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The anaconda fell on me this past year. Now I find myself rethinking the nature of "China" and the role of anthropologists in representing it. I refer of course to Perry Link's insightful 2002 New York Review of Books op-ed, "China: The Anaconda in the Chandelier," in which he discusses the unspoken "psychological engineering" of Chinese state repression and its wide-reaching and often unconscious effects on China scholars. Several commentaries on this phenomenon in other disciplines have been published since China emerged as a major global player in the early 2000s (see links below). I wonder now about the particular dilemmas facing China anthropologists in light of recent events. 



I have been working among Tibetans in China for 20 years. And yet, China's Olympic year of 2007-2008 was a game-changer for me--both in thinking through the nature of China as first and foremost a state, and in reconsidering the nature of China anthropology. I happened to be living that year in a Tibetan town in eastern Qinghai province conducting research on "dilemmas of development" among Tibetans in the wake of the Great Develop the West campaign (beg. 1999). From the perspective of the Tibetan regions in the west, the Olympic experience couldn't have been farther from the great "coming-out party" back east. The unrest that broke out across Tibetan regions in March was followed by a highly organized military crackdown, not just on rioters but on the entire region. By April 2008 large swaths of China's western provinces were under de facto martial law. In the small town I lived in, 100s of Han Chinese People's Armed Police troops from elsewhere camped in the stadium. For Tibetan residents, this was the first military crackdown in the region since 1958. The troops' constant, heavily armed patrols and the arrests and beatings of young men and monks who had peacefully demonstrated left everyone terrified, suspicious of each other, and silent. 


When I returned to the States in August 2008, it was brought home to me how that silence is the primary goal of state violence. I was surprised to find myself struggling with a mild case of post-traumatic stress. A glimpse of a military truck on the highway made my heart race; I couldn't bear to see the TV ads for swat-team and military-themed action movies. The U.S. is at war in Iraq, I thought, and still state violence is so distant for most Americans we can glorify or trivialize it for entertainment. Most disturbing by far was that there seemed to be no public forum in which I could safely speak about what happened. As for my Tibetan friends in the PRC, the sophistication of Chinese state media intelligence meant I risked endangering them--blogging was out. As for my ex-pat friends and colleagues abroad, I found myself in the uncomfortable position of the whistleblower--if you publish that, one colleague advised, you will jeopardize future access for others. As for myself, I risked a visa blacklist, the end of my research career in China--go somewhere else! someone advised breezily. I tried to explain how that felt like mourning the death of my life there. 


Not that many were listening anyway. Silence on the events of China's Olympic year also consisted in the speed with which global media and the academic community turned their attention elsewhere. At the AAA's this past year, I had never felt so starkly the difference between my perspective as a China anthropologist working in Tibetan regions and those of anthropologists working in China's heartland. This was not just because the whistleblower raises the specter of self-censorship haunting all China scholars who depend on access. I think it was also because of deep assumptions and ambivalences that we all come to share about the nature of China as a nation and a state. Perhaps more than any other current state, perduring statehood in China is inseparable from (Chinese) ethnic essence. This is not just a socialist legacy, but a millenia-old imperial one that is readily appealed to when nationalist fervor is required. This is why, as Perry Link noted, to violate tabooed topics of inquiry and public debate in China "comes to seem not just politically incorrect but somehow culturally insensitive".


I think it is also why, as China anthropologists theorize the changing nature of the Chinese state under meteoric market reforms, China's western provinces have been largely ignored as fundamentally irrelevant. But the dichotomization of the country during the Olympic year makes it amply clear that this is simply untenable. This is not about acknowledging demographically insignificant but colorful "ethnic minorities," nor is it about facing down a tabooed topic. This is about recognizing the vitally constitutive nature of China's west both as a geographic colossus resourcing the east and as a political proving ground. After all, Hu Jintao and his closest supporters proved their mettle in Tibet. And it was Hu who ordered the intensified militarization of Tibet and Xinjiang ahead of the Olympics in 2007. To recall the Italian philosopher Agamben, in post-2008 China, the far west provides the permanent "state of exception" that reconstitutes the CCP-led Chinese state. Meanwhile, Han urban elites in the east remain insulated from a felt sense of state interference. 


As I think through these issues, I find little inspiration in anthropological writings on China. For example, in contrast to anthropologists working elsewhere, a major topical silence in China anthropology is the issue of militarism. We seemed to have left that completely to the foreign policy think tanks. Yet, as 2008 makes clear, intensified militarization is as powerful a trend in China as are privatization and internet culture. Anthropology's relative marginality in the social sciences is both a blessing and a curse in this light. Our lower profile perhaps allows us to secure the longer term fieldwork access we need to produce nuanced studies, but what price our silence on such pressing and integral issues? We, as a discipline, need to forge ways out from under the anaconda.
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Postscript:

The events of 2008 radicalized young Amdo Tibetans in unprecedented ways, so that they are making explicit connections between the military crackdowns of 1958 and 2008, and taking huge risks to record such sentiments in songs and poems. I translate the following song as an example. The singer and writer, Sogtruk Dongrub Tashi, was arrested last week (Feb. 1, 2009). To listen, go to: http://www.tibetcustom.com/article.php/20090204092130107
Yea...

That year of 1958 was the year the black enemy arrived in Tibet.

That was the year they arrested the lamas. 

That was the year that we were terrified.
That was the year that we were terrified.
Yea...

That year 1958 was the year Tibetan heros fell in pools of blood.
That was the year that innocent Tibetans were imprisoned.

That was the year that we were terrified.

That was the year that we were terrified.
Yea...

That year of 2008

That year innocent Tibetans were beaten.

That was the year that citizens of the world were killed.

That was the year that we were terrified.
That was the year that we were terrified.
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