UNDERSTANDING THE CONSTRUCTION AND
NEGOTIATION OF TIBETAN REFUGEE IDENTITIES IN
INDIA

PALLAVI RAMANATHAN

DEPARTMENT OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES
INDIAN INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY DELHI
APRIL 2024






© Indian Institute of Technology Delhi (II'TD), New Delhi, 2024






UNDERSTANDING THE CONSTRUCTION AND
NEGOTIATION OF TIBETAN REFUGEE IDENTITIES IN
INDIA

by

Pallavi Ramanathan

Department of Humanities and Social Sciences

Submitted

In fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

to the

INDIAN INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY DELHI
APRIL 2024






DECLARATION

I hereby declare that the work presented here in the thesis has been carried out by me towards
the partial fulfilment of the requirement for the award of a PhD from the Department of
Humanities and Social Sciences, Indian Institute of Technology Delhi. The work contained
herein is my own and is a presentation of my original research work. Wherever quotations
from others are involved, every effort has been made to indicate this clearly with due
reference to the literature. The content of this report, in full or in parts, have not been

submitted to any other institute or university for the award of any degree.

Pallavi Ramanathan

2018HUZ8108






CERTIFICATE

This is to certify that the thesis “Understanding the Construction and Negotiation of
Tibetan Refugee Identities in India” submitted by Pallavi Ramanathan to the Indian
Institute of Technology Delhi (IIT Delhi) for the award of the degree of “Doctor of
Philosophy” is a record of bona fide research work carried out by her under my supervision

and guidance, and it is in conformity with the rules and regulations of IIT Delhi.

She has fulfilled all the requirements for the submission of this thesis which has, in my

opinion, reached the standard of fulfilling the requirements for the degree.

To the best of my knowledge, the material contained in this thesis has not been submitted, in
part or in full, to any other University or Institute for the award of any other degree or

diploma.

Purnima Singh

Professor

Department of Humanities and Social Sciences
Indian Institute of Technology Delhi

New Delhi

India

Date:






ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

To thank someone means that I acknowledge them, their presence, and their unwavering
support in this adventure. The list of people is endless, because, let me tell you, it takes an
army. This PhD would definitely not have been possible without the endless discussions,
debates, conversations, advice, laughter, and the many many rounds of me complaining about
something or the other.

I begin by thanking my grandfather, my beloved Dadu. We lost him just as [ started
my PhD, but he has been on my mind at every stage and every single achievement or
frustration during the whole process. Before or after writing or submitting a paper, presenting
at a conference, attending a meeting, | always found myself thinking, what would Dadu do?
What would he have thought? This thesis, and everything really, is dedicated to him. He may
not have actually witnessed this journey, but he’s been with me every step of the way.

The main anchor for this PhD is my supervisor, Prof. Purnima Singh. Ma’am, I
cannot begin to articulate what your support has meant to me! You tolerated my (endless)
complaints about stats and quant methods, supported me, truly guided me, and motivated me
to attain heights I could never have imagined, much less achieved, on my own. A simple
thank you is inadequate for the depth of my sentiments. Also, a very special note of
appreciation for all the lunches we’ve shared!

I also thank my research committee, Prof. Sarbeswar Sahoo, Prof. Yashpal Jogdand,
and Prof. Anand Prakash for contributing their valuable comments and teaching me how to
build coherent arguments.

My family deserves a whole different section because of the many, many people who
have supported me in so many ways, big and small. My best friend, husband, and partner in
everything, who supported me through all my wins, losses, and all the in-betweens. ‘Thanks’
is really such a tiny word for the solid source of strength you’ve been throughout. My
mother, my biggest supporter, and my harshest critic! She was often more critical than my
supervisor, but really, I am so grateful Ma. I don’t think I say it enough, but [ am certain |
would never have made it through this PhD without being able to call you for anything and
everything. I honestly couldn’t have done it without you. Many many thanks to my brother
for tolerating all my moods and dutifully reading and proofing everything I sent (often last
minute)! And for being open to my constant whining. Thanks also to Deeksha, for opening
her house, fridge, and cabinets for me to come any time and raid! Also, thanks, you two, for

providing the lovely distraction named Ginkgo! My second family has been no less of a

ii



support. Sho’ma, papa, thank you so much for your support through the turmoil, for
celebrating my wins, and specially to Sho’ma for knowing how much I hate cooking, and
always packing lots of food for me! Thanks to Sakshi and Rajat too, for being there.

I must also acknowledge my many uncles and aunts! Krishna Mama and Mila Mami
(and Meghs) for being my second home away from home and second set of parents! And to
Sanjiva Mama and Nivedita Aunty for being my third house! I am lucky to have you guys; I
really wouldn’t have survived IIT without you. Bhaiya Mama, Ayesha, and ALL the girls;
thanks for always being there, no matter what, to cheer me up and cheer me on.

My friends! Most importantly my PRA’s (Arshi and Raveena), and Kanupriya, really
guys, thanks for being my constant cheerleaders and for always believing in me, even when [
didn’t believe in myself. Saniya and Madhumita; I never expected to make such close friends
in IIT, but life really has a way of surprising you. Thanks for going beyond being just “work-
buddies™ and transitioning to “PMS”. For all the other friends [ made in IIT who were always
available for a walk, chai, some conversation, and lots of reassurance; thanks for being my
source of unexpected laughter and unwavering support. I’ll miss the many Nescafe/Amul
walks we’ve shared.

Finally, to my participants, who opened their lives and homes to me, without whom

none of this would have been possible. Thank you for inspiring me.
I always knew | wanted to do a PhD, but now that I am done, it feels surreal. I can’t quite

believe that it’s over; and I feel a sense of loss. But, I reassure myself, that this is just the

beginning.

April 2024 Pallavi Ramanathan
New Delhi

iii



ABSTRACT

The number of refugees has increased dramatically the world over. In a scenario such as this,
it is important to unravel some of the processes that are specific to refugee populations, to
enable the creation of well-informed policy and praxis for refugees. Past research on refugees
has tended to focus on issues of trauma, adjustment, etc., leaving the examination of social
psychological processes such as social identity and intergroup relations rather untouched. The
composition of refugee national identities in exile and their construction and negotiation are
important concerns with significant impact. This thesis addresses issues of identity and
intergroup relations in the context of Tibetan refugees residing in India. Tibetan refugees
have lived outside Tibet for more than seventy years now; it is important to understand how
this has impacted their identity as well as their interactions with other social groups. The role
of the social, political, historical, and geographical context is also critical for this
examination. A mixed-method approach with a focus on the context was undertaken, where
three studies through three different methods were conducted. Each study explored a different
aspect of the Tibetan population while addressing the broad question of the national identity
of Tibetan refugees living in India. Study 1 addressed this by an examination of the identity
entrepreneurship of the Dalai Lama through speeches and interviews given by him on
landmark occasions in Tibetan history since 1959. These were analysed using the Discourse
Historical Approach (Reisigl & Wodak, 2009); this method emphasizes the historical and
political context in the exploration of discourses, and six major topics were identified. This
study, through an examination of secondary literature, demonstrated that Tibetan identity
seems underpinned by the idea of not forgetting Tibet. The second study explored these
themes in the narratives of Tibetan refugee youth while emphasizing the geographical context
through an examination of the differences and similarities in the identity construction of

Tibetan youth born in India and those born in Tibet. The impact of place identity and place
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attachment on national identity in exile was also noted. Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun
& Clarke, 2019) revealed a high level of identity congruence between the themes of the first
and the second study, as well as an overall inclination towards collective action for the
Tibetan cause. Study 3 was more specific in its examination of the context and the
population, exploring the local context as well as the influence of intergroup contact and
intergroup anxiety on national identity. Further, given the emphasis on national identity in the
previous study, this study examined whether a major festival, considered a strong marker of
identity, would impact national identity. Thus, a longitudinal study was conducted on
Tibetans living in Bylakuppe, one of the largest Tibetan settlements in India. Data were
collected at three-time points (one week before Losar, the Tibetan new year, on the day of
Losar, and one week after) and across three age groups on national identity, intergroup
contact, and intergroup emotions. National identity and quality of intergroup contact were
found to be significantly different across all three time points (only Time 3 for national
identity), with higher levels noted at the time of the festival. This indicates that the festival
does have some bearing on the levels of national identity and the nature of intergroup contact
although age did not seem to play a role in these relationships. Existing literature indicates
that national identity is more salient when members are exposed to “semi-ritual practices”
such as flag hoisting or holidays and commemorations (e.g., Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983).
The mediational role of intergroup anxiety and the moderational role of group salience was
also examined to understand the predictors of Tibetan attitudes towards Indians. It was found
that perceived status difference, quality of contact, and national identity all predicted Tibetan
attitudes towards Indians, and these effects were partially due to the mediated effects of
intergroup anxiety. These effects were noted to be stronger and more significant when group
salience was high: further evidence of the importance of group salience in intergroup

relations and its impact on intergroup attitudes. Overall, these multi-method studies address



important gaps in the literature on refugee identities and their contextual nature. It is critical
to explore such social psychological processes in refugee populations not just for policies but
also for the creation and sustenance of more inclusive and sensitive societies that are well-

oriented toward the betterment of groups on the periphery.

Keywords: social identity, national identity, leadership, place identity, intergroup contact,

Tibetan refugees, social context
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