
Prologue 

 

 

In ancient Greek tragedies, the tradition was to start by a prologue in 

which the main performers were introduced to the audience. The dramatis 

personæ was the list of characters in order of hierarchy, with gods first, 

followed by semi-gods, ending with ordinary humans. The motivations of 

the different players and the main ‘knot’ of the drama were also explained 

to the public. In some cases, the choir would intervene between each act 

to explicit further the intricacies of the play.  

We will dispense with a choir, but before plunging into the history of the 

Roof of the World, it is interesting to thus to get introduced to the main 

characters and the forces moving them, consciously or unconsciously. 

The main ‘knot’ of our ‘tragedy’ took place in 1950. During this ‘fateful’ 

year the dies of fate were thrown. There are turning points in history 

when it is possible for events to go one way or another, — when the tides 

of time seem poised between the flood and the ebb, when fate awaits our 

choice to strike its glorious or sombre note, when destiny appears to leave 

us the choice of our fate.  

The year 1950 was certainly one such crucial year in the destinies of 

India, Tibet and China. The three nations had the choice of going towards 

peace and collaboration, or tension and confrontation. Each one chose its 

fate with all the consequences which were to follow. 

Decisions can be made with all good intentions — as in the case of Nehru 

who believed in an ‘eternal friendship’ with China — or with less good 

motives as for Mao. Decisions can be made out of weakness, greed, 

pragmatism, ignorance or fear, but once a choice is made, consequences 

unfold for years and decades thereafter. 

Here are the main personae who will appear in the second half of this 

story, once the stage is set. 

 

The personae 
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The end of the forties saw the entry of a new player in the Great Game of 

Free Asia: Red China. A new Emperor, Mao Zedong ascended the throne 

of the Middle Kingdom, he is the lead character of our story. Whether he 

was a man, a god or a titan, is left to the readers to decide.  

His counterpart was a British-educated Indian, Jawaharlal Nehru. 

On one side of the chessboard was the Great Helmsman, the supreme 

pragmatist for whom means were irrelevant; he believed in ‘real life’ only. 

"The philosophers have so far only interpreted the world, the point is to 

change it". On the other side was the Indian Prime Minister, an idealist, 

not to say a dreamer.  

A well-known anecdote is revelatory. Shortly after Independence, the 

Indian Army Chief of Staff had drafted the first paper on the threats to 

India’s security. The paper contained recommendations for dealing with 

the newly independent nation’s security and asked for a government 

directive on defence policy. When General Sir Robert Lokhart took this 

paper to the Indian Prime Minister, the latter remarked: “Rubbish. Total 

Rubbish. We don’t need a defence plan. Our policy is non-violence. We 

foresee no military threats. Scrap the Army. The police are good enough 

to meet our security needs.”1 Thus spoke Nehru, India’s first Prime 

Minister in 1947. 

Mao knew his Indian interlocutor perfectly: no real danger could come 

from a leader who had decided to be the champion of non-violence, who 

wanted to prove to the world that problems and crises could be solved 

without recourse to force. The first casualty would be Kashmir. Nehru lost 

Kashmir in trying to stick to ‘principles’. 

On the Indian side, there was another persona, Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, 

the Indian Deputy Prime Minister, also a pragmatic who foresaw all the 

consequences of Tibet’s ‘liberation’. The opinion of Patel was diametrically 

opposite to Nehru’s, but unfortunately fate removed him from the stage 

hardly 2 months after the People’s Liberation Army walked into Tibet. 

Another protagonist was a 15-year old kid, the Dalai Lama. On November 

17, the Gods spoke through the Nechung State Oracle in Lhasa: “Make 

him King”. Thus the young boy was enthroned as Tenzin Gyatso, the 
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Fourteenth Dalai Lama. His task would be the most arduous in view of his 

young age and inexperience. By religion and temperament, he shared 

many convictions dear to Nehru, but interestingly agreed with Mao that 

his country needed ‘socialist’ reforms. However he would never be allowed 

to implement them on the Roof of the World. 

It is necessary to briefly introduce two smaller players, K.M. Panikkar and 

V.K. Krishna Menon, who greatly influenced Nehru, thereby playing a role 

in the tragedy to unfold. Both believed in the greatness of the Chinese 

revolution. Panikkar believed that Mao was “the chosen leader of a 

resurgent people, driving out those who had sold out the Chinese 

Revolution and pushing back to the sea, from whence they came, the 

western nations who had enslaved the nations of Asia”. His views would 

have far-reaching and tragic consequences for India’s security. 

 

The settings 

To set the tone, a commentator in the World Culture of Shanghai wrote in 

September 1949: 

The India of Nehru attained dominion status only two years ago, and 

it is not even formally independent in the fullest sense of the word. 

But Nehru, riding behind the imperialists whose stooge he is, 

actually considers himself as the leader of the Asian peoples. Into 

his slavish and bourgeois reactionary character has now been 

instilled the beastly ambition for aggression, and he thinks that his 

role as a hireling of imperialism makes him an imperialist himself. 

He has announced that Bhutan is an Indian protectorate, and now 

proceeds to declare that ‘Tibet has never acknowledged China's 

suzerainty in order to carry out his plot to create an incident in 

Tibet’.2 

The article concluded: "Nehru has already been made the substitute of 

Chiang Kai-shek by the imperialists." 

These were the beliefs of Beijing new leadership. First, that Nehru wanted 

to be the leader of Asia3. Second, the Chinese goal was to bring the 

communist Revolution to Asia and, at a later stage, to the entire world. In 



 3

the ‘struggle’ between capitalism and socialism, the Chinese leaders were 

convinced that Nehru could be an obstacle. Finally, Tibet was strategically 

and ideologically an important step in Mao’s attempt to achieve an ideal 

socialist world. 

One of the tactics used by Mao and his comrades was to accuse others of 

a crime that he intended to commit. Is not attack the best form of 

defence? Already in 1949, China’s Chairman was speaking of "the recent 

act of Nehru in serving as the hireling of Anglo-American imperialism 

attempt to invade Tibet." It was far from Nehru’s intentions. 

On October 1, the new People's Republic of China was proclaimed: “The 

Chinese people have stood up, long live the Chinese Communist Party”, 

Mao told the million Chinese assembled on the Tiananmen Square. 

In the following months and years, the new regime never missed an 

opportunity to tell the world that their objective was to liberate Asia. Mao 

Zedong himself, in a message to the Indian Communist Party stated in 

October 1949: "I firmly believe that relying on the brave Communist Party 

of India and the unity and the struggle of all Indian patriots, India will 

certainly not remain long under the yoke of imperialism and its 

collaborators. Like free China, free India will one day emerge in the 

socialist and People's Democratic family; that day will end the imperialist 

reactionary era in the history of mankind.”4 

Though the Chinese leadership swore by a strong ideology, pragmatism 

continued (and still continues today) to be the hallmark of their India 

policy. After the 1962 Chinese attack in NEFA and their subsequent 

withdrawal, Mao publically stated:  

People may ask if there is contradiction to abandon a territory 

gained by heroic battle. Does it mean that the heroic fighters shed 

their blood in vain and to no purpose? This is to put the wrong 

question. Does one eat to no purpose simply because he relieves 

himself later? Does one sleep in vain because one wakes up? I do 

not think the questions should be asked thus; rather one should 

keep on eating and sleeping or fighting. These are illusions born out 

of subjectivism and formalism and do not exist in real life.5  



 4

For Mao and his comrades, only one thing mattered: the final goal. 

Further, while in the course of her history India has never had an 

expansionist propensity, China — whatever the colour of the regime in 

Beijing — always had strong imperialist tendencies. The historian Dr. R.C. 

Majumdar sheds light on the traditional Chinese way of thinking and 

acting:  

There is, however, one aspect of Chinese culture that is little known 

outside the circle of professional historians. It is the aggressive 

imperialism that characterized the politics of China throughout the 

course of her history, at least during the part of which is well known 

to us… It is characteristic of China that if a region once 

acknowledged her nominal suzerainty even for a short period, she 

should regard it as a part of her empire for ever and would 

automatically revive her claim over it even after a thousand years 

whenever there was a chance of enforcing it.6 

Unfortunately, Nehru was unable to see clear-sightedly. Further, besides 

being the inheritor of the traditional Chinese expansionism, the new 

regime in Beijing was also the dynastic inheritor of the imperial mantle. 

Mao was the new ‘Son of Heaven.’ This tradition added to the Marxists’ 

revolutionary zeal and the Han Chinese strong superiority complex, gave a 

most formidable mix. 

Traditionally, the Son of Heaven’s mandate to rule came directly from 

Heaven; he had to rule ‘all under Heaven.’ The administration of the 

Emperor was not man-made, it had a cosmic dimension. As the Chairman 

of the People's Republic and the head of the People's Liberation Army, 

Mao had de facto become the new Emperor.  

Another inheritance from traditional China was the contempt of the 

mainland Chinese (the Hans) for their ‘vassals’ of ‘Outer China.’ Let us not 

forget that the Great Wall of China was built for the purpose of separating 

Chinese from ‘non-Chinese’. 

In the minds of the Chinese leaders, ‘revolution’ was never limited to the 

mainland but had to be spread to ‘Outer China’ and then to India, the 

whole of Asia and finally the rest of the world. Mao's earlier-quoted letter 
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to the Indian Communists was clear on this point: India also had to be 

‘liberated’. 

Marx's theory believes that history has only progressed through struggles 

and conflicts between the capitalist and socialist forces. “Revolution is not 

a tea party”, Mao had warned.  

While Nehru or the Dalai Lama, both adepts in the philosophy of non-

violence, were ready to accept many compromises to avoid struggle or 

conflict, the Chinese did not find anything wrong in war and upheaval.7 

Mao noted in Problems of War and Strategy: "Some people have ridiculed 

us as the advocates of omnipotence of war. Yes, we are: we are the 

advocates of the omnipotence of the revolutionary war, which is not bad 

at all, but good and is Marxist." 

It should not be forgotten that the Communist Party in China had "grown 

up as an army and not a civilian organization like any other communist 

party." Mao's strength was the People’s Liberation Army, "military virtues 

and military men have been elevated to a position of new prestige in the 

Chinese Society.” 

Until recently, the army has been the main pillar of the Communist regime 

and it is only because of the conservative elements of the Liberation Army 

that, in Tiananmen in 1989, the hard-liners were able to crush the student 

movement and keep alive the so-called dictatorship of the proletariat.  

Some authors have spoken of the ‘Chinese betrayal’ vis-à-vis India, but 

Mao Zedong repeatedly made his aim clear: “In the struggle between the 

socialist and capitalist camps, it was no longer the west wind that 

prevailed over the East wind, but the East wind that prevailed over the 

West wind. [Today] the strength of socialism exceeds the strength of 

imperialism.”8 

For the Chinese, it was therefore a ‘sacred duty’ to liberate Tibet and ‘to 

make the East wind prevail’! 

General Li Chi-Min went to a similar extreme when he wrote: "Modern 

revisionists have exaggerated the consequences of nuclear war, the 

results will not be the annihilation of mankind. Over the debris of a dead 

imperialism, the victorious people would create very swiftly a civilization 
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thousand time higher than the capitalist system and a truly beautiful 

future for themselves.”9 

The Chinese people have exemplified two characteristics during their five-

thousand year history: one is their attachment to ‘their land’ (or what 

they perceive as ‘their land’), and the second is their obsession with 

power, ‘power comes out of the barrel of the gun’. A third can be added: 

the Chinese do not like to lose face. These characteristics explain most of 

the actions of the Chinese leadership from 1949 until today. 

The Indian leaders only fooled themselves in believing in the Hindi-Chini 

Bhai-Bhai doctrine; the Chinese aims were always clear, loud and publicly 

announced; nowhere did these plans even hint towards a friendship with 

India. 

 

Strategic Location and Other Factors 

In his study on Communist China and Tibet, George Ginsburg stated: 

"He who holds Tibet dominates the Himalayan piedmont; he who 

dominates the Himalayan piedmont, threatens the Indian 

subcontinent; and he who threatens the Indian subcontinent may 

well have all South-east Asia within his reach, and all of Asia.”10 

Mao the strategist knew this well, as did the British who had always 

manoeuvred to keep Tibet as an ‘autonomous’ buffer zone between their 

Indian colony and the Chinese and Russian empires. The Government of 

India, upon inheriting the past treaties of the British, should have kept the 

British mantle with its advantages for Indian security and its sense of 

responsibility vis-à-vis Tibet; unfortunately, fearing to be labelled a neo-

colonialist state, they failed lamentably, giving no thought to the 

consequences which would follow. 

The strategic position of Tibet became even more obvious in the 60’s, 

when China joined the restricted circle of nuclear nations. Is there a more 

ideal place than the Tibetan high plateau to position intercontinental 

ballistic missiles with nuclear warheads pointed towards India and the 

Soviet Union? 
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The ‘coup’ of Tibetan ‘liberation’ was therefore a master-stroke. It 

demonstrated to the world who the real leader of Asia was, showing that 

India was incapable of defending a weaker country, thus proving that 

Nehru was a ‘paper tiger.’ 

 

A Personal Note 

In India or in Tibet for that matter, everything that happens is often 

explained by one word — ‘karma’. It is a very practical word which 

explains all that we cannot understand with our little white (or brown) 

man’s brain. People in Asia believe in the truth behind this word! 

It was perhaps my ‘karma’ to meet some Tibetans in North India some 

thirty five years ago! Later in Dharamsala, in the Indian state of Himachal 

Pradesh, I met their leader, the Dalai Lama and I began to understand 

something that I had not so far grasped: these destitute refugees had a 

different set of values than that of westerners. They had lost their 

material wealth, their family and their country, but they had not lost the 

deeper human qualities which we call peace of mind or compassion. And 

their leader was the living example of these qualities. 

In seeing this ‘simple monk’, as he prefers to call himself, I saw the inner 

strength and the power of compassion, qualities which are practically 

unknown today in the world. This monk seemed the embodiment of a 

wisdom which was part of the spiritual and cultural heritage of a nation 

that had spent most of its time looking ‘within’, into the heart of man. 

But many questions troubled me: “Why had this tragedy befallen Tibet? 

Why had they lost their Himalayan Shangri-La? Was it a ‘divine’ injustice? 

How could an evolved civilization just disappear from the planet? Was it 

just because Tibet, unlike Kuwait, had no petrol that the world kept quiet? 

Was it because Tibet refused to use violence that the world community 

turned away its face when genocide was being committed?” 

The historical events which led to the flight of the Dalai Lama and the 

details of his life as an exiled mendicant roaming around the world, 

begging here and there for a little more peace, love and for a more 

compassionate world have been well told. However one immediately 
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observes that little has been written on the regional politics surrounding 

Tibet, in particular on the political contacts between Tibet and her two 

giant neighbours. I have tried to focus on this aspect. 

 

The Key to Peace 

The key to conflict or peace in Asia lies on the Tibetan plateau. It is 

therefore logical to study the issue of Tibet keeping in mind its relations 

with its two neighbours.  

The three civilizations (India, Tibet and China) are extremely old ones and 

each has, in the course of its history, developed its own characteristics. 

Each one has also gone through different phases and the current times 

are certainly one of the most tense and difficult in their more than two 

thousand year long histories. 

After Tibet discovered Buddhism and was converted to the non-violent 

message of Sakyamuni, the Land of Snow became altogether a different 

nation: it was transfigured; it could live only for the Dharma and by the 

Dharma of Buddha. This transformation had a great influence on the 

course of its history; soon after its conversion Tibet had to look outside for 

military help to protect the Dharma and its frontiers.  

The thread of our ‘drama’ starts at the point where Buddhism was first 

introduced into Tibet during the period known as the First Propagation of 

the Buddha Dharma. 

It is fascinating to see the changes brought about by this new faith in a 

people who were one of the most belligerent on earth. The Tibetan Empire 

which had managed to spread over large parts of China in the West, 

Persia in the East and most of the Himalayas in the South, was suddenly 

pacified. 

This was a first turning point in the history of Tibet. The powerful empire 

adopted a religion of love and compassion. As a result it would never 

recover its past military glory but, on the contrary, it would start another 

kind of conquest, that of spreading its cultural influence over Central Asia 

and Mongolia. 
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An event which is usually ignored but which was to have the most serious 

consequences on the politics of Central Asia is the fact that Buddhism 

disappeared from the Indian subcontinent. The source being dry, the 

interest of the lamas in the land of Buddha quickly disappeared.  

Dramatic consequences were to follow. 

But let us draw the curtain and look at the unfolding acts of the play, far 

more dramatic than any Greek or Sanskrit drama.  
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