
Numerous projects and 
initiatives in Tibetan and 
Himalayan communities are 
devoted to people occupying 
marginal spaces; this work 
is led by grass-root organi-
zations, writers, artists and 
social entrepreneurs who 
use social spaces and online 
social-media platforms 
to support and amplify 
marginal voices. By contrast, 
much work in Tibetan and 
Himalayan Studies continues 
to focus on ‘extraordinary’ 
persons, such as Buddhist 
scholars and practitioners 
and others in usually high 
socio-economic positions. 
They often represent a 
geographic, a political, a 
religious, a socio-cultural, 
or a symbolic ‘center’. This 
Special Issue presents alter-
natives to such accounts. 

Publishing the presentations 
from a conference panel that 
the editors co-organized in 
July 2022 and an additional 
photo essay and poems by 
two Tibetan writers,1 this 
Special Issue considers a 
wider range of people and 
socio-cultural practices in 
Tibet and the Himalayas, 
and focuses instead on more 
‘ordinary’ people who are 
often at the edges of society. 
It presents accounts on and 
by children, deaf people, 
women and the elderly, 
with many of such individ-
uals living precarious and 
disadvantaged lives. As such 
this volume complements 
the rather limited space 
so far given to this group 
in Tibetan and Himalayan 
Studies (Atwill 2018, Chan 
2022, Chettri et al. 2022, 

Childs 2004, Choedup 2018, 
Desjarlais 2003, Dolma and 
Denno 2013, Fjeld 2008, 
Fjeld 2022, Gill 2022, Gagné 
2018, Gyatso and Havnevik 
2005, Hofer 2020, Holmberg 
2007, Jabb 2022, Makley 
2007, March 2002, Nulo 
2014, Paldron 2023, Ramble, 
Schwieger and Travers 2013, 
Ramble 2021, Robin 2015) 
and adds also to under-
standing Buddhist ideas and 
practices of ordinary people 
(cf. Shneiderman 2006, 
Childs 2014, Lewis 2014).

Some of the contributions 
in the Special Issue seek 
to describe and analyze 
the lived experiences of 
geographic, socio-cultural, 
political and linguistic 
‘margins’, while others 
give space to voices 
that are not necessarily 
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‘marginalized’ in their 
respective communities, 
but have nonetheless been 
confined to the periphery in 
academia. In approaching 
this concept of the margins, 
we were inspired by 
anthropologist Anna Tsing 
who considers them as “an 
analytic placement that 
makes evident both the 
constraining, oppressive 
quality of cultural exclusion 
and the creative potential of 
rearticulating, enlivening, 
and rearranging the very 
social categories that periph-
eralize a group’s existence” 
(1994: 279). Following Tsing, 
we ask: how can we bring to 
the fore the creative poten-
tial hiding – sometimes in 
plain sight – at the margins 
of Tibetan and Himalayan 
worlds? And, how in the 
process might this rearrange 
and enliven social catego-
ries, such as gender, class, 
disability, or age, that have 
peripheralized a group’s 
existence or made them 
invisible and unimportant 
even to academic eyes?    

Similar to more classic 
anthropological studies, 
regional Tibetan and 
Himalayan Studies have so 
far tended to place emphasis 
not just on ‘extraordinary’ 
people, but also on extraor-
dinary events, such as 
rituals, weddings, perfor-
mances, artistic and literary 
productions, and dramatic 
moments of healing. As a 
corollary, certain types of 
phenomena deemed specific 
and unique to Tibetan and 
Himalayan societies are 
foregrounded at the expense 
of everyday ground real-
ities for individuals. This 

has led to certain fixed and 
holistic generalizations 
about people, which tend to 
prioritize a Tibetan Buddhist 
framework of explanation. 
As articulated by the Tibetan 
writer and editor Bhuchung 
D. Sonam, Tibetan writers 
living in the West have long 
struggled against “narratives 
with a spiritual focus that 
flattened the experience of 
Tibetans” (Tsagong 2023). 
While Sonam is specifically 
referring to Tibetans, we 
believe that his statement 
also holds true for non-Ti-
betan writers, artists, or 
academics living across 
the Himalayan region. 
Furthermore, we argue 
that what is shared across 
various groups in Tibetan 
and Himalayan societies, 
and across different social 
worlds, has often been 
absent. 

People’s inner life worlds are 
not only impacted by wider 
religious, socio-cultural, or 
political structures, but also 
by their upbringing, their 
desires, family dynamics, 
or their personalities. This 
has not been emphasized 
enough in regional schol-
arship, and even in certain 
traditions within anthro-
pology. People’s decisions 
and actions have predomi-
nately been interpreted as 
“intellectual deliberations 
or conscious choices deter-
mined by cultural codes, 
rationalities or ideals” writes 
the anthropologist Michael 
Jackson (2008, xii). This has 
left little room for thinking 
about and engaging with 
doubt, dilemmas, contra-
dictions and the messiness 
of lived lives. This volume 

engages with these emotions 
and struggles in the 
everyday and as such adds to 
existing works in academia 
and examples in literature 
and films by indigenous 
artists, writers and directors 
of the region, such as Chettri 
2022, Childs 2004, Craig 2020, 
Dasel 2016, Dhompa 2014, 
Dickie 2017, Dolma and 
Denno 2013, Gardner 2019, 
Gyal 1982, Gyal and Dondrup 
1983, Gyeltshen 2018, Hofer 
2018, McGranahan 2010, 
Norbu 2016, 2019, Sonam 
2017, Tseden 2005, 2011, 
2015, 2018, 2019, Virtanen 
2000, Woeser 2020, and 
Yangkyi 2022. 

The erasure and absence 
of certain groups of people 
and their everyday lives 
from academic knowledge 
production has resulted 
in hierarchies in the field 
of Tibetan and Himalayan 
Studies, something we 
consider to be problematic. 
For one, because presumed 
hierarchies among and 
between groups of people 
may not actually exist (such 
as those between ‘male’ 
public and ‘female’ private 
spaces), and secondly, 
because certain types 
of academic knowledge 
continue to be placed in 
privileged positions over 
others, for example, in 
the continuing scholarly 
emphasis on Buddhist and 
religious studies, or the priv-
ileging of textual knowledge 
over practical knowledge, 
skills and spoken and signed 
languages. As a result of 
this, certain people and 
phenomena continue to be 
overlooked and excluded not 
only from the cultural order 
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but also from the academic 
order of Tibetan studies (Gill 
forthcoming). 

In Feminist Theory: From 
Margin to Center (1984), the 
Black feminist writer, bell 
hooks, argues that feminist 
theory tends to be produced 
by privileged women who 
live at the center and that 
it thus “lacks wholeness, 
lacks the broad analysis 
that could encompass a 
variety of human expe-
riences” (1984: xviii). We 
extend hooks’ insights to 
the field of Tibetan and 
Himalayan Studies and write 
as female scholars with 
mixed economic and family 
backgrounds, one of us 
coming from an immigrant 
and minority ethnic back-
ground from Norway. From 
these positionalities and 
based on observations and 
insights from our diverse 
and international network 
of younger colleagues and 
students in the field, we ask: 
Have marginalized persons 
and groups in Tibetan and 
Himalayan communities 
been overlooked or excluded 
as the result of an academic 
field being dominated by 
scholars from a white, 
privileged background, 
most of whom have not 
experienced marginalization 
either due to race, class, 
gender, sexuality, disability 
or any combination of them, 
and thus lack interest in 
marginal experiences and 
the phenomenon of margin-
alization? Furthermore, 
in Tibetan and Himalayan 
Studies, does this also 
perhaps lead to a field that 
‘lacks wholeness’? 

We argue that an attention 
to the everyday realities 
of persons in more varied 
socio-economic and more or 
less marginalized positions 
holds great potential for 
expanding and enriching 
Tibetan Studies, especially 
through the anthropology 
of Tibet and the Himalayas. 
Turning our gaze to the 
margins in all senses, holds 
the potential for rearticu-
lating and broadening our 
understanding of the lived 
experiences of gender and 
of social class, of ability 
and disability, of selfhood, 
or lay religion, whilst 
also opening our eyes to 
other phenomena that are 
pressing concerns in people’s 
everyday lives such as love, 
making a living, stigmati-
zation, or loneliness, topics 
that are highlighted in the 
contributions. 

The works of native creators 
from Tibetan and Himalayan 
communities, demand, to use 
the words of Bhuchung D. 
Sonam, that the world look 
at them “as human beings 
first and foremost” (Tsagong 
2023). Thus, we need to tune 
our attention towards the 
complexities, contradictions 
and messiness of people’s 
lived lives, which will—in 
the words of anthropologist 
Lila Abu-Lughod—enable 
us to see, “that others live as 
we perceive ourselves living, 
not as robots programmed 
with “cultural” rules, but as 
people going through life 
agonizing over decisions, 
making mistakes, trying to 
make themselves look good, 
enduring tragedies and 
personal losses, enjoying 
others, and finding moments 

of happiness” (1991: 157-58). 
Although expressed over 
30 years ago, we think that 
“ethnographies of the partic-
ular”, one of Abu-Lughod’s 
strategies in ‘writing against 
culture’ (1991: 473-476) 
to avoid the pitfalls of 
“othering” and in making 
generalizations about others, 
are still highly relevant for 
Tibetan and Himalayan 
Studies. With this inspira-
tion in mind, we offer to the 
field of Tibetan Studies this 
broad collection of ethnog-
raphies of people considered 
to be ‘ordinary’ and their 
everyday lives.

To uncover the creative 
potential of the margins, 
in this Special Issue, we 
also open up to more sensi-
tive kinds of knowing in 
line with scholars such as 
Abu-Lughod 1986, Behar 
1997, Biehl 2005, Craig 
2020, D’Amico-Samuels 
1991, Garcia 2010, Jackson 
2017, Mattingly and Grøn 
2022, McGranahan 2020, 
Narayan 1989, Pandian & 
Mariappan 2014, Stoller 
1989, and Wikan 1981. By 
taking inspiration from these 
scholars and from feminist 
and decolonial approaches 
such as Abu-Lughod 1990, 
1991, Asad 1995, Behar 2003, 
Glissant 1997, Harrison 
1991, McLaurin 2001, and 
Morgen 1989, we steer 
towards a more hesitant 
form of knowing that does 
not fix people in place but 
strives to leave their life 
worlds opaque and unre-
solved. By writing with 
a great deal of care and 
reflexivity, such sensitive 
and critical approaches 
enable the reader to connect 
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with people as individual 
personalities and not merely 
as members of social or 
third-person categories (Gill, 
forthcoming), something 
we also attempt to put into 
practice in this Special Issue.

Disciplines and 
Methods
This Special Issue is an 
interdisciplinary collabo-
ration between scholars 
with backgrounds in 
anthropology, history, and 
religious studies. We pay 
attention to the Tibetan 
and Himalayan margins by 
bringing together a variety 
of writing, in the forms of 
research articles, poetry and 
a photo essay, covering life 
phases from early childhood 
to old age. The contributions 
are set in Tibetan areas of 
the PRC, Bhutan, Nepal, and 
Tibetan exile in India and 
France. They range from the 
time period of 1950–2023. 
Regarding methods, the 
basis for most of the contri-
butions has been long-term 
anthropological fieldwork 
in Tibetan and Himalayan 
regions. This has involved 
participant observation 
and community engage-
ment, gaining language 
competency and self-critical 
forms of translation, as well 
as visual documentation. 
Several authors have also 
engaged deeply with histor-
ical documents and Cameron 
David Warner also brings 
with him perspectives from 
religious studies. 

Outline
We open up the Special Issue 
with an intellectual and 
affective Foreword (pp. 12 

– pp. 19) by Sienna Craig. The 
Special Issue itself is divided 
into four sections that cover 
life phases from childhood 
to old age and include the 
stories of boys and girls, and 
men and women as well as 
a variety of other positions 
and experiences, from the 
margins in Tibet, Nepal, 
Bhutan and Tibetan exile. 

The first section on 
Childhood has the contri-
bution ‘Amulets as 
Infrastructure: Enabling 
the ordinary for children 
in Mugum, western Nepal’ 
(pp. 20 – pp. 41) by Heidi 
Fjeld and Inger Vasstveit to 
explore the amulets of a boy 
called Tashi from Mugum 
in western Nepal. Fjeld 
and Vasstveit analyze the 
phenomenon of amulets as 
ordinary, ubiquitous and 
unremarkable in terms of 
‘infrastructure’ and taken-
for-granted techniques of 
child development. They 
show how amulets help the 
safe transitions of newborns 
and young children 
(toddlers) to slightly older 
children and how amulets 
structure the blurred spaces 
between the extraordinary 
and ordinary. The paper 
addresses marginality in 
three important ways: 
by bringing children and 
childhood into the focus 
of Tibetan and Himalayan 
studies; by describing 
amulet practices in an area 
marginal to religious centres 
and thus to the production 
of powerful amulet ingre-
dients; and by exploring 
the marginality of Mugum 
as a geographical space for 
the placing and wearing of 
amulets. 

From Mugum, we move to 
Tibet and onto the second 
section on Young Adults. 
Remarkably we are able to 
offer here two ethnographies 
from the city of Lhasa, which 
has become notoriously hard 
to access, let alone carry out 
social science research in its 
midst. The section opens up 
with Theresia Hofer’s contri-
bution, ‘Writing from the 
Socio-linguistic Margins of 
Tibet: Deaf Students, Tibetan 
Literacy and WeChat at the 
Lhasa Special School’ (pp. 
42 – pp. 70), on the writing 
of Tashi and Yangzom, 
two young deaf graduates 
from this boarding school, 
which houses over 200 deaf 
students as well as some 
blind youths and children 
with multiple disabilities. 
Tashi and Yangzom offer 
exceptional expressions of 
their minds and hearts of 
their desires and hopes for 
deaf students to gain literacy 
in Tibetan and for deaf 
people’s futures in Tibetan 
society. Hofer analyzes how 
the two multiply margin-
alized writers engage with 
and enact the state through 
certain terminology, yet how 
they simultaneously and 
creatively challenge and 
ultimately escape some of 
these demands of the state. 
Anne Kukuczka in ‘Working 
Out in “Sunlight Happiness 
Gym”: Fitness, Well-Being 
and Temporal Rhythms in 
the Contemporary Tibetan 
City’ (pp. 71 – pp. 88) takes as 
a starting point the everyday 
experiences of two Tibetan 
women spending part of 
their leisure time in ‘Sunlight 
Happiness Gym’, a high-end 
fitness studio in Lhasa. The 
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article explores how desires 
for particular bodies and 
bodily practices are linked to 
complex self-making proj-
ects among Tibetan women 
and government civil 
servants. Working for the 
government and living in the 
highly controlled space of 
Lhasa, they have to navigate 
multiple constraints to their 
self-expressions at work and 
other domains. By exploring 
the quest for well-being 
and self-making through 
an emphasis on sport and 
fitness, Kukuczka fore-
grounds a thematic lens that 
has been marginal within 
Tibetan and Himalayan 
Studies. The last contribution 
in this section are two poems 
‘གལ་སིྲིད་ང་རང་གཞན་ཡུལ་དུ་ཤིི་ན།’ (‘If 
I were to Die in Exile’ and 
‘སུ་ཡིིས?’ (‘Who Would?’) (pp. 
89 - pp. 91) by translator and 
writer Kunchok Rabten who 
shares with his readers his 
pains and dilemmas of being 
separated from his Tibetan 
homeland and beloved 
family members there.

The third section on Older 
Adults opens up with 
‘Resistance to Marriage, 
Family Responsibilities, and 
Mobility: A Turbulent Life 
Story from Kyidrong’ (pp. 
92 - pp. 107) by Geoff Childs 
and Namgyal Choedup. 
This looks at Kyidrong 
during the 1950s and 
1960s and gendered family 
dynamics through the eyes 
of Yangchen, the eldest of 
three daughters in a sonless 
household. By exploring her 
story, Childs and Choedup 
shed light on the connec-
tions between gender, social 
status and autonomy among 
Tibetan commoners during 

the mid-twentieth century. 
This section continues with 
the contribution ‘Thuenlam: 
Keeping “Harmonious 
Relations” Through the Lens 
of Hosting and Hospitality 
in Bhutan’ (pp. 108 – pp. 
130) by Ulrike Čokl who 
takes us to Bhumthang in 
East-central Bhutan to intro-
duce readers to thuenlam, 
considered one of the most 
important prerequisites and 
unwritten codes of conduct 
for successful coexistence in 
daily social life in Bhutan. 
The article explores the 
different ways local people 
keep thuenlam during a trip 
Čokl made with them along 
an old trade and exchange 
route that connects two 
valleys. The focus on 
informal etiquette as prac-
ticed by ‘ordinary’ people 
sets Čokl’s work apart from 
an explosion of academic 
writings on formalized and 
codified etiquette in Bhutan. 
From Bhutan, we move to 
France with a contribution 
by Cameron David Warner 
on ‘Tsering: Authenticity 
and Dependent Origination 
in a Portrait of a Tibetan 
Woman’ (pp. 131 – pp. 147). 
He paints a portrait—as a 
scholar and a friend—of a 
Tibetan woman who fled 
from Tibet to Nepal, before 
she, like many Tibetan 
exiles, migrated to Europe 
in pursuit of a better life. 
Through Tsering’s story, 
Warner calls attention to the 
challenges and reflections 
brought about by a life on 
the move and how these 
come to shape a Tibetan 
woman’s sense of self. The 
final contribution in this 
section is the poem ‘Cotton 

Singers’ (pp. 148 – pp. 149) 
by poet and writer Tsering 
Wangmo Dhompa who 
writes about what a young 
girl recalls.

The final section on Old Age 
has the contribution ‘Old 
Tibetan Hands’ (pp. 150 - 
pp. 181), by Harmandeep 
Kaur Gill where she shares 
stories—through words and 
images—about a group of 
elderly exiled Tibetans living 
in Dharamsala. Through 
intimate connections to her 
elderly Tibetan friends, Gill 
provides glimpses into their 
old age and lived lives.  

We conclude the Special 
Issue with an Afterword 
(pp. 182 – pp. 185) by Sienna 
Craig who weaves together 
the threads that connect the 
individuals and communi-
ties presented within this 
rich volume. As editors, 
we are proud to have such 
wonderful colleagues and 
writers, and that we together 
have contributed towards 
understanding a group of 
individual personalities 
in Tibetan and Himalayan 
worlds, who are clearly 
living remarkable lives. 
We hope this Special Issue 
will give people like the 
ones featured here a much 
more central position in the 
anthropology of this region.
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