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A Cutting-Edge Manual for Spoken Tibetan

In the past few years, spoken Tibetan has become increasingly popular in the Western world.
More and more tourists, students, and scholars are travelling across Tibetan cultural areas
both in China and in other Tibetan communities living along the Himalayan range and it is not

rare to see Western tourists enjoying a walk around the Barkhor market in Lhasa trying to speak
or utter some quickly memorized Tibetan words and phrases to smiling shopkeepers and
amused pilgrims. A well-written and all-round practical textbook is what we were all waiting for.

By Antonio Terrone

orn from the fortunate collaboration between Nicolas Tour-
Bnadre (Paris VIII University/CNRS) and Sangda Dorje
(Tibet University, Lhasa), the Manuel de tibétain standard: langue
et civilisation (Bod kyi spyi skad slob deb) is an excellent publi-
cation, which has both the flavour of a mother-tongue speak-
er’s poetry, and the wit and scientific approach of a Western
scholar. This 567-page manual is divided into four main sec-
tions: ‘Introduction’, ‘Lessons’, ‘Grammar’, and ‘Annexes’,
including fourteen pages of colour pictures and maps, and two
CDs. The Manuel, as the title obviously suggests, is addressed
to French-speaking readers. For this reason the transcription
system chosen, although ‘very readable’ (p. 8), can on the con-
trary be quite misleading even for people familiar with French
phonetics.

The lengthy introduction (pp. 11-53) provides a compre-
hensive linguistic description of the Tibetan language focus-
ing on its alphabet, writing system, and pronunciation. Lin-
guist readers will surely find it stimulating and well written.
After a brief presentation of the Tibetan language and of other
Tibetan dialects, an interesting issue is immediately brought
up, namely, the definition of ‘Standard Tibetan’ (spyi skad),
which the authors identify as the language spoken in Central
Tibet, Lhasa, and in the diaspora (p. 12).

The plurality of Tibetan dialects is well known, and is itself
a hindrance to communication not only between Western trav-
ellers and Tibetans, but often even among Tibetans from dif-
ferent regions. Religious and historical circumstances have
indeed given Lhasa a central position, and its dialect has
become a sort of lingua franca for Tibetans transiting through

Central Tibet for business, work, or pilgrimage. However, as
far as I know, most Tibetans hardly use this term to refer to any
‘common Tibetan language’. sPyi skad is one of the many
Tibetan neologisms coined from modern Chinese, and it
specifically translates the term ptitonghud, or common speech
(of the Chinese language). While the people of Lhasa, for
instance, usually refer to their spoken language as lhasa’i kha
skad, or Lhasa spoken language (also a neologism borrowed
from the Chinese lasa kouyti), most Khampas (northeastern
Tibetans) still refer to it as bod skad, or Tibetan language.

The second part of the textbook (pp. 55—-361) is divided into
forty-one lessons reflecting a quadripartite scheme: dialogue,
new words, commentary, and exercises. The dialogues have
been tailored on a true-to-life situation that I find essential in
learning a spoken language. Situational dialogues such as ‘com-
ing for dinner’, ‘on pilgrimage’, ‘at the football match’, ‘the
Banakshol’, ‘bLo bzang’s house’, and ‘in the kitchen’, in addi-
tion to text readings such as A khu ston pa’i sgrung (The Tale of
Aku ston pa), lead the reader step-by-step into the world of
Tibetan culture and the richness of its language. The authors
have included occasional but clever sidebars, called civiliza-
tion, which give a very concise but practical overview of some
features of the Tibetan way of life.

The third section is devoted to the description of the dis-
tinctive characteristics of classical Tibetan, and spoken
Tibetan. Herein the student will find rubrics dedicated to
Tibetan literature (p. 365), the ‘song of separation’ (pp.
368-9), and grammatical differences between classical and
spoken Tibetan (pp. 371-408).

A series of six ‘Annexes’ (pp. 411—78), giving the work an
even more definite linguistic imprint, are consecrated to the

description of Tibetan grammar and phonology. A section is
devoted to the use of honorific forms, and the features of for-
mal speech in Tibetan (pp. 439—43). Here Nicolas Tournadre
and Sangda Dorje introduce us to the complexities of the lan-
guage, which may require the use of four different honorific
forms, especially in Lhasa and in certain circumstances. The
last three annexes provide lists of words borrowed from other
languages, mots composés, and grammar tables.

The already thick book contains two glossaries (pp.
479-549), both of which are short and present everyday terms.
The French-Tibetan and Tibetan-French glossaries together
contain more than 4,600 entries.

The Manuel is also worth praising for its accompanying dou-
ble CD set, containing readings by three Tibetan speakers
including a female reader, which makes for pleasant listening
with all of the speech variations. While these readings cover a
major portion of the phonology sections, dialogues, and texts
from each lesson, it is a shame that the important ‘new words’
list is not included on the CDs. As a result, students need to
read and memorize quite a large number of Tibetan words with
nothing to rely on other than the given phonetic transcripts.

Its size and weight hardly make this book a good travel com-
panion or pocket manual for quick reference on Tibetan trav-
els and tours. However, overall, the Manuel is a well-written
and complete cutting-edge grammar and textbook, making
immediate communication in Tibetan acces-
sible for everyone. €

By Toon van Meijl

oreign investments in the Pacific,

however, have not yielded the
returns anticipated and expected. Since
many Asians have recently decided to
settle permanently in the Pacific, par-
ticularly in Australia, New Zealand, and
Hawai’i, and since even more Asians
are visiting the Pacific as tourists, Asian
entrepreneurs have broken all invest-
ment records in the Pacific from the
mid-1980s onwards. Asian business in
the Pacific is based on the assumption
that the Asian model of development
can be expanded easily into the Pacific.
It is believed that the growth of Asian
economies can be emulated by Pacific
island countries by getting people out of
the subsistence economy, by introduc-
ing Western technology, and by simply
engineering a transition to a dynamic
monetary economy. Culture and Sus-
tainable Development in the Pacific, how-
ever, aims to demonstrate that this
assumption is false, since Pacific island
countries are different from their larg-
er Asian counterparts, not only in their
scale and resources, but also in their cul-

— Tournadre, Nicolas, and Sangda Dorje, Manuel
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The Indigenization of Modernity

On the Relation between Culture and Development

Southeast Asia

A book not about Asia, not even about the Pacific Rim, Culture and Sustainable Development in
the Pacific is instead about the Pacific region in the strict sense of the term. The strategic
importance of the Pacific for Asia and, of course, for America has been abundantly clear since

the Japanese invasion of Pearl Harbor during World War Il. The central importance of the Pacific
in modern world history is also portrayed in the relatively new concept of the Pacific Rim, which,
remarkably enough, decentralizes Asia and America by defining them both in relation to the
Pacific. At the same time, this importance is reflected in the increasing amount of investment in
the Pacific, both by the US and the Asian economic tigers, especially over the past two decades.

tural make-up, since culture in the Pacif-
ic region is construed in ways that are
quite distinct from that which is preva-
lent in the debate on Asian values.
Nowadays, it seems to have become a
truism that the relationship between
culture and development as it is con-
ceived in the West and, recently, in
many Asian countries, is not unprob-
lematic. For that reason, culture was
placed on the development agenda of
the United Nations, which proclaimed
the years between 1988 and 1997 as the
World Decade for Cultural Develop-
ment. The responsibility for imple-
menting the Decade was given to
UNESCO. The response of Pacific
member states to UNESCO was for-
mulated in a project entitled ‘Vaka
Moana’. ‘Moana’ is the common word
for ‘ocean’ in the languages of the Pacif-
ic, while ‘vaka’ refers to a ‘canoe’, not
only in the sense of a vessel, but also in
the sense of a social group linked by
migration, descent, and traditions.
Indeed, as expressed by the leading Ton-
gan intellectual Epeli Hau'ofa in his con-
tribution to this volume, the sea is a
wonderful metaphor for the common

inheritance of the whole region and a
potent symbol of a common ‘Oceanic’
identity. By the same token, the canoe is
a useful concept that shifts the attention
from the geographic isolation of the
Pacific islands to the many connections
between neighbouring islands, and the
existence of regional exchange networks
that tended to merge into one another,
allowing the diffusion of cultural traits
through most parts of the Pacific.

The articles in this volume were first
presented at a conference held as part
of this ‘Vaka Moana’ project. The aim of
the conference was to resolve, at least
conceptually, the contradictions
between culture and development in
order to achieve development goals,
such as access to material goods, wel-
fare, and amenities, without sacrificing
traditional values that continue to pro-
vide material security and sustain
diverse cultural and social identities. In
this book the false dichotomy between
culture and development is addressed
by a great number of leading intellectu-
als and charismatic Pacific spokesper-
sons, including Epeli Hau'ofa, Tarcisius
Tara Kabutaulaka, Langi Kavaliku, Mala-

ma Meleisea, Marshall Sahlins, and Joeli
Veitayaki. UNESCO experts include
Richard Engelhardt, Russell Marshall,
Edna Tait, and Mali Voi. Most eloquent-
ly, Marshall Sahlins expresses the view
that culture does not necessarily disap-
pear under the impact of development
and modernization, as has been pre-
dicted and proclaimed by what he labels
the ‘Despondency Theory’. Instead, so
he shows, in the Pacific, global homo-
geneity and local differentiation are
developing together. The process of
what Sahlins characterizes as the ‘indi-
genization of modernity’ echoes close-
ly the distinction made by Kavaliku in
his call for the modernization of local
lifestyles as against homogeneity and a
disabling westernization. He articulates
this vision in terms of a beautiful image
of Pacific countries as lokua: small fish
living in reef ponds cut off from the sea
at tidal lows, but periodically replen-
ished by ocean waters.

The common denominator of the
contributions to this interesting volume
is that culture plays a much more sig-
nificant role in national economies and
national life in Pacific countries than it
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does in most other regions of the world.
As a result of the small scale of most
Pacific countries and their lack of
resources, culture impinges much more
directly on their political and economic
organization than elsewhere. In addi-
tion, every Pacific country hosts a large
and vigorous traditional sector. In most
cases, approximately 8o per cent of land
resources are still held under custom-
ary tenure, while the traditional subsis-
tence sector accounts for about 50 per
cent of the national gross domestic
product. Furthermore, culture also
impinges on national politics. Pacific
countries are democratic, but since the
electorate derives a great proportion of
its livelihood from the subsistence sec-
tor, matters of custom and tradition
carry considerable political clout. Most
Pacific countries have therefore also
constitutions that assert national legiti-
macy in terms of their distinctive cul-
ture and traditions. One of the implica-
tions of this is that the national
economies of Pacific countries cannot
be adequately encompassed by standard
macroeconomic analyses. For that rea-
son, too, the region needs to be clearly
distinguished from the larger Asia-
Pacific conglomerate in which it is so
often submerged. €

— Hooper, Antony (ed.), Culture and Sus-
tainable Development in the Pacific, Can-
berra: Asia Pacific Press (2000), xv +227
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