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China has received much criticism of its minority 
rights record, especially in regard to Tibet. Repre-
senting a Chinese perspective, Dai Yonghong and 
Wang Jianping argue that not only are many as-
pects of cultural, religious, and other rights fully re-
spected in Tibet, as enshrined by the Chinese Con-
stitution and Law on Regional National Autonomy, 
but also that the developmental achievements of 
modernization for its ethnic minority groups have 
all too often been overlooked by critics of China.  

China’s Position on Tibet

Dai Yonghong & Wang Jianping

Since the founding of new China in 1949, Ti-
bet has made remarkable achievements in social 
and economic development, emerging from the 

backwardness of its past to being a relatively affluent 
society today. This paper seeks to show how funda-
mental rights – including religious, cultural, and eco-
nomic rights – are guaranteed for all Tibetans.

The equal rights of the majority of the 
Tibetan people are guaranteed

Democratic reform implemented by the Chinese state 
served to smash the yoke of traditional feudal serfdom 
in Tibet. With the complete abolition of the “three 
lords” privilege system, the majority of serfs began to 
enjoy equal rights entrusted to all citizens of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China by the Constitution. Whereas 
prior to the 1950s the proportion of serfs out of the 
total Tibetan population was around 90 percent, to-
day serfdom has been completely abolished. There has 

also been a marked rise in the average number of years 
of education for Tibetans – from less than a year prior 
to the 1950s to 8.6 years in the present day. Not only 
this, but life expectancy has also increased from ap-
proximately 35.5 years in the 1960s to 67 years today.

The autonomous right of the Tibetan 
people is guaranteed

Since the establishment of the Tibet Autonomous Re-
gion in 1956, Tibetan people have enjoyed the right 
to manage their own affairs in accordance with the 
provisions of the Constitution and the Law on Re-
gional National Autonomy. General elections were 
held in 2016 at four government levels – that is, Tibet 
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Autonomous Region, the district (city), county, and 
township. More than 95 percent of voters participat-
ed in the direct elections at county level, with voter 
participation reaching as high as 100 percent in some 
places. Among the elected deputies, the proportion 
of Tibetans and other ethnic minority representatives 
was more than 80 percent in the autonomous regions 
and municipalities, and over 90 percent at the county 
and township levels. At present, Tibetan and other 
ethnic minority citizens account for 77.97 percent of 
the population of autonomous regions, cities (munici-
palities), and county-level state organs. 

 The people of all ethnic groups in Tibet and all 
walks of life are exercising democratic rights by par-
ticipating in the people’s congresses at various levels 
and political consultation meetings. In addition, the 
autonomous region has also developed more than 
200 local laws and regulations in accordance with lo-
cal practice. These regulations are further refined and 
supplemented to the autonomy rights of the Tibetan 
people.

The right to freedom of the Tibetan people 
is guaranteed

After the democratic reform in Tibet, especially after 
the implementation of national regional autonomy, 
the Tibetan people have been able to fully exercise 
their rights as enshrined in the Chinese Constitution 
and Ethnic Regional Autonomy Law. For example, 
the freedom of the Tibetan people to use and develop 
the Tibetan language has been effectively protected. 
As such, bilingual teaching in schools has been fully 
implemented, while important documents, announce-
ments, public signs, and cases related to legal proceed-
ings are both in Tibetan and Chinese languages.

 The People’s Congress of Tibetan Autonomous 
Region has also promulgated a series of laws and regu-
lations to protect the historical relics, natural living 
environment and the production and living customs 
of Tibetan and other ethnic minorities. In addition to 
the implementation of national statutory holidays, the 
calendar of the Tibetan New Year, the “Shoton Fes-
tival,” and other Tibetan traditional festivals are also 
officially classified as holidays. 

 In addition, the Tibetan people also enjoy full 
freedom of religious belief, the vast majority of whom 
are adherents of Tibetan Buddhism; a small minority 
of the population also practice Islam and Catholicism. 
There are more than 1,700 sites for Tibetan Buddhist 
activities, with a population of 46,000 monks. There 
are also four mosques with more than 3,000 believers, 
and a Catholic Church with more than 700 believers. 
Freedom of religious belief is fully respected with all 
kinds of religious activities carried out without restric-
tions. 

 Accordingly, in the process of implementing na-
tional regional autonomy in democratic regional re-
form, Tibetan traditional culture has not only been 
effectively respected and promoted but also vigorously 
carried forward by successive generations. To this end, 
the Chinese government has also devoted significant 
funds, for example having provided over 2 billion 
RMB to the maintenance of Tibetan temples alone. 

With its extensive contact network with part-
ner institutes in Asia, each year ISDP invites 
a number of visiting researchers as well as 
guest authors from the region to participate 
in research, discussion, and exchange with 
European scholars and policy officials. ISDP’s 
Focus Asia series serves as a forum for these 
researchers as well as guest authors to provide 
and clarify their viewpoints on the contempo-
rary issues and challenges concerning their 
countries, adding a much-needed Asian per-
spective to the policy and research debate.
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The right to development of the vast 
majority of Tibetans is guaranteed

Since the establishment of the People’s Republic of 
China, in particular the implementation of the system 
of regional ethnic autonomy, the state has given special 
care and legal protection to Tibet’s economic, cultural, 
and social development rights. The central govern-
ment has held four symposiums on Tibet’s work and 
has formulated various major plans and policies to en-
hance Tibet’s modernization in the fields of economy, 
culture, and education. 

 Areas of focus in which progress has been made 
include: gradually realizing efficient, large-scale, and 
environmentally sustainable reforms in agriculture 
and animal husbandry; gradually establishing an in-
dustrial production system in Tibet through key in-
dustries such as mining, building materials, national 
handicrafts, and Tibetan medicine; upgrading infra-
structure as part of a three-dimensional transport net-
work comprising roads, aviation, and pipelines; the 
development of modern business, tourism, communi-
cations, catering services, and cultural and entertain-
ment industries; and, finally, rapid gains have been 
made in medical and health, education, social security 
and other social undertakings. In so doing, the Chi-
nese government has provided substantial financial 
subsidies to Tibet which, since 2000, amounts to some 
310 million RMB.

In conclusion, Western critics of China’s human rights 
record – often misinformed by dissidents and those 
in exile – are apt to ignore the reality of facts on the 
ground. Not only do laws and provisions under the 
Chinese Constitution guarantee fundamental rights 
for all Chinese citizens, including minorities, but the 
benefits of rapid development in recent years have 
significantly improved living standards for a large ma-
jority of people. In fact, the realization and further 
progress of “human rights” depends in large part on 
China’s working population mastering their own des-
tiny. China’s modernization through development, 
especially of its ethnic autonomous regions, is there-
fore also an important dimension through which to 
re-examine its progress regarding human rights.

This Focus Asia paper is part of a series on the broad 
theme of China and human rights, providing a range 
of different viewpoints and points for debate by both 
Chinese and non-Chinese scholars.  


