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Rigidly Stratified Society with the System

of Unification of Political and Religious Affairs

Before 1959, Tibet was a feudal society of serfdom, darker and more backward than European slavery in the Middle
Age. The political system with unification of political and religious affairs was a combination of theocracy and regime,
which protected the interest of serf-owners. Broad serfs suffered from serf-owners' cruel rule and oppression in such
rigid stratified laws. The existence of this decadent, declining system strangled the development of productivity in the
society of Tibet and greatly hindered progress of society, making Tibet for a long period in poverty, backward, isolation
and stagnation.



i S8 S A IR R A

The History of Tibet and the Feudal Serfdom in Old Tibet

B K A R AR AR )
The Feudal Serfdom in Old Tibet

B A 2H 21
L 355 A 180 1R G 8 S 75 B, G

R, Wb, MRS LR

BAHA, kEeER_RMA, =K —
M, WEET R CRET (MBA)
AR RET (WAL ) AL . T
&7 NUAHEYE, sl —PIaE
B, BEERTTTEHE, HEXE
Wi, AT AR E, fmE
B 5 M. RATECA iR E A%
I

T OBON ik T (HAE TR

X ) AR (B)RATECH A, Frik
EJ\ e — 1 — 1.

Setups of the Regime
The local government of old Tibet, headed
by Dalai Lama, was called bKav-shag in

Tibetan language. It was an organ of the
regime jointly controlled by aristocrats
and monks (four bKav-blons, i.e. minis-
ters, including three laymen and a
monk). And it set up two offices: Yig-
tshang (Secretary Office) and rTsis-
khang (Auditing Office). Four monk
secretaries in Yig-tshang (receiving
direct instructions from Dalai Lama) took
charge of all seals, letters, official dis-
patches as well as officials' appoint-
ments, dismissals and promotions. Four
secular officials in rTsis-khang were
responsible for administering local
finance, issuing government decrees,
and taking charge of secular officials’
appointments and dismissals as well as
training.

The bKav-shag set up two-level admin-
iIstrative organs, including sPyi-khyab
(prefecture) and rDzong (county) and
the officials assigned usually included
one monk and one layman.
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(local government of Tibet)



L

— Y P

The History of Tibet and the Feudal Serfdom in Old Tibet

B 5 A SR AR AR )
The Feudal Serfdom in Old Tibet

S EHE RN

RIEHFR

IH VG e AT Y K=k ) A KFoNikity |, =&
PRPVRERN e L. Bigime sk, PUAL
%, RN R =55 Jud, DL A IE S i A i
A 1V B RS R VAR L & PR P L1 [ )
€, L% LEFgAmam AP REENES; |

S YN R T R (R
Rigid Social Estates

The Thirteen Stafufesand 7he Sixfeen Statfufes
Implemented in old Tibet served as laws to

protect the interest of serf-owners. In terms of
high or low bloody lineages and positions, people
were divided into different estates, which con-
firmed and maintained in a legal way the inequal-
ity in social status between serf-owners and
serfs, so different people had different prices.
Those statutes stipulated that the price of an
upper-ranking man was equal to gold price of his
body's weight while a low-ranking man only had
the same price as the one of a piece of straw's
weight.
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The Thirteen Statutes and

The Sixteen StatutesStipul-
ated at the beginning of the

17th Century and Imple-
mented till 1959
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Chart of Estates and Life
Prices in Local Statutes in

Tibet
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Structure of Society

The total number of Tibetan
population: over 980,000
Serf-owners: 5% of the total
Serfs: 95% of the total
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A stable with carved beams and
painted rafters in Dalai Lama’s
Palace
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Serf-owner Tshe-rgyal Blo-bzang-ye-shis' bedroom
Serf-owners were composed of monasteries (high-ranking
monks), officials and aristocrats as well as their agents.
About 400 households were granted as noble families in suc-
cessive generations. Before 1959, there were 197 noble
families in the system of the bKav-shag, among which there
were 25 large, 26 medium and 146 small noble families. Over
4,000 high-ranking lamas wielded actual powers. Serf-own-
ers lived a luxurious and dissipated life.
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Nangzan, a Tibetan word meaning "fed in the house,"
were slaves. In old Tibet, five percent of the Tibetans
were Nangzan. Without means of production or personal
freedom, they were considered by serf-owners as "live-
stock that can speak." Pictured here is Tsering Drolma, a
Nangzan, who lived under the lavatory of the lord.
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Khral-pas carrying goods for the Potala Palace. Serfs consisted of Khral-
pas, Dud-chungs and others. Khral-pas, taking up 60-70% of serfs, were
those who did unpaid labor (Ula) for serf-owners.
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A-rnam, Dud-chung, and his family members living
in a serf-owner's stable. Dud-chungs (small house-
holds) were Khral-pas who had bankrupted, occupy-
ing 30-40 % of the total number of serfs. They had
lower social statuses than Khral-pas, so they lived a
more terrible life than them.
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Means of Production Occupied by Serf-owners
The Three Major Lords (officials, aristocrats and high-ranking monks in monasteries) occupied all land, meadows of

Tibet and most of domestic animals granted mainly by Dalai Lama. They also had rights to control, inherit and manage
these land and meadows.
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Arable Land Occupied by
Serf-owners

Actual arable land in Tibet: 3,300,000 Ke
(15 Ke equal to one hectare)

Officials: 1,283,700 Ke 38.9%
Aristocrats: 790,000 Ke 24%
Monasteries: 1,214,400 Ke 36.8%

(Statistics in 1959)
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Domestic Animals Occupied by
Serf-owners
Serf-owners occupied a great majority of
domestic animals (Ngam-ring County of

Shigatse Region as an example)

/0% (domestic animals)

30% (domestic animals)

(Statistics in

OfflClaI dispatch issued by the Sixth
Dalai Lama on granting land upon Zha-lu

Monastery
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Official dispatch issued by the Fourteenth
Dalai Lama on granting the reincarnated
, soul boy of Rin-po-che Thub-bstan-
snyan-grags to have the right to inherit

monastery's manors and gazing land
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Decree issued by the Fourteenth Dalai
Lama on granting Zla-grags to have
i gazing rights of 20 tribes in Sangs-chung
Region as well as cattle and emitting all
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Serf-owner’'s Occupation of Serfs
In old Tibet, serfs and slaves occupied 95% of the total Tibetan population. Like other means of production, serf-own-

ers took them as their property. Serfs and slaves had no political rights and personal freedom and their children were
destined to be serfs all their lives. Serf-owners could easily transfer, mortgage, present, and buy or sell serfs and their
children. Serfs should receive permits from serf-owners if they wanted to get married. Those who were married to other
families had to pay money so as to redeem them. Those who failed to do unpaid service or went out to seek a livelihood
had to pay service taxes,; which showed the relation of dependence of serfs to serf-owners. Serf-owners had the right
to get back arable |land, domestic animals and farming tools from those who had lost labor capacity, and to expropriate
their property from those who died but childless.
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Contact concerning the exchange of serfs
between Ri-chu Monastery and sPan-rgya-
shung Monastery. Serf-owners had the right
to exchange serfs.
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as servants. Serf-owners had the

right to present others with serfs as

gifts.
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Serf-owners' Exploitation of Serfs: Corvee and Usury

In old Tibet, corvee was a general title with extensive meanings, including conscript labor, land rent and taxes. Serf-
owners themselves managed 70% of fertile arable land, called "self-managed land". And the rest land was assigned as
lotments to serfs to cultivate. Serfs with lotments had to use their own domestic animals and farming tools to do unpaid

service on serf-owners' "self-managed land" in a scheduled time, which was called "internal corvee". In addition, serfs
had to do external corvee assigned by the local governments, including material objects and currency. In various kinds
of corvee, doing unpaid-service took up about 60% while material objects and currency 40%. Doing unpaid service
accounted for over 65% of their labor days. And the amount of exploitation that serf-owners gained from material
objects reached over 65%. Apart from various kinds of corvee, serfs had to undertake a great variety of taxes, such as

land tax, meadow tax, birth-tax and so on.

The Three Major Lords used usury, the major means, to exploit serfs in Tibet. Almost all lords lent money for interest,
which, to a great extent, was compulsory. It was very common for serfs to borrow money. Once they borrowed money,
their descendants were unable to pay it back due to high interest. The increasing debts were called "debts paid by
descendants". Another one was called "co-guaranteed debts", that is, if a man borrowed money, several families would
be involved to guarantee the debts. Once the person who had borrowed money bankrupted or escaped, the "co-

guaranteed families" had to pay a huge sum of debts.
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During the busy farming season, because
able-bodied serfs had to perform corvée for
their manorial lords, only old people and
children were left to work on their "con-
tracted fields."
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In payment of the land rent, all serfs who
tiled the land rented from their manorial
lords had to do farm work on the land
directly managed by the lords.
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Carrying officials to tramp over mountains and
through ravines, one of Khral-pa's external corvee.
After receiving corveée notices issued by the bKav-
shag (the local government of Tibet), serfs had to
complete unpaid labor on time according to the
demands in notices.
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Contact signed by bKra-shis-chos-dar for paying debts by
letting Tshe-ring-lha-mo, his younger sister, do 10 years'
unpaid service in Bla-brang of a temple.
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paying debts with their daughter. Serfs had to pay

debts by selling them.
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Serf-owners' Oppression of Serfs
In old Tibet, not only local regimes of various levels set up prisons and took charge of cases, but also noble manors,

major monasteries and tribe chieftains illegally put serfs behind bars and set up prisons. If serfs revolted serf-owners,
offended their interest or failed to pay taxes on time, serf-owners, according to the stipulations in7ze 774707 Staz//os
and 7ze Suieern Siaies, had the right to conduct the following punishments: gouging out serfs’ eyes, cutting down
their ears, feet or arms, putting cap-shaped stone implements over their heads or forcing them to stand in prison's

cages.
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Bu-lde, serf, whose eyes
were gouged out
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Pa-sangs, a poor lama, who was cruelly
beaten and crippled by a serf-owner
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Prisoners locked up by sNang-rtse-
shag (Lhasa Municipal Government)
begging in the street
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Order issued by Dalai Lama to rDzong-dpons
(heads of counties) allowing vBras-spungs

Monastery to have authority to deal with all
kKinds of cases
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Serfs' Miserable Lives
Due to a long-term rule of feudal serfdom in old Tibet, 80% of wealth of the society was greatly controlled by serf-own-

ers. However, broad serfs, occupying 95% of the population, undertook heavy corvee and taxes and had to suffer from
compulsory economic’ exploitation. Their survival rights were trampled, and they lived in an extreme poverty. They
were sack in work, refused to pay taxes and to do unpaid service or escaped. By doing so, they revolted serf-owners'
exploitation.
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An elderly man, penniless and frus-
trated, lying on the roadside, who
lived by begging
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A glimpse of a slum in Lhasa
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Lha-skyid, a herder in poverty, who
became a beggar, wandering here
. and there
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Statistical chart of deaths from a pes-
tilence (suburb of Lhasa)

A child lying in the street due to
starvation and sickness
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The cloth worn for 3 generations
by herdsman Anan's family.
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Earthen pots and tea utensils
used by serfs.
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The hat worn for 73 years by Chaba Hazhu.
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The Chaba's tools:aplow and hoe



