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Abstract

This study was mainly conducted in Lazha Natural Village, Zhongdian County,
Diqging Tibetan Autonomous Region, Yunnan Province, China. To analyze the
dynamic nature of Tibetan pastoralism, this study not only focuses on the pastoral
knowledge system per se, but the process of knowledge articulation through practice
of identity as well. In addition, local strategic responses to the environment and
outside intervention were also explored. Hence, the study puts forward four objectives:
1) To understand the complexity of Tibetan ethnicity in a context of agropastoral
production system; 2) To study the dynamism of pastoralism with respect to
knowledge and cultural identity under such context; 3) To assess the impact of state
policies and market intervention on Tibetan pastoral practice and; 4)To analyze the
forms of social relation and access to resources of local people based upon the
knowledge and cultural identity under changing circumstances.

The study identified that the dynamics of pastoralism should start from a concept
of knowledge and identity as practice based upon the articulation theory suggested by
James Clifford (2000}, rather than a ‘traditionalist model’ or a “modernist model’. It is
problematic to simply understand Tibetan cultural identity as pastoralism or regard
pastoral knowledge as primordial, transhistorical attachments. In fact, under the
current background of commericialization and modernization, Tibetan people are
more and more difficult to continue their traditional pastoral way of life. On the one
hand, such trends have greatly impacted on people’s way of life and their knowledge
system, on the other hand, in many ways people have gained little from these
‘civilization processes’. A holistic understanding of knowledge and cultural identity
can help us analyze the complexity and dynamics of Tibetan pastoralism. It can also
make us recognize the multi-level relationship and interaction between community,
state and market while putting people, who are rooted in the specific local resource
context, at the core.
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As many other scholars, this study has notices that over a long history of practice
of living in this area, through accommodating to their environment, and learning to
live with what it offered instead of changing and moulding it to suit their needs, the
Tibetan people have accumulated a rich pastoral knowledge, which in fact is the
foundation of their culture. The flexibility of range management in tenure
arrangements and the diversification of pastoral production are people’s adaptive
strategies to the unique ecological conditions of the Qihai-Tibet Plateau. The diverse,
situated indigenous knowledge of the herders about the complex ecology of their
territory have rendered them capable of skilled management of livestock and
rangelands well.

However, unlike these scholars, though both quantitative and qualitative
analysis, this study further found that even though the Tibetan people have a rich
pastoral knowledge in general, knowledge distribution and people’s capacity to use it
vary greatly. The herders are very differentiated, by class, gender, age and so forth,
and they also carry different power in livestock and range management. In the case of
Lazha village, the key factors which determine people’s pastoral knowledge
utilization are the labor supply and age structure of each household. Moreover, this
study shows the articulation of knowledge under the development context.

In this study, cultural identity manifests a sort of power relation between local
people and outside interventions such as state policy and market mechanisms, rather
than being a logical, coherent, shared, uniform, and static thing. Under the current
economic and political system, there are limited channels for the weaker local people
to dialogue with powerful outsiders. A sense of cultural identity (or reconstruction of
identity) has opened a space or channel for them to claim their knowledge and rights.
In fact, practice or production of their identity is a process of adaptation and
empowerment. In this process, through practice of knowledge, local people are trying
to negotiate with outside factors to realize their rights for livelihood and for
development.

This study recommends a synthetic approach that combines indigenous
knowledge with modern techniques. On the one hand, development projects should
give more attention to the potential role of traditional pastoral knowledge, and a
participatory approach is very important in all phase of development work. On the
other hand, there is room for improving upon the traditional system and developing
new techniques that are locally appropriate. Given the unique characteristics of the
pastoral production system in relation to state policy, recognition of customary land
tenure and ensuring access rights to pastoral resources are preconditions of
sustainable pastoralism.
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