivities of indi-
viduals who had renounced attachments to materialism and family and had made
4 commitment to devote their lives to the pursuit of Buddhist teachings, including
a vow of celibacy. Their presence was both the concrete manifestation and the val-
idation of Tibetans’ belief in their society’s religiosity. In this chapter I examine
the revival of Drepung, Tibet’s largest monastery in the precommunist period.

Tibetan monasticism shared many features with its Buddhist counterparts in
South, Southeast, and East Asia but also differed in several important ways. First,
the overwhelming majority of monks were placed in monasteries by their parents
as young children, generally between the ages of six and twelve. They were cho-
sen without particular regard to their inclination or personality and were expected
to remain celibate monks for their entire lives.! Tibetans articulate a straightfor-
ward rationale for a system of child enroliment: it is better to enroll candidates at
a young age before they have had much exposure to secular life (in particular, 10
girls).

Second, monasticism in Tibet was pursucd with an implicit ideology of “mass
monasticism” in that it enrolled as many monks as sought entrance and expelled
very few. Size rather than quality became the objective measure of the success of
monasticism (and Buddhism) in Tibet, and there were a staggering number of
monks. In 1g51, at the time of the Lhasa uprising, there were approximately
2,500 monasteries and 115,000 monks in Tibet proper, comprising roughly 1o to 15
percent of Tibet’s male population.? The magnitude of this can be appreciated by
comparing it with Thailand, another prominent Buddhist society, where only 1 to
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Figure 2.1. Drepung Monustery,
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Figure 2.2. A senior monk and his young monk ward.

ers, it was a culturally valued way to reduce the number of mouths to feed while
also ensuring that the child would avoid the hardships of village life. Parents some-
times also committed a son to monkhood to fulfill a solemn promisc to a deity to
dedicate a sick boy to a religious life il the deity spared the boy. Occasionally, an
older monk asked a brother or a sister to scnd a son to the monastery to live with
him, and in yet other cases, recruitment was sinply the result of a corvée tax
obligation (gnwa-khral) that some monasteries were entitled to collect from their
subjects.

Parents occasionally broached the topic with the child before making him a
monk but usually simply told him of their decision. In theory the monastery asked
the young candidates whether they wanted to join, but in reality this was pro
forma. For example, if @ new child monk ran away from the monastery, he was in-
evitably returned by his parents and welcomed by the monastic administration.
There was no thought of dismissing him on the grounds that he obvieusly did not
want to be a monk, Tibetans feel that young boys cannot comprehend the value of
being a monk and that it is up to their elders 1o sce to it that they have the right op-
portunities.

In addition to the high prestige of being a monk, the emphasis on mass monas-
ticism can be seen in the manner in which monasteries made it easy for monks to
find a niche within the monastic community by allowing all sorts of personalities to
coexist. The monastery did not place severe restrictions on comportinent, nor did
it require rigorous cducational or spiritual achievement. New monks had no exams



Figure 2.3, A young Drepung monk Memorizing a text.
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to pass i1 order to remain in the monastery, and monks who had no interest in
studying or meditating werc as welcome as the dedicated scholar monks. Even illit-
erate monks were acconumnodated and could remain part of the monastic commu-
nity. In fact, rather than diligendy weed out young monks who seemed tempera-
mentally unsuited for a rigorous life of prayer, study, and meditation, the Tibetan
monastic system allowed all sorts of deviance (o exist, including 4 type of “punk
monk” (ldab-ldob) who fought, engaged in sports competition, and was notorious for
stealing young boys for use as homosexual partners.t Monks were expelled only if
they committed murder or major theft or engaged in heterosexual intercourse,

The lofty status of monasteries was reflected in their position as semiau-
tonomous units within the Tibetan state. Drepung, for example, had the right to
Jjudge and discipline its monks for all crimes except murder and treason and to
own land and peasants. The three great monastic seats around Lhasa, Drepung,
Ganden, and Sera, moreover, exercised an almost vetolike power over major gov-
ernment policy. They believed that the political and economic system in Tibet ex-
isted to further Buddhism and that they, not the government, could best judge
what was in religion’s short- and long-term interests. ‘Thus, although they were not
involved in the day-to-day ruling process, when the monastic leadership felt
strongly on some issue, their views could not easily be ignored by the Dalai Lama’s
government. The 20,000 monks resident in Drepung and its two sister monastic
seats dwarfed numerically the small military contingent maintained by the gov-
ernment in Lhasa and represented a genuine physical threat that on occasion has
been used. For example, in 1947 Scra Monastery’s Che College rebelled against
the Regent, and in 191213 Drepung’s Loseling College together with (Lhasa’s)
Tengyeling Monastery supported the Chincse Amban against the Dalai Lama.®
Drepung and its two sister monastic seats also had an important political role by
virtue of the presence of their abbots (and former abbots) in Tibet’s National As-
sembly where they had an often-pivotal say on major issucs.

The power and influence of monasteries like Drepung also extended to the
economic sphere. Economic support for monasteries in the “old society™ was ex-
tensive, and many owned large tracts of productive land in the form of estates that
had been obtained from the state and individual donors. Between 37 and 50 per-
cent of the arable land in Tibet, in fact, was held by monasteries and incarnate
lamas. By contrast, only 25 percent of the land was in the hands of the lay aris-
tocracy and about the same was held by the government. The state also provided
generous subsidies (o select monasteries, funding religious rites such as the annual
Great Prayer Festival in Lhasa and the daily morning prayer chanting assemblies
in the three monastic seats.

Monasteries and monks, theretore, were integral to Tibetan Buddhism and to
Tibetans’ perception of the glory of their civilization and state. And as a result of
the ideology of mass monasticism, Tibet contained thousands of monasteries and
monks. These monasteries, however, varied considerably in size and scope. Some
held only five or ten village monks; others contained thousands of monks from all
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over Tibet as well as Mongolia and India. The focus of this chapter, Drepung, ex
. i ’ -
emplifies the latter category: ,

DREPUNG IN TRADITIONAL TIBETAN SOCIETY: OVERVIEW

l‘hé largest monastic institution in traditional Tibet was Drepung. Founded in
1416 by Jamyang Choje and located about five miles west of Lhasa, it Wés a virtual
town housing about ten thousand monks at the time of the Chir;ese invasion in
1950~ 51. It epitomized the institutionalization of mass monasticism in Tibet and
was at that tme the world’s largest monastery. '
Dre;?ung'\x.*as organized in a manner that resembled the segmentary structure
of classic British universities like Oxford in that the overall entity, the monastery,
was a combination of semiautonomous subunits known as tmmznv.’ These arekcolrwly:
venuonally called “colleges” in the English lLiterature, althougfl there were no
schf)ols {with teaching faculties) in the Western sense. In 1959 Drepung Coﬁsisted
of fc.m.r functioning colleges: Loscling, Gomang, Deyang, and Ngagha.” Each wés
a mmi-monastery with thousands of monks, an administrative structure headed
by an abbort, and its own rules and traditions. Each was a corporate entity in the
sense that it had an identity (a name), owned property and wealth, and had its own/
internal organization and leadership. The monks came and, went over the
deFadc‘s, but the entity and its property endured.® A monk’s loyalties, in fact, were
primarily rooted in his college. ’ ’ |
. The highest official of a college was the abbot. He held his office for a term of
six years and could be renewed for another six-year term. He was appointed by
the ruler (the Dalai Lama or in his minority, the regent) from a list containin si)}(
or seven ranked nominees submitted by the college in question. The ruler hacig the
final authority over the appointment and could select someone not on the list, al-
though this was rarcly done. Nevertheless, power to choose the administra}ive
lea?lersbip of colleges was one of the main ways that the Tibetan government
maintained control over powerful and potentially unruly monasteries like Dre-
pung. Under the abbot, various officials such as the 2egd (disciplinary officer) and
nyerba (economic manager) oversaw specific aspects of kmonastic life. IAlso ’an “as-
scmbly” of the more senior monks periodically met to discuss Collegewi(?fC issues
Lfarge 1ponastic colleges were normally subdivided into smaller, named resi-'
dellmal‘ ur}lts known as khamtsen, or residence halls as I shall refer to) them. These
unuts, similar to the colleges in terms of administrative structure consistedvof one
or more buildings divided into apartments (shkag) where the m’onks lived Resi;
dence h'fllls had a strong regional flavor since each khamtsen held rights to .recruit
monks from a specific geographic area or areas. Because great monasteries ’likt'
Drepu.ng recruited monks from all over the Tibetan (‘ulturaj world as well as from/
n.on-leetan arcas such as Mongolia, this system helped to facilitate the initial pe-
riod of acculturation by situating a new monk in a residence together with othPe)fs
who spoke his dialect or language. ’

THE REVIVAL OF MONASTIC LIFE IN DREPUNG MONASTERY 21

Drepung as a whole functioned as an alliance of colleges. There was no single
abbot at the helny. Instead, monasterywide issucs were decided by a council made
up sometimes by the abbots of the different colleges and sometimes by the current
and the former abbots. The monastery as a whole also owned property, and there
were several important monasterywide monk stewards whose responsibility was to
manage these. There were also monasterywide disciplinary ofhicers.

At the level of the individual monk, Drepung’s ten thousand members were di-

vided into two broad categories ~those who studied a formal curriculum of Bud-
dhist theology and philosophy and those who did not. The former, known as
pechawa, or bookish ones, were a small minority, amounting to only about 10 per-
cent of the total monk population. These “scholar monks,” as I shall refer to them,
pursued a fixed curriculum that invelved approximately fificen classes or levels
(dzin-grwa), each of which took a year to complete (Anon. 1986). This curriculum
emphasized learning Buddhist theology by means of extensive formal debating.
Like much else in Drepung Monastery, the theological study program was con-
ducted at the college rather than the monastic level. Three of Drepung’s four col-
leges offered such a curriculum (Gomang, Loscling, and Deyang); the other,
Ngagba, taught tantric rituals. The scholar monks in Gomang, Loseling, and
Deyang met three times a day to practice debating in their respective college’s out-
door walled park called a chira, or dharma grove. The curriculum in each college
used a slightly different set of texts, although in the end they all covered the same
material. Monks pursuing this trajectory started in the lowest class and worked
their way up until they werc awarded one of several titles or degrees of geshe by
their college’s abbot.” The title of geshe was sought by both monks and incarnate
lamas of the Dalai Lama’s Gelugpa sect, including the Dalai Lama himself. !¢
Monks came to Drepung from all over the Tibetan Buddhist world to sce if they
could master the difficult curriculum and obtain the degree of geshe. The intel-
lectual greatess of the Gelugpa sect’s monastic tradition was measured by the
brilliance of these scholar monks.

The overwhelming majority of common monks the tramang or tragyii --how-
ever, did not pursue this arduous course and were not involved in formal study.
Many could not read much more than one or two prayer books, and some, in fact,
were functionally illiterate, having memorized only a few basic prayers. These
monks had some intermittent monastic work obligations in their early years but
otherwise were free to do what they liked. However, because Drepung did not pro-
vide its monks with either meals via a communal kitchen or payments in kind and
money sufficient to satisfy their needs, they had to spend a considerable amount of
time in income-producing activities. Some monks, therefore, practiced trades like
tailoring and medicine, some worked as servants for other monks, some engaged
in trade, and still others left the monastery at peak agricultural times to work for
farmers.

The reason for the monastery’s financial shortfall was not a lack of resources.
Drepung, for example, owned 151 agricultural estates and 540 pastoral areas,'!
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cach of which had a population of hereditarity bound peasant farnilies who
worked the monastery’s (or college’s) land without wages as a corvée obligation.
Drepung also was heavily involved in mouey- and grain lending and had huge
capital funds with thousands of loans outstanding at any given time. The
monastery’s inability to fund its monks, therefore, derived primarily from its deci-
sions on how to utilize its income vis-a-vis its monks. On the one hand, Drepung
allocated a substantial portion of monastic income to rituals and prayer chanting
assemblies rather than to monks’ salaries; on the other, it did not attempt to restrict
the number of monks to the income it had available. Rather, it allowed all to join.
Despite a waditional government-set ceiling of 7,700 monks, monasteries like
Drepung made no attempt to determine how many monks they could realistically
support and then admit only that many. How monks financed their monastic sta-
tus was, by and large, their own problem.

The monks most affected by the insufficient funding were those who had made
a commitment to study Buddhist theology full-time, that is, the scholar monks.
"They were sorely disadvantaged since they had no time to engage in trade or other
mcome-producing activities because of their heavy academic burdens. Conse-
quently; they typically were forced to lead extremely frugal lives unless they were
able to find wealthy patrons to supplement their income or were themselves
wealthy, as in the case of the incarnate lamas. 'Tales abound in Drepung of famous
scholar monks so poor that they had to eat the staple food—tsamba (parched bar-
ley flour) - -with water rather than tea, or worse, who had to eat the leftover dough
from ritual offerings (torma).

Consequently, in the traditional society monasteries like Drepung (and Sera
and Ganden) were full of monks who spent a large part of their time engaged in
moneymaking activities. Periodically, some monastic leaders sought to reform this
situation and return the monastery to a more otherworldly orientation, but this
was not the dominant point of view. The karma-grounded ideology of Tibetan
Buddhism saw the enforcement of morality and values as an individual rather
than an institutional responsibility. Individuals, monks or otherwise, were respon-
sible for their actions. Depending on the morality of their behavior, actors reaped
quantities of “merit” or “demerit,” which in the end interacted to determine the
nature of their future rebirths. Monks, by virtue of their commitment to monastic
life, especially their forsaking of the binding “this-world” attachment to sex and
family life, had elevated themselves to a higher moral-spiritual plane than laymien,
and the need of many to engage in secular work to secure subsistence was viewed
as secondary in comparison to the extraordinary merit-producing behavioral
commitment they had made. Thus it was only in the most serious cases such as
heterosexual intercourse that the monastery as an institution felt the need to en-
force morality and eliminate those who lapsed.

Consequendy, at the time Mao Zedong incorporated Tibet into the new Chi-

nese state in 1951, the ideology and practice of mass monasticism were in full play
in Drepung.
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INCORPORATION INTO THE PEOPLE'S REPUBLIC OF CHINA

During the first phase of the new Sino-Tibetan’rc.lationship—— - (h.c y&‘,'dl:s.fl'/Ol}:l“{gSl

until the abortive Tibetan uprising of 1959 —~China’s strategy in ‘polmml libet,
today’s Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), focused on gradu;'llly winning over thc
maj(;rity of the Tibetan elite rather than on immediately trying to implement so-
Cldlllfltstrlitlizlr:; sent by the Central Committee of the Ch?nesc Cf)fn[11unist Part‘y
(CCP) to the Chinese leaders in Lhasa in mid-1952 regarding the Three Monastic
Seats /Convey the gist of this gradualist policy:

The united front work of the three main monasteries is like ?ther united front. workv
in Tibet. The emphasis should be on the upper hierarchy. We should oy to w:m any
of those close to the top of the hierarchy, provided that t‘hey are no} stubbor I; rl;}l(;
ning dogs of imperialists, or even bigger bandits and spies. Theretore, iyou 5d):>0 N
try patiently to win support among those upper level lamasA whom you re Cflﬁ i
those full of hatred to the Hans and to our government. Qur present policy is m}): to or
ganize people at the bottom level to isolate those at the (o;?. VYC should try to work oln t : :[e);
get their support, and achieve the purpose of building harmony between the masses

2
and us.'?

The arrival of the Chinese communists in Tibet, therefore, did not chal}gc monas-
tic life or the monastery’s ownership of estates and pczlx's.ant,s/ serfs du‘rlng lﬁe ini-
tial period. The abortive uprising in 1959 ende‘d Beg'lngs gradua_lgt Po Tcyoa
Tibet, changing overnight all facets of monastic h‘fc mn Drlepung. feghm% tr; ™
moved to destroy the political, econor.nic; 3amd ideological dominance of the es
1 ite, i ing the monasteries. .
hd%‘}‘:f fjil:\’«vl}?c:llrl:lcllrl:;glndjorlty of Drepung monks were not active participantsﬂ n
the Lhasa uprising, although certainly all had great faith in and support folg al}é
Dalai Lama. However, a number of monks from Drepung had defended thtz 1 "z.u
Lama’s summer palace and fought in Lhasa. Because of that, Drcp}mg was C\asz
fied as a rebellious monastery and had all its e'statcs and granaries cont}‘srate
without compensation.'* Similarly, all the loans it had made which v;/f\r(e .sul zutci
standing were canceled. Chinese accounts state that Drepung a{j tS 1}’ UI:EH ioa; )
140,000 tons of grain and 1o million yuan in cash (equal thf‘,I‘l to U. : Ci') o
outstanding in such loans.'® The flow of income to Drepung (in kind and cas
tau;{‘;?:::( life and monastic administrative structure were al§o fun.damentally
altered. In the initial months following the uprising, a group of officials called a
work team (las-don ru-khag) was sent from Lhasa to take Ch"dx’ge of El)e n;oﬁzi.sg"r;ly_
They ended up staying continuously in the monastery umﬂ.the onset of the Gu .
tural Revolution in 1666. These officials immedl.ately tcrxnlnated.tl}? lf)qvtfer an :
authority of the traditional leadership and appointed a .ne,\/’v adnnnl%[ra'me com
mittee selected from among the poorer and “‘progresswe . mo?ks ina x(xllrzlir.m.ef
analogous to what was done in the rest of China years earlier. The new adminis
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trauon was called the Democratic Management Committee {dmangs-gtso bdag-gnyer

uzyon lhan-khang, henceforth DMC).' It has continued to the present.

One of the main initial tasks of the work team (and the new DMC) was
determining how monks should be grouped into the various class categories used
by the state. Monks involved in the uprising and virtually all the monastery
administrators/leaders were classified as “exploiters” and imprisoned or sent to
labor camps. The rest of the monks were given several months of “education” in
the new socialist ideology, including the need to engage in productive labor. At this
time all the monks, and especially the young ones, were encouraged to leave the
monastery—-to return to their home areas or to Join nonmonk work units. The
number of monks in Drepung decreased sharply, and by the end of 1959 therc
were only about four thousand remaining. A Drepung monk deseribed this period:
“At first, at this time there was [political] education all day. We were taught things
we never heard before like the “three antis’ and the “two exemptions’ and the ‘three
great mountains.” . . . [How we got tood] depended on the wealth of the monks,
The poor monks ate together using the food the monastery had amassed in its
storerooms, while the better off monks ate in their aparunents using their own
food supplies. T was among the latter.”!” After a few months of this political reed-
ucation and reorganization, the remaining monks began to engage in manual

labor projects, initially as “volunteers” and then as part of work units, Another
monk recalled,

At first we ate the monastery’s food in our own residence halls, but then after many
monks were sent off and the total number of monks became much less, the remain-
ing monks gathered together in Loscling College where we ate food together. After
about 5 -6 months, the monastery’s food stores ran out. However, by then we were
all engaged in productive labor so we got food through that work. At this time only
the old monks were [regularly] left in the monastery. All the younger monks were out
working on projects. How often we returned to the monastery varied; some returned
once a week, some daily. These jobs weren’t permancnt postings.

Alter communal dining at Loscling broke up, we divided into smaller production
units that worked and ate together; for example, there was a sewing unit, a masonry
unit, a construction unit, a carpentry unit and a firewood collecting unit. Later some
of these were again divided into two units, Each unit, therefore, had its own liveli-
hood [i.e., was organized as a collective] and ate together. The tsamba was divided
among the monks, and the butter was kept joindy and used to make tea for all. The
monks ate their tsamba separately and took tea together The older monks who
couldn’t work and wouldn’t go home were organized as an “old people’s unit” (gen-
sogang) and lived off subsidies from the government.'®

In 1965, six years after the uprising, one foreign visitor to Drepung reported
that only 715 of the 10,000 monks present in Drepung in 1959 remained. !¢ The
physical shell of Drepung stood and those monks who remained had vows and
prayed in their rooms when not working, but the defining institutional religious ac-
tivities-—joint prayer chanting sessions and the dharma grove theology curricu-
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lum—had ended. The monastery ccased 1o function as an istitution where reli-
gious study, debate, and ritual were practiced. But the worst was still to come. ‘

The third, and most devastating, period for Drepung began with the onset of
the Cultural Revolution in 1966. It brought an end 1o the religion practiced by in-
dividual laypersons and monks alike. Drepung remained “open™ in the sense thz.\t
monks continued to live there, but the monks were no longer allowed to wear their
robes or maintain private altars in their rooms, and all religious acts were now pro-
hibited. At the same time, political siruggle sessions attacked religious beliefs and
practices as well as former leaders. Lay and monk Tibetans were cncoura.ged and
pressured to ridicule and deride religious laws and gods as well as d%*,spml sacred
sites. And although Drepung was fortunate in that most of its buildmg.,r were not
destroyed during this period (as were so many other Tibetan monusterlcﬁs)., 1L was
no longer a monastery: those who remained were simply former monks hvmg an.d
working in what used to be a monastery. By the end of the Cultural Revolution in
1976, the number of monks in Drepung had decreased to only 306, and a number
of these were married.*

The fourth, or current, period began with the liberalizing decisions made in
Beijing in 1978 at the Eleventh Party Plenum (see chapter 1). ‘Il? Lhasa th.c new po%~
icy quickly resulted in the reemergence of “individual” religion, that is, the reli-
gious practices performed by individuals. At the same time, a numper of .t.cmples
and shrine rooms were reopened so the public could make religious visits and
offerings to deities as in the past.?! Tibetans responded enthusias.tica.ﬂy to the new
opportunities and began a host of traditional pra«:[i("& such as c1rcumam!391atmg
holy sites. By 1980—81 the shrine rooms in Drepung Monastery were receiving re-
ligious visitors from Central Tibet as well as from the cthnic F 1beta{1 arcas in
Qinghai, Gansu, and Sichuan provinces daily. However, A(he r(*vn.faAl of monasti-
cism per se did not progress as rapidly as did that of individual religion. ‘

"The first changes in Drepung began in 1979 - 80 and paralleled those of the lay
society. “Monks,” although still engaged full-time in manual labor, })cgall openly
to practice religion as individuals, setting up altars in their rooms, using rosaries to
count prayers, and reading religious prayer books in their frec time. At the same
time, the number of monks in Drepung increased slightly after a small number of
former monks returned to take up residence in the monastery.? Some Drepung
monks also were again able to engage in full-time religious work when n.10nk care-
takers (gonye) were recruited to look atter Drepung’s newly opcne.d shrm.e roomms.
These monks performed the necessary propitiatory rites to the shrinc’s deities, col-
lected donations given by pilgrims, and guarded against theft. -

However, collective monastic activities did not immediately reemerge in
Drepung. A 1995 leader in the DMC explained this as follows:

The official document {of the Eleventh Plenary Session] stating the new proclama-
tions ot Deng Xiaoping reached us in the monastery later than others in Lhasa, . . .
but it was stll earlier than other remote areas in Tibet wheve class struggle was still
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m progress as late as 1982 and 1983. . .. No one at this time came to us and told us

that now we could do religious activities and do the joint prayer chanting sessions

- = oy P ’

bult gmdufdly as we read the document and thought about it, we concluded that the

zghgmm ;{‘ecdnwlxl 1t expounded meant we could return 1o practicing religion in

Drepung,® )
:»'\‘nvc.)ther current DMC official in Drepung recalled this period in a similar vein:
[h'\ ith the new liberalized nationality and religious policies, we and the people
Aolught that the monastery can’t continue 1o remain empty as it then was [le

without religion]. At the very leas ' I joi ing ses-
sihou gion] e very least, we should revive the Jomt prayer chanting ses-
\V\’he‘n I?x epung’s D;VIC finally decided in 1981 that the time was right to revive
monasuc life in an active sense, they also understood that this would be neither

teries were an anachronism, that they were unnecessary or even worse, a threat to
soc1al\15m and the domination of the Clommunist party. Nothing shou,ld be done
the‘y felt, to allow monasteries and lamas to once again function as unityin insti:
tutions for'the Tibetan masses since this would inevitably give new hope tog thci”:sc
;1::)\51; 1e Tiﬁlonan; and hostile to Beijing and foster nationalistic, pro-independence

I\I.on?ovcr, the laws governing religious freedom included a number of impor-
tant limitations to which a “new” Drepung would have to conform. For examp le
the 1982 C‘hinese constitution’s definition of religious freedom spe'ciﬁes “In I:u;
country, ciizens may believe in religion or disbelieve, but politically they ’have one
thing in common, that is, they are all patriotic and support sociah’sm. ... The
State protects legitimate religious activities, but no one may use religion tc.) ‘Car
out counter-revolutionary activities or activities that disrupt public order, harrmy
thcz }?ealth of citizens, or obstruct the educational system of the State [a,nd] n
.rehglous affairs may be controlled by any foreign power.”? And the;';e ’w./ere o[he?
unportant caveats. Because religious freedom was part of the more basic freedorﬁ
t(? l?(?lleve Or not fo believe, the state sought to create a level playing field b/ ro-
hibiting religious education and recruitment of individuals into the riesihlz)od
who were under the age of eighteen. e

Religious freedom in China, therefore, was predicated on religious practition-
ers and orgfil?izadons accepting the principle of the unity of the nation, eschew-
Ing any activities that foster separatism, remaining completely free fI‘OI‘;l forej
control, and not engaging in activities the government deemed “exploitive.” Hogvlf
ever, whethf‘r Tibetan monasteries would actually abide by these rules wa; uncer-
tain and, given the history of the monks’ ()pp(;sition to communism and tﬁeir
likely sy’§1patlxy’ with the exiled Dalaj Lama, entailed a considerable risk

Despite such dangers, China’s new policy toward Tibet compelled it ;o permit
tbe process of revival to begin. In 1978 - 79 Beijing had set out to improve Céndj-
tions in Tibet and if possible induce the Dalai Lama to return from exile. Iﬁ par-
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ticular, it sought to reverse the cultural assimilationist policies of the Cultural Rev-
olution period. This new policy was orchestrated by Hu Yaobang and the Central
Committee of the Communist party over the strong opposition of virtually all the
leading Han and Tibetan officials in Tibet. Beijing did so because it believed that
this strategy would be welcomed by Tibetans and would enhance their confidence
in, and loyalty to, the state. In mid-1980 Hu Yaobang made an unprecedented visit
to Tibet where he announced the new policy.?® His public statement on Tibet con-
veys the tone of the Central Commiittee’s new “conciliatory” policy:

So long as the socialist orientation Is upheld, vigorous efforts must be made to revive
and develop Tibetan culwure, cducation and science. The Tibetan people have 4 long
history and a rich culture. The world renowned ancient Tibetan culture included
tine Buddhism, graceful music and dance as well as medicine and opera, all of which
are worthy ot serious study and development. All ideas that ignore and weaken Ti-
betan culture are wrong. It is necessary to do a good job in inheriting and develop-

Education has not progressed well in Tibet. Taking Tibet’s special characteristics
into consideration, efforts should be made to set up universities and middle and pri-
mary schools in the region. Some cultural relics and Buddhist scriptures in temples
have been damaged, and conscientious efforts should be made to protect, sort and
study them. Cadres of Han nationality working in Tibet should learn the spoken and
written language. It should be a required subject; otherwise they will be divorced
from the masses. Cherishing the people of minority nationalities is not empty talk.
The Tibetan people’s habits, customs, history and culture must be respected.”’

The new Chinese policy made a revival of monastic lite feasible but, as men-
tioned above, did not eliminate the need for the monastery’s leaders (the DMC) to
proceed carefully. Drepung’s DMC, as they coutemplated how to transform the
new Chinese policy into practice, had to make difficult decisions regarding what
functioning as a monastery meant in the context of the ideology and values of
both the old and the new society. They had to prioritize and structure the revival
$0 as to restore an institution that would both be accepted by Tibetans as authen-
tic and at the same time fall within the purview of China’s definition of religious
freedom, that is, would avoid precipitating a government crackdown and renewed
suppression. Drepung’s leaders focused initially on two essential aspects of the
monastic way of life: collective prayer assemblies and the recruitment and educa-
tion of new monks,

Unlike tighdy structured Christian monasteries, Drepung traditionally had no
activities that required the participation of all monks. Whether a monk spent his
time praying or studying or sitting in the sun was his own decision. In Tibetan
Buddhism, as indicated earlier, individuals were responsible for their own religious
behavior and, via karmic cause and eflect, reaped rewards or punishments in their
next life based on their decisions in this one. Nevertheless, there were large-scale
Joint activities that symbolized the monastery as a collectivity. The most important
of these were the meetings at which large numbers of monks assembled to chant



28 MELVYN € GOLDSTEIN

‘.(A ', 2 R I ey M f
Figure 2.4 Monastic official teading the names of patrons at the monks’ collective prayer
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prayers for the benefit of all sentient beings. Collective chanting sessions lasted
several hours, including u break during which the monks were served tea (and
sometimes food).? Thege prayer assembly meetings also had direct economic im-
portance traditionally because they were the time when patrons distributed alms
to the assembled monks, A
‘ In 1980 - 81, the DMC sought and received permission from the Lhasa Reli-
glous Affairs Burcau to begin to hold these prayer chanting sessions on a regular
basis.?” One old monk recalled the first assembly meeting in 1982: &

\§ hen we got perniission, we immediately tied (o get the stoves in the monastic
kitchen buck in shape so we could have the first prayer chanting assembly on the
31)('11’(”‘ the fifth lunar month. However, we couldn’t manage th;a so we had o be
:s;l'llh‘ﬁ(’(l with a “dry” assembly [ic., a prayer assembly at whﬁch tea was not served).
We kept on working and quickly got the kitchen operating again so on the festival
that commenorates the first sermon of the Buddha on the 4th of the sixth lunar
month (Trugpa sheshi), we held our first full prayer assembly with wea. On that day
the DMC sponsored [tinanced] the tea and gave each of us a small torma religious
offering made from tsamba, e
From then on, Drepung held prayer chanting assemblies regularly, at first three

tunes a month and then five times g month.”! In addition, special sessions were

held on holidays such as the Great Prayer Festival of the first lunar month.
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Figure 2.5. Monks in the kitchen making tea to serve at the prayer chanting session.

While this was going on, Drepung sought and received permission to revive a
second critical monastic activity—enrolling new (young) monks. It is not surpris-
ing, given the energetic revival of individual religion in 1979 - 81, that there was a
revival of interest among some parents, their motives involving the old mix of eco-
nomic and religious reasons but also a strong new religionationalistic belief that
Tibetan religion, the basis of the greatness of the Tibetan nationality, should be
revived 1o its former greatness. Demographically, this was not problematic since
the Chinese government’s “one-child policy” had not been implemented in Tibet
and rural Tibetans had large families.

Parents secking to make a son a monk went about this in accordance with the
customs of the old society; they sought an older monk (usually a relative or family
friend) to serve as the boy’s sponsor-guardian (kegya gegen) and take the boy in to
live with him. Since a foundation of traditional Tibetan monasticism was that
monkhood should be available to as many people as possible, it was difficult for
older monks to refuse such requests, especially since parents assured them they
would provide all the food and clothes their boys needed. Consequently, by 1681 a
number of the older monks in Drepung had young boys living in their monastic
aparaments. These boys took monastic vows. But they were monks without a
monastery, for although they were living in Drepung, they were not officially ac-
cepted in its monastic rolls,



Figure 2.6. A lay Tibetan patron distributing alms to the monks at a prayer
chanting session. 4
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In the old society, when a guardian monk took a young ward to the abbot of his
college, he was invariably admitted and immediately became a “legal” monk in
the monastery. In the new society, the situation was different. The DMC, like the
college’s abbot in the old society, had the authority to select applicants, but now
this decision was not final. It had to seek approval from the government, which
was reluctant to permit the reemergence of monasteries housing many thousands
of monks and thus did not readily give such approval. While the government
wanted to try to meet the religious aspirations of Tibetans by permitting Drepung
and other formerly great monasteries to reopen, it did not want them to become
too large or powerful. Consequendy, the young boys who went to live with
guardian monks in Drepung did not immediately obtain official status and thus
were not eligible to participate in prayer assemblics or to receive alms from pa-
trons. Only official monks could partake of these. They were, thercfore, novice
monks living in Drepung waiting to be formally admitted.*

In 1982 the government gave approval to ofticially enroll the first such monks
and fiftecn to twenty of those who were already in residence were entered into
the monastic roll. This occurred at the same time that Drepung received permis-
sion to begin regular prayer chanting sessions. The “new” Drepung, thercfore,
emerged at this time.”

These successes raised the question of what sort of rules should be established
for the new monks. Should all monks be forced cither to work for the monastery
or to study religious theology, or should monks be permitted to work or not work
according to their own wishes? And should monks be allowed to engage in private
business as in the old society, or must they only work for the monastery? Basic to
such questions was the underlying issue of whether the focus of the monastery
should be quantity or quality. Was it better for Drepung to try to maximize the
number of monks even if most of these would primarily be engaged in manual
labor or business, or should Drepung support fewer monks, most of whom would
be engaged in the rigorous study of Buddhist theology?

In the traditional society, the answer to this question was clearly quantity. The
ideology of mass monasticism dominated. In the new society, Drepung, as I shall
show below, had difficulty supporting even a small number of monks financially,
and the new political and social climate opposed allowing monasteries to fill up
with monks who neither studied nor worked, or worse, became private business-
men as was typical of pre-1959 Tibet. The issue of shifting the monastic emphasis
from quantity to quality, however, was not merely a response to the values of the
new society or financial constraints. It also had deep roots in the old society and,
as the following example illustrates, it was a contentious issue.

THE GOMANG COLLEGE DISPUTE OF 1958- 59

In the 1g50s in Drepung monks did not have to pass examinations to remain part
of the monastic community, and even in the large monastic seats like Drepung
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only about 10 percent of the monks were actively engaged in the Buddhist study
curriculum that led 1w the tde of geshe. This became a problem for Drepung’s
Gomang College when the number of monks annually receiving the geshe title
became so low that it embarrassed the abbot of the college. As the Gomang Col-
lege praver chant master (umdze) of the time explained,

During the six-year term of each abbot, it was expected that 60 geshes would be pro-
duced. But in recent years in Gomang College, only two, three, or four were gradu-
ating cach year. Becausc of this, the government asked Drepung why there were so
few geshes now whereas in the past there had been so many. When we looked into
this, we found . . . that the number of geshes produced was declining because in gen-
eral only 100 to 200 of Gomang College’s over 4,000 monks were engaged in active
study. 8o we decided that we had to do something to reverse this trend.

Part of the reason for this dearth was Drepung’s policy of not providing special
financial support for monks engaged in full-time theological studies. Since these
monks had no time to engage in income-producing work like ordinary monks,
they faced lives of hardship and poverty unless they had some other source of sup-
port. This manner of allocating monastic wealth, therefore, functioned as a disin-
centive for producing substantial numbers of scholar monks.

Nevertheless, there was very little support in the monastery for providing extra
income to scholar monks or, alternatively, for forcing all monks to study and pass
exams. Most of the monks, particularly the common monks and monk adminis-
trators, in fact, felt that the scholar monks were studying for their own benefit, not
for the welfare of the monastery, so deserved nothing special. Consequently, the
Gomang College reformers decided that the best way to proceed was indirectly,
They convinced the abbot 1o make a new rule shifting the site of the salary pay-
ments the college made to all monks to the dharma grove where the scholar monks
debated. The logic behind this move was explained by one of the leaders of the
reform faction: “We thought that if we distributed salaries in the dharma grove,
more monks would come to it, and if we did this continually, then some of these
monks would get used to the dharma grove [and come even when there was no
salary distribution).”%

The abbot’s new order meant that all monks, even administrators, had to go to
the dharma grove and sit through the prayers that began a debating session before
collecting their salaries. Although they did not have to study, or participate in the
debates, or attend the dharma grove during the rest of the year, this order pro-
duced an outery of protest from the monk officials who handled the college’s ad-
ministrative work. At their instigation, the mass of common monks became in-
volved, insisting that the rules of the monastery were sacred and could not be
changed.

This controversy polarized Gomang College’s monks and eventually led to
violence when a mob of angry monks broke mto a meeting on this issue and
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Figure 2.7. The Drepung dharma grove.

dragged three of the reform leaders outside Wh(‘]‘(j‘ they tied thl()ml to[pilrl;:1 5\, li;iif
tht‘m,’and then locked them up as prisoners. llTl;x11llld;:1§,Cltll:zl thi {zxdd:“ O[,‘ ‘;Oth
erm'ncm "“;Izcr[:;:lg::eﬁ‘?tdijr::j ifsé‘}:it)\iktledllarg1a grove 1o colle*t‘ their
5‘;:22:’ ';Ehc reform program had failed: At this poin\td\h(r Tibetan uprising of
1959 occurred and the traditipnal monastic sy\liun m‘ligl .l,(m,d e st
Consequently, as the DMC: and older monks ( on Ll 1;1 IS
monastic community in the early 1980vs, tbfﬁrc were both | 18 m‘ g tL R contenipo
rary reasons for deviating from past tradition, al'ld the lcac‘lc‘rs ()}p’cm‘w -
stery that would emphasize quality over quantity. Monk:s 11}; t‘tu bt ptiei
would either have to pursue the full-time ;rudy curr;::x*u;qslﬁ)::;al x}xg UddhiS[ By or
i < : monastery.
g T 1113:1;)1? l\it(:lljltcl\g:‘ﬂ;cjv)?\/l::lhj];(;ix(tm(a:zg life w?)uld be sn‘u('t;);‘lefl s(; th;ln as
vy y sible ¢ wote themselves 1o the study of Buddhist theology.
i mQ{;kS d:ﬁ%l\)lgir(\(zgléizi:)[; tz:gain as a 1nonastic CUmlemity, it set ouE tlo
rl:“}::s;td;: 11§::I;en§rati:)n of monks, socialize them into the nl(?}:l’ds};t‘ a(ll:lrillit(lix;c ;) ;10:
tﬁre and educate and support the brightest t pursue %hc t, c:; gical study

: hat would eventually result in their attaining the geshe tide. S

B hcolo al study in Drepung traditionally centered on the dhar ma gf(»\
w*h;l,;l;e: i(:)%llggej sch}c/)lar monks met three times a day (during semester periods) to
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Figure 2.8. Monks debating in the dharma grove.

engage in tb.rma! debate on issues of Buddhist theology. Rather than attend f
mal classes in the Western sense, students studied w(ith private teach > ?r-
monastery. Monks pursuing this trajectory started in the lowest t;‘lass axtgs o l:‘le
their way up untl they were awarded one of the geshe tites b eoeaes
ahfbot T h.e curriculum was arduous. [t required melmoriziu Lhozs
roliﬁljud(‘]hlst :‘\t()ts‘ and their commentaries, understanding thgcir meaning and sig
ance, and being able to use these to cngage in high-lkcvcl formal d l; ) ith
other scholar monks and teachers. The sch a & de bl W'nh
prcponderance of their time to their s[udjc(:‘,1 i:fg;";‘:ﬁg}f;: :112 ?l:lzzwadn?m‘g
:1;:1}{\ late azll; nifilt.dAM mentioned above, they traditionally received n?)li:é?:j

ary or alms for doing this. In the new Drepung, this ¢ : o
Drcpung rfévi\:ed the dharma grove debating b};blt‘izl (wid(lfseliii?s.si{)l:l I09f8§}}1 W -
c:rmnc‘m), it did 5o with a major innovation: the monastery e
hnancxa_l‘supp()rt for all monks opting to study full-time.%
Sccurmg government permission for prayer assemblies and dharma groves
howc\'cr,. dld nol imply government willingness to provide financial su &mv{%‘bi
these aCtl\:]UCS‘ On the contrary, the state was adamant that monasteries Epgrt {)”
totally seli‘su.ﬂicient. Consequently, the expanding revival of monastic blifc‘;1 120 (;
hew economic responsibilities on Drepung. How Drcpungr handled this i o i
portant dimension of the revival of institutional Buddhisr;l in Tibet s

their college’s
ands of pages

would now provide
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THE FINANCING OF TODAY’S DREPUNG

In the old society, Drepung’s income primarily came from the monasiery’s own re-
sources—-its manorial estates and its moneylending operations ~-and from the
government. For the individual monks, alms from donors were also an important
source. In the new society, with no estates, the inability to ¢ngage in private
moneylending, and no financial support from the government, Drepung faced a
formidable challenge, especially since it had opted for quality in its approach to
monastic organization. Not only could its monks’ subsistence no longer simply be
left to their own resourcefulness, but a large number of monks- the scholar
monks--now had to be subsidized.

Hypothetically, let us say that each monk should receive as income 150 yuan per
month.”’ In 1992 -93 this would have been a decent, but not high, wage. Lhasans
working in the education sphere, by comparison, earned 281 yuan per month in
1992, those working in factories earncd on the average 258 yuan per month
(per capita), and those in trade carned 237 yuan per month.* To support monks ar
this modest level, Drepung needed to generate an astounding amount ol income.
If it were to again house ten thousand monks as it did in 1959, the monastery
would have to generate a net annual income of 18 million yuan just to cover those
salaries, and more when upkeep, renovation, and other such nonsalary expenses
were factored in. And even if we consider only the 437 monks who were actually
present in 1993, the annual income needed was 787,000 yuan—-about 1 million
yuan if repairs and other costs are included. How daunting a challenge this is be-
comes evident when we examine the income Drepung generated by its monk-
staffed (“co-op™) economic units and enterprises.

In the agriculture sphere, the monastery owns a large apple orchard that pro-
duced a gross income of about 66,000 yuan in 1993.* That income represents just
8 percent of the 787,000 yuan needed for monks’ salaries. The monastery also
owns and operates a herd of several hundred milch yaks (and calves) and sells
some of the yogurt and butter produced by them. The gross income from this was
only 11,000 yuan for the year.‘*o

Drepung also engages in nonagricultural economic activitics. It operates a gro-
cery store and a restaurant, both just outside its entrance. The latter services the
tens of thousands of pilgrims and tourists who come to visit the monastery every
year. In 1993, they grossed 43,000 and 64,000 yuan, respectively. Drepung also
owns and operates two trucks that it hires out for transportation and opcrates con-
struction and tailoring work units staffed by monks. Together these earned about
45,000 and 46,000 yuan, respectively, In 1993. Finally, monks engage in a number
of smaller activities (on behalf of the monastery) such as selling tree branches for
prayer flags, consecrating new statues, and making ceremonial items. And the
monastery sells ceremonial scarves to pilgrims who use them to make oflerings in
the various shrine rooms in the monastery. These activities generated another

29,000 yuan.
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As impressive as this array of activities seems, the monastery’s total gross in-
come in 1993 was only 294,000 yuan. After deducting expenses, the net profit was
only 148,000 vuan, that is. only 17 percent of the 767,000 yuan Drepung’s 437
monks needed. Put in another way, the 138,000-yuan profit would have supported
only 76 monks at the 1 50-yuan-per-month level. Traditional Tibetan mass monas-
ticism, therefore, represents an economic hurdle that Drepung and other monas-
teries cannot easily meet through their own business operations.

Drepung, however, actually fared better economically than the above figures
suggest because it had other sources of income. One of these was the yield from
the entrance fees it charges visitors {foreign and Chinese). These fees generated
as much income as everything else mentioned above: in 1993, 247,000 yuan.*! In
addition to this, the monastery charged cach car or bus that used the road lead-
ing from the main highway to the monastery a tee of 1 yuan per round-trip.
That yielded another 17,000 yuan in 1993, bringing the total for these two activ-
ities 10 264,000 yuan. When this is added to the 1 38,000-yuan net income men-
tioned above, the new total net income for Drepung came to 402,000 yuan in
1993."

This income was not distributed equally. As Drepung is organized economi-
cally as a co-op, the income produced by monks on all these enterprises goes into
the general coffer, with each working monk receiving income based on the amount
of work he does. The latter is calculated via a system of work points (skar-ma). Tn
this system, each task or Job receives from 1 (0 10 points per workday, Every six
months the total number of work points accumulated by all monks is totaled, and
this amount is divided into the total net income produced during the period. "
This produces the cash value of a single work point.* On this basis, each monk is
paid in accordance with the total number of work points he earned during the ac-
counting period. In 1993, 333 of Drepung’s 437 monks (76%) engaged in activities
that carned at least one work pont and the average compensation received by
each monk was 93 yuan per month. However, averages are misleading, and many

elderly monks in fact worked very litde. For example, 38 percent of the above-
mentioned monks with work pomnts actually earned less than 50 yuan per month
(the lowest being only 1 yuan per month). Thus, in reality, more than half of the
monastery’s monks either did not work at all or worked only part-time and thus
carned nothing or very litde. These ncluded the 115 elderly monks and the 137
monks who were studying full-time in the dharma grove program. These 110n-
worker monks sccured their subsistence in avariety of ways,

Part of the income of Drepung’s elderly monks comes from welfare paid by the
government under a natonwide “safety net” program that provides aid to elders
living alone (the “five guarantec household” program). However, because this sub-
sidy is small~-only 35 yuan per month-—the monastery supplements it, in 1993 al-
locating 25,000 yuan or roughly 18 yuan extra per month in welfare for each elder.
These two pavments, however, raised the average monthly income of the old
monks to only 53 yuan per month.

3o
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The other group of nonworking monks, thf’% scholar n?m'lks, rccei\:ed n(; .inc]oxtx}li
from the government. Instead, a major portion of their lIlCOIl\lC ca;ne ! \lzln da;
scholarship money Drepung paid }hcnl: 4.75 yuan by the m/or;astfery Olré\:,e a} & ayt
they attended the dharma grove.” Figures for the second hal od 1}99?i h C,St et
the average payment per month\for these mo9k§ was gl yuan and t ?e h gOf th}; ;,l-
ment was 104 yuan per month.*® Although tlzils 1; better than the income ,

it st t meet the 150-yuan standard. '
derg,oljvii/ﬂxjrfl (t)l: rilscome of thgseY:nd all other Drepung monks} is 5reatilV§1;:
hanced by donations from outside the monastery- ~from t}'l(“ almfs é g\yf" ) 12;1; ibu_
als give to the monks. The most common form 'thls aJn?s—glv;mg ta ‘es is a dis b
tion made to each monk during a prayer chanting session. bucﬁ payn;lems l\lw o
traditional Tibetan custom that reemerged when Drepung revived the collect
é sessions. ) ‘
pralyxler])(:i‘;:xtrlllg these alms are tfunneled through the ri/\;s‘/zung,*i a ?mgk a\;o;l;llll:tl;
that was specially created for this purpose. It coll,ects the mont?yw indivi tE :essmns
for the prayer chanting sessions and the n}onks alms agd (31 gt'lmlfes Iiaividual;
including the preparation of tea (or food) in the monastery’s klt‘C en ndiidualy
wishing to sponsor (fund) all or part of a prayer session and/ of;i glvle a s o he
monks go directly to the monastic kitchen ‘\«\thI‘E the rikshung ? : c;a s ar Omc,er,o.f
The rikshung is headed by the gego, traditionally the head dlS(flp 13::)rythC DNIC
a college. He, along with the other rikshung membe‘rs, are appointed by he DMC
and are therefore subordinate to it, but they have hnanc’lal. autonon;y ( cams in.
tions they receive are not added to the rest of Drepung;s 1ncon1§). t rerrtl s in
their hands and is used entirely for alms and prayer sessions. Th{" amogn oo
nation money the rikshung receives is substflntlal. It covers the exgznsei; f)onam
the tea (and food) served in the prayer chanting asseml\)hes and pro;fli ;lis ;d riant
income to the individual monks. According to 1991 higures, thefr s{ u}ilgnonk
uted 225,000 yuan in alms to the monks, or 43 yuan per month ‘u{) Cd? I o ;he
A second similar source of outside inconile also comes as aln?‘s, ut 1(~3reﬁcmbl
semniannual public religious teaching (sungjé) held in DrePung s ;)11 avye: kjs:nd ar)cf
hall by one of its lamas, Gen Lamrim. These teachings last sever w: ,Of nelare
attended by thousands of Tibetans .from the TAR ‘and oz}hi:r Ejr;im R
graphic Tibet, virtually all of whom give an alms offermg tod (,'n nﬂ the.alms he
are important to the monks’ finances because ng Lamrim on:ll.tes .a|:)~Uti(),n s e
personally receives during this period to the nkshungwfor redistri
monks. In 1991 this amounted to roughly 200,000 yuan.™ | s
These two sources of alms, therefore, totaled roughly 425,000 yuan ;?fr y X ,m-
amount greater than the 402,000 yuan generated by all of thethmonéa:;lr}:no}; <
ductive activities and fees. They added about 81 yuan per mo‘\n tolfa t ok
income and brought the total monthly 'miome otl )IllOS[ n”;o;l:: nt; a::/ eigscriticalf)of
-per-month level. Ironically, although most repung s were critical
?}?: rgl‘olx)/:l;xllrrl;)ent for not supporting the monastery ﬁflang&lly, dobljectlicii; ;}l:ilz axllll\:
come was good, and most older monks I talked with agreed that ec 3
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Figure 2.9. Pilgrims on the way to a religious teaching being given by a Drepung lama.

they were better off than in the old society. Even the monks at the bottom of the
monastic mcome hierarchy—the old monks on welfare—received an average of
134 yuan per month.™ By contrast, the average monthly income of all citizens of

the TAR in 1992 was only 105 yuan, and farmers and herders earned only 41

vuan.”!

These figures, moreover, do not take into account the fact that some of
Drepung’s monks also receive direct food transfers from parents and relatives. The
older guardian monks regularly receive such transfers from the parents of the boy
monks living with them, and since roughly 20 percent of Drepung’s official monk
population are serving as guardian monks, the impact of this source is not trivial.”
' The monks in today’s Drepung, therefore, receive excellent income, although it
1> clear that this is not so much a result of the success of Drepung’s revenue-
producing endeavors as a consequence of the enormous supplemental income
provided by the alms donated by thousands of individual Tibetans, Without these
fdms, the monastery would not have been able to support the 437 monks it housed
m 1993 without reverting to monks having 10 fend for themselves economically.
These alms donations accounted for roughly 50 percent of the monks’ total in-
come, excluding the direct food transfers.??

Ecgnomic anenia, however, is clearly not the main reason for the small num-
ber of monks at Drepung: only 437 monks in 1993 (547 in 1995) instead of the
10,000 that were present in 1959. Even if Drepung were able to increase its income
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exponentially by developing new businesses or by doubling or tripling donations,
it could not increase the number of monks it houses because of restrictions im-
posed by the state. Drepung’s current ceiling is 600 monks.

DREPUNG AND POLITICAL DISSIDENCE

Like much else in contemporary Tibet, it is difficult to divorce the revival of Bud-
dhism and monasticism from the struggle over the political status of Tibet vis-a-
vis China, that is, from what is often referred to as the Tibet Question. This na-
tionalistic conflict is being played out in two major arenas. Abroad, there is the
vocal and active independence movement led by the Dalai Lama and his cxile
government. In Tibet, the center of Tibetan political consciousness is Lhasa (and
its environs), the capital of the traditional 'Tibetan state. There, monks and nuns
launched a very visible campaign of active political dissidence beginning in 1987.
From Drepung alone, ninety-two monks were arrested for participating in ten
antigovernment political demonstrations between 1987 and 1993.

However, at the time the Chinese government liberalized its policy on religion
in 1978 — 80, resolution of the Tibet conflict scemed promising. Beijing had invited
the Dalai Lama to send fact-finding delegations to visit Tibet, and the exiles had
begun discussions with China aimed at reaching a mutually accepiable solution to
the Tibet Question. But this was not to be. The talks stalemated when the gap be-
tween the Chinese position emphasizing enhanced cultural autonomy and the
exile’s position emphasizing real political autonomy could not be bridged. By the
mid-1980s, theretore, the momentum for reconciliation had collapsed and both
sides unilaterally pursued policies aimed at improving their position relative to the
other.™

For the Dalai Lama and his government-in-exile, this nieant launching a new
political offensive that sought to persuade the United States and Europe 0 use
their economic and political leverage to force concessions from Beijing. At the
same time, they sought to counter China’s policies aimed at winning over Tibetans
within Tibet by conveying to Tibetans there not only that the Dalai Lama was ac-
tively working on their behalf in thc West but also that his endeavors were suc-
cessful--—that he represented a realistic hope for securing Western assistance to set-
tle the Tibet Question in Tibet’s favor.

The key innovation in this strategy was having the Dalai Lama himself carry
the exile’s political message to the United States and FEurope. Prior to this, the
Dalai Lama traveled as a religious leader and did not make overtly politcal
speeches. In 1987 there were several important breakthroughs. In June the US.
House of Representatives adopted a bill that condemned human rights abuses in
Tibet, mstructed the president to express sympathy {or Tibet, and urged China to
establish a constructive dialoguc with the Dalai Lama.” Then, in September, the
Dalai Lama made a major visit to the United States during which he presented his
first political speech to the Congressional Human Rights Caucus (on 21 Septem-
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ber). It was a carefully crafted talk arguing that Tibet had been independent when
China invaded it. Specifically, he said, “though Tibetans lost their freedom, under
mnternational law Tibet today is still an independent state under illegal occupa-
ton.” The specch also raised serious human rights charges, referring twice to a
“holocaust”™ inflicted by the Chinese on the Tibetan people.®

The Dalai Lama’s activities in the United States were widely known and ea-
gerly followed in Lhasa where Tibetans regularly listen to the Chinese-language
broadcasts of the Voice of America and the BBC. The Chinese government’s
media also covered this trip on radio and television, making vitriolic attacks on his
visit and views. Among Tibetans in Lhasa the visit was widely taken as confirma-
tion that the tide of history was shifting in Tibet’s favor and that the Dalai Lama
was on the verge of achieving victory,.

At this juncture, a group of about twenty Drepung monks staged an overt po-
litical demonstration in Lhasa— the first political demonstration of its type. They
did not demonstrate to protest any particular problem Drepung was facing at the
time but rather 1o show Beijing and the West that Tibetans in Tibet support the
Dalai Lama and independence. On the morning of 27 September, while the Dalai
Lama was stll in the United States, they met in Lhasa’s central marketplace, the
Bargor, unfurled signs that included a handmade Tibetan national flag, and
walked around the circular “Bargor” road three times. When nothing happened
to them. they marched about a mile down one of the main east-west streets and
continued their protest in front of the headquarters of the Tibet Autonomous Re-
gion government. At this point they were detained by security forces. Their arrest
made news throughout the Western world.

A few days later, on the morning of 1 October, a group of monks from several
other monasteries in the area staged a4 demonstration to shaw support for the
Dalai Lama and the previous monk demonstrators and to demand the latter’s re-
lease from jail. Police quickly took them into custody in the Bargor and allegedly
started beating them. A crowd of Tibetans demanded the release of these monks,
and before long this escalated into a full-scale riot. In the end, a number of vehi-
cles and buildings were burned, and anywhere from six to twenty Tibetans were
killed when police (including ethnic Tibetan police} fired at the rioters.

Over the next year and a half scores of monk- and nun-led demonstrations oc-
curred, three more of which ended in bloody riots. Martial law was finally de-
clared in 1989 and was not lifted until 1990. In the eight years since then, monk
and nun demonstrations have continued, although tight security measures have
prevented them from turning into riots. The political atmosphere is volatile, how-
ever, and the danger that some monk- or nun-led incident or protest will precipi-
tate a new riot remains ever-present.

These events rocked Drepung, creating a serious crisis that threatens its viabil-
ity and future. One of the key negative consequences of the political activism was
its inadvertent decimation of Drepung’s nascent theological study program. Not
only were many of the young monk demonstrators part of the dharma grove pro-

THE REVIVAL OF MONASTIC LIFE IN DREPUNG MONASTERY 47

gram, but the most gifted of Drepung’s young scholar monks were mvolved, ar-
rested, and thus lost to the monastery. Still other young monks have fled (o India
to join the Dalai Lama and the exile comnuunity. For a time, Drepung’s dharma
grove actually ceased to be used.

The political conflict also negatively affected the government’s attitude toward
Drepung and other similarly involved monasteries. The risk Beljing took in al-
lowing a monastic revival in Tibet has turned out poorly as monks have become,
as many hard-liners in China predicted at the outset of the liberalization, leaders
in the nationalistic opposition to Chinese rule in Tibet. Although the principle of
religious freedom continued to be espoused, with, of course, the inherent caveats
mentioned earlier, and although the government claims it does not hold the
monastery responsible tor the political protests of individual monks, in reality the
government’s attitude toward Drepung hardened demonstrably. Monastic re-
quests from Drepung’s DMC on a range of issues, such as assistance in renovat-
ing the main prayer assembly hall, payments for teachers, and, critically, permis-
sion to increase the number of monks, were denied or approved only on a limited
basis. At the same time, the government instituted much closer security scrutiny
and supervision over Drepung Moreover, with regard to Tibet in general, these
dissident activities have led Beijing to implement a more hard-line policy that
mininizes the importance of meeting Tibetans’ cultural and religious expecta-
tions and maximizes Tibet’s economic and political integration with the rest of
China.

Equally significant is the negative effect the political activism has had on the
morale and purpose of the monks themselves. As the monastery’s revitalization
gained momentum in the early 1980s there was hope among the older monks that
4 serious monastic community could be restored, despite Tibet’s presence as part
of communist China. There was even hope that regular contact with the Drepung
Monastery in exile (in India) would ultimately be possible and that lamas from
India could participate in Drepung’s revival.’” The initial focus of their attention,
therefore, was on how to operationalize a high-quality revitalization -i.e., how to
structure finances, education, recruitment, discipline, and so forth-- not politics or
nationalism. The major escalation of political activity in the mid-1g8os challenged
this orientation by thrusting nationalistic and political issues onto center stage
where they competed head to head with solely religious interests.

Traditionally a monk’s primary loyalty was to his monastery/ college and Bud-
dhism rather than the state and nation, and great monasteries like Drepung (or
even colleges within them) were not reluctant 1o oppose the Tibctan government.
As mentioned earlier, Tengyeling Monastery and Drepung’s Loseling College
gave support to the Manchu/Chinese Ambans and troops in Lhasa after the fall of
the Manchu dynasty in 1911 - 12.

The Chinese invasion and incorporation of Tibet into the People’s Repubtic of
China in 1951 changed this in important ways. It created a heightened sense of na-
tional identity and political purpose among Tibetans, including the monks. Ti-
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betans, whether rich or poor, monk or layman, Easterner or Westerner, now more
than ever before defined their identity primarily in terms of political nationalism,
as Tibetan vis-a-vis the Han Chinese. Defending the religious interests of one’s
monastery {and religion in general) now was projected to a larger arena where de-
fending Tibert as a nation-state was seen as synonymous with defending and pre-
serving Buddhism against an atheistic enemy. Such feelings intensified after the
abortive Tibetan uprising of 1959 when the Chinese government devastated
Tibet’s proud monastic tradition. Communism and the Chinese state became a
hated enemy for ali monks.

But history does not stand still, and China’s dramatic shift in policy in 1978 ush-
ered in a new chapter in the relations between Tibetan Buddhism and the Chinese
state. In Drepung this revival process started in the early 1980s and had begun to
gain momentum by the middle of the decade when political issues exploded on
the scene. Once some Drepung monks began political dissidence in 1987, all
monks were forced to reassess whether their primary loyalty was to Buddhism and
their monastery as in the past or to their nationality and the Dalai Lama. The
question facing monks, in essence, was whether the restoration of monasticism
and the study of Buddhist theology took precedence over the political struggle to
wrest Tibet from Chinese control, and in particular, to support the Dalai Lama.

Every Drepung monk believes in the sanctity of the Dalai Lama and wants him
wo return to Tibet, and virtually all support his efforts to secure Tibetan indepen-
dence. Nevertheless, some monks believe these efforts are not only unrealistic but
also harmful to the monastery and the revival of religion. The DMC,* for exam-
ple, has repeatedly tried to persuade the monks that Drepung’s interests are best
served by focusing their efforts on religious study and eschewing political activism.
Some senior monks have similarly tried to persuade their young wards to reject
political activism because of the personal and monastic dangers. However, by and
large, such efforts were not successful. Most Drepung monks believed that the
Dalai Lama was moving to free Tibet with U.S. assistance, and there was a broad
consensus that this was a time for monks—who have no wives and children to
worry about— to sacrifice themselves for the good of the Dalai Lama, religion,
and Tibet. The intense distrust of the motives of the atheistic communist state to-
ward Buddhism and the caveats and constraints Drepung operates under made it
easy for some monks to conclude that Buddhism cannot flourish in China despite
the new liberalism. Accepting the risks entailed in openly demonstrating against
the Chinese state, therefore, for some monks became not only a nationalistic-
politcal activity but also, by extrapolation, a religious one. Moreover, for the young
monk activists, the traditional notion of acceptable political action to defend reli-
glon was infused with new meanings from the West in the form of the incorpora-
tion of notions of universal human rights.” Such new constructs, however, were
not shared by all monks, some of whom, as mentioned above, value the efflores-
cence of Buddhism in Tibet above abstract universal values such as democracy and
human rights, neither of which, of course, existed in the traditional society.
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In any case, Beijing has chosen not to close the monastery, and 1’¥1(’)x1a.stic lite
goes on with the leaders of Drepung trying 10 make the best of t}lc.slllexL.xon, de-
spite deep-seated frustration at their inability to control the events in which they
are mired. They are focusing their atiention on two related problem arcas. .

One of the most serious issues Drepung’s DMC faced in the years immediately
following martial law was what to do about the hupdrcds of unotlicial young
monks waiting to gain official admittance. The DMG was‘ul)l‘c G \pcrsuade thc\
government to admit some of these in 1992 and 1993, bul this sull lci.t a packl()g of
;everal hundred, and more were coming all the time. Given the continuing monk-
led political tensions in Lhasa, it was reasonable to assume that Bcgmg woul@ not
permit many more new monks since these obviously would provide a _POOl of po-
tential new political recruits for the activists in the monastery. It was }1kely., there-
fore, that some of these unothicial youths would never become official Drepung
monks. .

This posed an ethical problem for the DMC. If some of these you}hs ultimately
had to leave Drepung and return to the secular world, the leaders felt t}}at many
would have difficulty adjusting since they had missed out on school wh.xle “walF—
ing” in Drepung Not having been educated to function in secular society, their
lives might be ruined. The DMC. decided this was unacceplablc‘% and conclud.ed
they had an obligation to provide these boys with decent schooling, at least with
regard to reading and writing,

The traditional system of education in Drepung provided no modec] for how to
do this. In the old society there were no formal schools in Drepung. Monks sgught
out knowledgeable scholar monks to study with on their own and honed their an-
alytic abilities in the debating sessions in the dharma grove. Drepung m'onk.s,
moreover, were taught to read Tibetan visually without learning how to write 1n
the beautiful cursive script used in all governmental writing® The rationale for
this was that monks unable to write with good calligraphy were less likely to leave
the monastery for secular jobs. This orientation, of course, fit the traditional ide-
ology of mass monasticism—-keeping as many monks as possible. ‘

In the new Drepung, however, a formal school secemed necessary. A leader m
the DMC explained the committee’s thinking:

We started the school so that the future generation of monks would be capable. We
wanted them to be able to be good in reading religious texts, and also in writing and
calculating, This was our desire. If we could accomplish this, the monks xx./ho stayed
in the monastery would benetit, and those who went into the [secular] society would
also benefit. . .. ’ .
"The main thing was that we had about 200 young boys [in 1991} who were notmn
the official monk register. The older monks were taking 2 to 3 of th(:scA boys C“atih, S0
that’s how we got so many of them. All these were not getting permission to join the
monastery, so we worried that they would get ruined uniess we actf‘d‘ So to prevent
them from being ruined, we established this school. In the old socwty,.wc admitted
as many monks as came. Now it’s not like this. Now there are only a little over 400
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metic. The other four teachers were older monks who taught elementary religion
via the religious texts traditionally used in Drepung.™

The founding of this formal school, however, was a palliutive response 0 a
problem, not a long-term solution. Maintaining hundreds of “waiting” monks for
years on end was not in the best interests of cither the youths or the monastery.
Consequently, Drepung’s DMC (together with those at Sera and Ganden monas-
teries) pressed the government to establish a clear numerical size limit so that
everyone would know more or less where they stand with regard to the likelihood
of ultimate admission. This has involved repeated discussions on the utility of a
formal commitment to a fixed number of monks for each monastery and argu-
ments over what that number should be.

Drepung has been partially successful in this endeavor in the sense that the gov-
ernment has given its verbal commitment to allow it a maximum of 600 monks,
but this is still not formal law, and the DMGC would like to sce the final number set
at between 700 and 750 monks. However, even the larger number would be too
Jow since in 1995 there were actually 934 monks living in Drepung (540 official and
396 nonofficial), plus another 100 or so from other provinces outside of the TAR.*

The DMC is also trying to restrict the flow of new unofficial monks to prevent
the current impasse from being further cxacerbated. It has registered all the cur-
rent “waiting” monks and has instructed scnior monks to cease accepting new
“wards” without permission. There is, in effect, a moratorium on taking in new
wards. However, it is not clear whether this “order” will be enforceable. Drepung’s
new commitment to quality over quantity means that today’s Drepung monks
have to be productive: they have to either study theology or work on behall of the
monastery. No longer can monks loaf around or do their own private business.
However, this new attitude does not negate the traditional valuc of the monastery
being open to all males who seck to renounce the material world. So long as boys
are willing to be “quality” monks, the overwhelming feeling in the monastery 1s
that they should be admitted. It is thus likely that more boy monks will arrive in
Drepung in the future, despite the DMC’s current moratoriuin.

Finally, Drepung faces a major problem concerning the theological study pro-
gram. On the positive side, the DMC was able to revive the dharma grove after
martial law was lifted in 1990, and it has subsequently grown to include 240 full-
time monks. Moreover, the traditional winter “debating” semester called Jayan
Giinj6 was recently revived 8! More than 400 scholar monks attended it in 1995.
But on the negative side, Drepung has not yet produced a single new geshe, and
the ten to fifieen ncarest scholar monks are still years away. Since political conflict
precludes free exchange of monks from the exile Drepung Monastery in India,
many older monks fear that a new generation of geshe scholars will not be ready
to take over the educational activities in Drepung when the last of the old society
monks die off. In their view, therefore, Drepung is locked n a race against time,
and there is pessimism about whether it will be able to succeed given the volatile
politicization of religion in Lhasa.
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CONCLUSION

The central place of monks and monasteries in Tibetan society made it inevirable
that the new era of religious treedom in China would produce powerful pressures
to revive Tibet's monastic tradition. The freedom to practice religion as individu-
als was clearly not enough for Tibetans, and local communities throughout Tibet
have rebuilt or repaired traditional monasteries, usually without éovernment
financial help. In Lhasa the desire to restore famous monastic :'ent(%rs like
Drepung to their former greatness was especially strong. By representing the so-
phistication of Tibetan culture, monasteries like Drepung bolstered Tibegalls’ cul-
tural identity and fostered ethnic pride vis-a-vis that of the politically dominant
Chinese. And so, as the changes implicit in China’s new rules became understood
and believed in Drepung, a slow monastic revival commenced. The first major
step i this process occurred in 1982 when new youths were admitted and regﬂlar
collective prayer chanting assemblies started. )

The five years following those events were characterized by a period of “insti-
tutional revival.” The DMC and senior monks set out to operationalize a new
monastic community and culture, making difficult decisions about how to tinance,
cd‘ucatc, and discipline the new monks. Through a delicate, and not entirely con-
scious, process of adaptation, traditional values, customs, and beliefs were re-
stored, in some cases intact and in other cases with modifications and mnovations.
T h§ result was an emergent monastic social matrix that was sociopolitically corn-
paublc with the realities of the current socialist society yet culturally authentic.
From a bascline of zero religion at the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976,
Drepung was able to revive a practicing monastic community with new young
monks, regular prayer chanting sessions, and a large theological study proé;ram.

This process of institutional reconstruction changed dramatically in the fall of
1987 when open political demonstrations by monks ushered in a new era—the pe-
viod of “religiopolitical confrontation.” Monks (and nuns) suddenly leaped to the
fo'refrom of active political opposition and received worldwide attention and plau-
dits. The monastic revival had become politicized, at least in the regions in and
around Lhasa.

This new religious militancy challenged all monks and nuns, confronting them
with an emotionally powerful alternative to quiedy (apolitically) working within
China to rebuild their monastic tradition; that is, it presented them the emotion-
al%y compelling alternative of participating in the nationalistic struggle to free
Tibet from Chinese rule. Feelings of anger and hatred toward the Communist
party and the Chinese, of course, were present before the first demonstration, but
after it, Drepung’s monks consciously had to choose between conflicting loyal-
ties—-Buddhism or the Tibetan nation—or, as some who chose the latter course
did, to eliminate the cognitive dissonance by trying to redefine the interests of
Buddhism as being best served by political activism.

THE REVIVAL OF MONASTIC LIFLE IN DREPUNG MONASTERY 47

All of this has placed Bejjing in a very difficult situation. Although it is still com-
mitted to a policy of religious freedom in 'T'ibet (so long as its political caveats are
adhered o) and does not officially hold Drepung responsible for the acts of mdi-
vidual monks, it is also committed to stop monks from continuing to fan the ames
of political dissidence. Since intensified “political education” in Drepung has
heretofore not succeeded in stopping activism, how Beijing will move to ensure
this without simply closing down the monastery is not at all clear. It is reasonable
to assume that the government's tolerance of monasteries like Drepung will de-
crease in the coming years if monastic leaders do not work out some way to stop
the political protests of the monks,

This scenario is understood by Drepung’s leaders and is creating an underlying
atmosphere of frustration and depression. Despite the laudatory objective gains in
reviving their monastic community, most of Drepung’s leaders are disheartened
about the future. Cut off from fellow monks and lamas in India, under scrutiny
from a government they consider hostile (or at best unfriendly), unable to convince
current monks to eschew political militancy {or prevent them from doing so}, they
find themselves embroiled in constant political tension and conflict they cannot
control. And some, undoubtedly, have doubts whether they should be trying to
control this. Their successes, no matter how impressive, are always just a demon-
stration away from disaster. There is a gnawing fear, moreover, that the continued
involvement of monks in demonstrations is sctting the stage for the worst of all
outcomes-—that the Tibet Question will not be settled in Tibet’s favor and the
monastery will be destroyed.

The revival of Drepung Monastery seventeen years after liberalization, there-
fore, has been somewhat mixed. On one level, the progress has been impressive;
yet on another, the gains seem very unstable. At the heart of this contradiction,
like so much else in contemporary Tibet, is the Tibet Question.

The older monks love their monastery and want to see it thrive again as a great
center of Tibetan religion. Most laypersons fecl the same. Consequently, despite
their pessimism and apprehension, the monastery’s leaders will certainly continue
to work to adapt the basic elements of the monastic way of life to whatever obsta-
cles the unpredictable national and mnternational sociopolitical environments
throw in its way. But, whatever happens, Drepung’s leaders are unlikely to be able
to return to the more placid times of the period of institutional revival unless some
major breakthrough in the struggle over the Tibet Question occurs. With the
monks, especially the younger monks, torn between nationalistic and religious
ideals and loyalties, the future of Drepung is uncertain and unpredictable. Only
time will tell whether Drepung will move into a third, more positive phase of re-
vival in which it regains most of its former greatness, or whether monk-led con-
trontations will escalate and the state will decide to crack down harshly on the

monastery and reverse most of the gains of the past decade and a half. The lead-
ers of Drepung, therefore, find themselves trapped between two forces they can-
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not control, and while they hope that Drepung can weather the storm, they are far
from optiniistic.

EPILOGUE®

The political fears mentioned above materialized in the summer of 1996 when
Beijing launched a major new “patriotism education 6 campaign aimed at en-
hancing its control over the most visible source of opposition—the monasteries,
As part of its general “get tough™ policy in Tibet, this campaign sought not merely
to educate monks on the “proper,” apolitical, role of religion in China (see chap-
ter 1), but more important, to demonstrate to monks that if they did not adhere to
these rules they could not remain in the monastery. The campaign sought to take
steps to reduce the danger that monasteries like Drepung would continue to fune-
tion as breeding grounds for political opposition.*” The vehicle for enforcement
was what is known in China as a “work team,”® that is, a group of officials pulled
together from various government offices and sent to carry out a political cam-
paign. In Drepung’s case, more than a hundred officials arrived there in summer
1996 and remained in residence unil roughly the end of that year.%

The ideological brief of the work team is llustrated by a document handed out
to the monks of Drepung’s sister monastery, Sera, at the start of the parallel cam-
paign there:

The time has arrived for patriotic education to take place in Sera monastery by
means of Comprehensive Propaganda Education [geig sdud kyis dril bsgrags slob gso).
The purpose of carrying out this education session is o implement the Party’s pol-
icy on religion totally and correctly, to stress the management of religious affairs ac-
cording to law, and to initiate efforts for the harmonious coexistence between the re-
ligious and socialist societies. It is also aimed at creating the thought of patriotism
and implanting in the masses of’ the monks the view of the government, the political
view and the legal view. The campaign is also for the purpose of educating [monks]
to oppose completely any activities aimed at splitting the motherland.”

Work teams had been sent to Drepung on a number of occasions in the past so
the presence of this one in Drepung itself was not exceptional. However, the task
of the 1996 work team differed from previous ones in that its brief included vetting
cach monk with respect to his political views and his future acceptability as a monk.

The work team sent to Drepung interviewed monks and led sessions on topics
such as Chinese law, Tibetan history, patriotism, and the government’s view that
the Dalai Laina and his Western supporters were playing a negative role in trying
to split Tibet from China. All monks were required to study political education
materials that spelled out these views, attend classes that went over the official po-
sitions, and convey their attitudes about these issues verbally and in writing,

In keeping with the strident rhetoric of the new hard-line policy in Tibet, the
work team directly attacked the Dalai Lama, removing his photographs from the
monastery’s chapels and temples {and other public venues) while asserting that
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the monks must denounce the Dalaj Lama as a duplicitous “splittist.” The harsh
personal attacks on the Dalai Lama, however, assaulted Tibetan cthnic and reli-
gious sensibilities and precipitated a major test of wills in Drepung {and in many
other monasteries).

Faced with the necessity of atracking the Dalai Lama by name and agreemg to
historical views and “facts” they considered untrue, many monks dug in their heels
and, in a variety of ways, refused to participate in what was commonly perceived
as a throwback to the mass political campaigns of the 1960s and 1g70s, even if this
stance meant having to leave the monastery. A few monks expressed their protest
by openly challenging the veracity of the work team’s facts at public sessions. Four
such monks, it is said, ultimately were sent to reform-though-lahor camps when
they repeatedly refused to recant. A larger number of Drepung monks—-about
sixty—adopted a less confrontational method to protest. They chose to leave the
monastery on their own accord rather than accept the campaign’s demands.
Some of these quietly fled to India, producing the first reports of the campaign
abroad.”" One very old monk, it is said, became so distraught by the thought of ei-
ther leaving the monastery or denouncing the Dalai Lama that he committed
suicide.

Most monks, however, were willing to accept— at least on the surface ~the
basic ideological “points” of the campaign to remain in the monastery, but they
drew a line with regard to the demand that they comment negatively about the
Dalai Lama’s political persona. A meeting of work team members with Drepung’s
elderly monks illustrates the depth of this opposition. At this meeting, three or four
monks rose and said emotionally, tears in their eyes, that as simple monks they
knew nothing of the Dalai Lama’s politics but only his religious stature, and this
they could not oppose. Consequently, if the work team insisted that they speak
against the Dalai Lama, they would have to leave Drepung and go begging in the
streets of Lhasa.”” Comments like this coming from monks who were basically
nonpolitical and had lived most of their lives in the monastery had a powerful im-
pact on the work team’s thinking, leading to a reconsideration of the campaign’s
anti-Dalai Lama component. The campaign had sought to cleanse the monastery
of politically unreliable monks and convince the rest that it was in their and their
monastery’s best interests to dissociate themselves from political dissidence, not
purge Drepung of virtually all senior monks, Consequently; it was decided that
trying to force monks to criticize the Dalaj Lama directly would be counterpro-
ductive, and this was removed from the list of “conditions” the monks had to ac-
cept publicly, leaving only the following items: (o cherish the nation and cherish
religion; to oppose separatism/ splittism; to accept the correct ideology of the Chi-
nese Communist party; to respect the motherland’s unity; to work to continue the
socialist system and to obey the orders of one’s superior officials. Monks who
“passed” the political education program by stating their acceptance of these con-
ditions were reaffirmed as official Drepung monks and issued a new registration
document (in the form of a red handbook with their name, photo, birthdate, etc.).
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Although itis easy to dismiss the rhetorical “parroting” the Socialist Education
campaign gencrated as a kind of political charade that changed no one’s views,
the 1996 campaign was not limited to rhetoric. It also mitiated a number of real
suructural changes. One such “reform” was the addition of a new criterion for
official membership as a Drepung monk —proper age. As mentioned earlier {and
in chapter 1), the laws of the People’s Republic of China prohibited the recruit-
ment of monks and priests under the age of eighteen. Religious freedom in Chi-
nese law meant the frecdom to believe or not to believe, and the party from early
on felt it was important o prevent young children from being indoctrinated into a
religious life before they had the maturity to make an informed Jjudgment. Never-
theless, exceptions were made, most notably in Tibet where the great emphasis
Tibetans placed on child recruitment was tacitly respected by not enforcing the
minimum age rule. The 1996 campaign reversed that policy, the government an-
nouncing that Tibetan monks must now be at least eighteen. And it implemented
this standard, albeit with a few concessions, the most important of which were that
for the duration of the campaign the minimum age for the monks already present
in Drepung would be reduced to fiftcen, and even younger monks were admitted
in a few hardship cases involving those who were orphans with no home to return
to or child monks whose coresident guardian monk was so old or infirm that he
depended on the young monk.” In the future, however, the government decreed
that new monks would have to be at least eighteen years of age.

The work team also eliminated the hundreds of unotticial monks who had
been residing in Drepung at the start of the campaign “waiting” to be admitted
officially. These youths, frustrated and angry at the government’s refusal to allow
them to become official Drepung monks, were clearly a fertile breeding ground for
political dissent. They were eliminated in two ways. The underage monks (num-
bering between 80 and 100) were sent home with no political prejudice or stigma

attached to this expulsion. They were told to enter secular schools and reapply for -

admission if they wished when they reached the age of eighteen. The remainder
of the older “waiting” monks {(numbering more than 160) were officially admitted
into the monastery, increasing Drepung’s size by about 30 percent to 706 official
monks.”* This number constituted Drepung’s new official maximum size, al-
though the number of resident monks was actually higher since about eighty un-
official “visiting” monks from outside the TAR continued to live and study in
Drepung as in the past.”® To prevent the reemergence of a new cohort of “wait-
ing” monks, older monks were warned not to allow nonofficial monks to live with
them regardless of their age.™

Equally significant were changes made in the administration of Drepung. The
government tightened its supervision over the monks by replacing the monk-
stafted Democratic Management Committee with a new committee called the
“Management Committee™ (do dum u yon than khang), which included secular cadres
who lived in the monastery along with monks.”” The presence of these lay cadres
in the monastery has given the government important firsthand control over the
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monastery’s day-to-day operational decisions.” Some changes were ?lso I.nadﬁ n
monk administrative personnel; the former monk bcad of the Den‘mcranc' I\L\E-
agement Committee, for example, was replaced with another monk, as was the
former disciplinary official, the gegi.” o e
The 1996 campaign also brought abou_t a series ().f lesser C}.l'fm‘gci 1.n the ‘1 (;;i
Drepung. A number of the major monastic economic enterprises w_ue c0f1\~ertee
to the “responsibility” system, the monks working for these having to’ @dl anh, ‘
the monastery a fixed annual “lease fce.” For example, the monastery’s sgore is
to guarantee to pay 90,000¥ a year to the monastery, and the restaurant, (‘),‘ooot
Anything these enterprises earn above this they can keep, bu.t it is m‘terestxyx;lg o
note that the monks operating these have pledged that they will only tdkc‘ aﬁs Sr‘y’
equal to the salary of other working m(m‘ks* {regardless of h;)(‘;v much profit they
generate) since as monks they have no desire to bcicome rich. . .
From another direction, Drepung’s income suflered a severe blow in 1997 when
its most revered spiritual leader, Gen Lamrim, died. O‘vern.lg‘ht the mm.lks“lost/tfle
several hundred thousand yuan that his biannual publllc r.ehgmusNteach.mga gener-
ated, as well as his spiritual leadership. The incre?.ses 1'n income from implement-
ing the “responsibility” system will not make up for this loss. Lo et e
Changes were also made in Drepung’s school for younger mon n 1199, the
curriculum was expanded to include Chinese and English, and the school was 688
tablished as a full six-year primary school. In July 1997 the school enrolled 17
monks. The content of the dharma grove educatiox'lal program was not alterke)d,
but a formal ceiling was set at 230 full-time molnks (Le., 33"/? of the Fofa.l num e;
of Drepung monks). These scholar monks continued to receive s:alarxf's t,? ZUPP;;
themselves while they studied; the advanced scholar mo.nks receive 7¥ per z)ly,d e
middle level 5¥ per day, and the newer ones (those admitted in 1990) 2.5¥ %)arl zty
Monks from outside the TAR were still permitted to studByl in the dharma grove,
although they did not receive salaries from thé? monastery. v _—
The 1996 monastery rectification campaign reﬂect‘s the government’s n ,d
hard-line strategy in Tibet, one characteristic of whlch,ls l€s§ Foxlcﬂlatlor} ‘(oa\zlar
ethnic culture, as well as its frustration with the monks hqstﬂﬂy and poht}c’ ack—
tivism. However, although the campaign was launched w1th‘ a torrent of togg- 1
rhetoric and initially seemed likely to marginalize monasteries like Drepun}f, }1111
the end its results were somewhat equivocal. Rather thz%n drastically SCfil? back the
number of monks, the government again offered up its ‘sl_andafd.rchg?ous C(:::li
promise—if you concentrate on religion and .(n?chew political dlsmdffnl(,f:, wlel "
permit you to stay as monks and allow monasticism to developfwan? 1ft aau;(% [ythc
lowed Drepung to increase by more than 30 percent despite t.hc, ,dﬁt m‘j e
monks would not denounce the Dalai Lama..However, the campaign als? rev ea1 i(
clearly to the monks that the government will no lor}gcr Fol.erate n&ﬁxastergs th;
Drepung functioning as centers of political and natxonallst?c oppom\ﬂonda; o
this was more than empty rhetoric—it was now ready to mtervene and torcibly
alter elements of monastic life to prevent this.
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‘The future of monasteries like Drepung, theretore, more than ever depends on
the monks™ acceptance of the government’s separation of religion and political
dissidence, that is, the government’s demand that monks devote themselves to
their religion and eschew all antigovernment political activity. So while Drepung
can continue to try to train a new generation of scholar monks, the government
has made it clear that it will not tolerate the monastery being used as a breeding
ground for political dissidence and, of course, that resistance is futile and counter-
productive.

Drepung’s future, therefore, remains uncertain and precarious since it is im-
possible to predict how its monks will respond to future vagaries of the Tibet
Question, in particular, to events outside of China.** The Chinese government’s
attempt 1o persuade (and/or indmidate) Drepung’s monks to delink religion from
nationalistic politics reached a new platcau of intensity in 1996 but did not truly
resolve the fundamental conflict of many at Drepung between their political aspi-
rations and their religious loyalties.



