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The 2008 Olympic games held in Beijing, China created an international stage for many human rights organizations to unleash their wrath upon the country.  Many even called for a boycott of the Olympics.  These organizations protested because of a small segment of the Chinese population known as the Tibetans.  The people of Tibet used the media spotlight on China to bring their cause to the forefront of international politics.  Ever since the People’s Republic of China, the PRC, took over Tibet in 1949 and forced the Dalai Lama to flee the country, several allegations have emerged that the Chinese are using excessive force to repress the people as they fight for independence.  Whether or not Tibet deserves autonomy or assimilation along with the rest of China is a subject of intense debate.  The people of Tibet desire independence from China and claim they have a right to it; however, the Chinese government asserts that Tibetan territory belongs to them.  Before choosing sides in this debate, the history of the conflict must be examined.

Tibet became a unified state between 600 and 630 when several independent tribes unified under the kingdom of Yarlung.  The Tibetan empire reached its peak around 630 and almost immediately came into conflict with China.  At one point Tibet even captured the Chinese throne.  The Sino-Tibetan military conflicts ended in 822 with a treaty that defined Tibet and China as separate countries with distinct boundaries.  Eventually, in 842, the empire collapsed and for four hundred years the Tibetan people had no central authority.  By 1234 the Mongol Empire had conquered almost all of China.  In order to protect the interests of Tibetan Buddhists, the region loosely unified and signed a treaty with the Mongols becoming a special territory of the Mongolian Empire.  Tibetan Buddhists were officially reunited as a nation in 1642 under the Fifth Dalai Lama.  This reunification did not last long because the Qing dynasty in China conquered Tibet in 1720.  During the long Qing rein in Tibet, Tibet was first categorized as Chinese territory.  Tibet was virtually isolated from the outside world until 1904 when the British signed a special treaty permitting trade.  The Dalai Lama returned to Tibet in 1912, with the support of Great Britain, seeking autonomy for his people.  Tibet essentially claimed that they had the self-determination to govern over all areas they inhabited.  After the Chinese refused to negotiate a treaty, the British provided Tibet with military assistance and began to push them out of Tibetan territory.  The assistance ended quickly because of the imminent threat of world wars.  During World War II, Tibet remained a neutral power and almost achieved independence during the post war peace conference when Chiang Kai-shek promised them “a very high degree of autonomy to independence.”  Tibet sent diplomatic relations teams to the victorious nations and achieved a sense of independence and international recognition, most notably from the United States.  They had an identity based upon a common nationality, territory, culture, and government just like they did when they were a powerful empire.  

It is important to note that during this time the leaders of Tibet signed several agreements with the neighboring country of India.  Because China refuses to recognize that Tibet was an independent nation at any time, they have declared these agreements to be invalid, including some over the establishment of formal borders.  This has created significant controversy between the two nations.  At one point, China stationed troops across the border and this threat still exists today.  Tension in the region reached a climax in 1950 when the People’s Republic of China ignored Tibet’s claim of sovereignty and once again annexed the whole territory.

On October 7, 1950 the PRC invaded Tibet.  The Chinese legitimated their conquest of Tibet by arguing that they had to do so in order to liberate the country from the west and imperialism.  The Tibetans were forced into negotiations and signed the Agreement on Measures for the Peaceful Liberation of Tibet on May 23, 1951.  Later this became known as the 17-Point Agreement.  This treaty actually gave the Tibetans self-government and autonomy to an extent.  The actual extent has never been officially determined and often changed.  Over the next decade, the Tibetans became extremely worried about their rights and destruction of their culture.

On March 10, 1959, the Tibetan people rebelled against the Chinese occupying forces.  The Chinese blamed the rebellion on a reactionary clique of upper-class Tibetans attempting to maintain serfdom; however, this claim simply is not true.  In reality, Tibet’s economy was failing because of Chinese restrictions.  Inflation was astronomical, and the people could do nothing without Chinese permission.  Even more terrifying in the eyes of the Tibetans was the Chinese threat to their cultural and national identity.  The Communist Chinese were attempting to destroy Buddhist law which had been fundamental in Tibet since the 800’s.  Dissident Buddhists were quickly reprimanded for following their traditions.  The Rebellion of 1959 occurred during the Great Prayer day at the home of Dalai Lama.  An estimated 44,000 Tibetans, among them monks, women, and children, chanted for the Chinese to leave them, their culture, and their religion alone.  The PRC violently suppressed this desperate, spontaneous revolt, killing thousands of protestors.

China has had complete control of Tibet since the suppression of the 1959 revolt.  It cannot be disputed that China has maintained this power with force and violence yet the extent is not clear.  Some allege that 1.2 million Tibetans have died as a direct result of Chinese occupation since 1959.  This statistic is not reliable, however, because this would insinuate the destruction of almost the whole population which does not seem likely because of the several million Tibetans alive today.  The statistics that are officially reported are much lower yet significant.  Recently revealed historical documents from China prove that 93,000 Tibetans were killed from 1959-1961.  Most demographers have the actual disappearance figures between 152,000 and 768,000.  The PRC has actively instituted a policy of repression on all aspects of Tibetan culture associated with nationalism in order to prevent future uprisings.  This has been enforced with violence, leading to high casualties of civilians.  Another method the Chinese have used to prevent the Tibetans from unifying is the flooding of the region with non-Tibetans.  The people of Tibet are now a minority in their own land, especially since many natives have become exiles in countries such as India.  They are exiles because they were not permitted to flee the country and are physically prevented from returning.  Moreover, several allegations have been made about the Chinese severely restricting travel in and out of the region.

Beginning in 1979, the Chinese opened up to the Dalai Lama for discussions yet nothing has come of them.  Unless the Security Council of the United Nations becomes involved, Tibet has little power to do anything about their situation.  The issue of Tibet is really the denial by China of Tibet’s right to national self-determination.  In order to maintain this denial, Tibetans allege that China has egregiously violated their human rights.  Every complaint about China stems from this.  It is in China’s best interest to not even mention this issue because it would raise questions about the legitimacy of their rule over Tibet.  China holds all control, and unless they succumb to outside pressure little will change.  It is the mission of the United Nations Security Council to examine this issue thoroughly, determine if they should act, and what path of action to take if it is deemed necessary.  The Chinese will continue to make it appear that they are doing everything possible to allow the Tibetans as much freedom as possible while still keeping them under their control.  Tibet must continue to fight for its fate because if they stop, they will have no future.

As you begin to prepare for the MUN conference, you will realize that this is a vast and complex issue.  A briefing paper simply cannot cover every facet of the conflict between China and Tibet.  The goal of this paper is to give you the framework of the crisis.  Feel free to take this issue in any direction that you feel is relevant; however, if you are struggling about which directions to take, you can use the following questions to guide you.  These questions are prominent to the debate but not the only matters of importance.  Additional ideas are not only optional but welcomed.  

· Historically, does Tibet have the right to territorial integrity as a sovereign nation?  

· Should the Tibetan people have the right to self-determination?  

· Does the Security Council even have the right to become involved in this issue of state sovereignty?  

· Are the human rights possessed by the Tibetans being violated?  

· Is China attempting to assimilate Tibet or provide them with autonomy?  

· Should Tibet’s presence as a demilitarized buffer between China and India be a matter to consider?
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