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provocative new forum for the public discussion of Tibet's 
contemporary predicament" (p. 333). Steering away from more 
traditional models of a Habermasian 'public sphere,' Rabgey instead 
turns to the idea of 'civil society' to help make sense of the new 
"virtual Tibet arena in Chinese-language cyberspace" (p. 334). In so 
doing, she addresses the "reproduction of power along networks of 
relationships throughout the social order" (p. 349). The reader is left 
pondering a question which she raises at the outset of her paper: has 
digital technology indeed "cleared a new discursive terrain for a self­
conscious Tibetan public" (p. 333), and if so, in what ways is it 
constructed, maintained or constrained? 

The final chapter, by editor Robert Barnett, is one of the most 
detailed in the entire collection. By studying a set of artistic, literary 
and media products pertaining to the selection of the reincarnation of 
the 10th Panchen Lama, the author is able to raise "questions about how 
modernity is currently being constructed and deployed within the 
political domain" (p. 353). A central component in his data set is an 
unusual book published in 1999 by Chen Kuiyan, the then Party 
Secretary of the Tibet(an) Autonomous Region, which reveals the 
coercive power of the state to influence public opinion. Bamett 
compellingly documents a "cynical realisation by the Party that the 
citizenry is incapable of effective response even if offered full 
disclosure that it has been manipulated" (p. 355). While this chapter 
starts out as a specific and historically contingent narrative on openness 
in Tibetan government messaging, it grows into a more general and 
profound discussion on the "fundamentally evolutionist paradigm 
underlying western notions of modernity and knowledge" (p. 408). By 
so doing, and referencing the writing of Adorno, Dean and Zizek along 
the way, Bamett once again illustrates the ways in which rigorous area 
studies scholarship can contribute to much larger theoretical and 
historical discussions. 

In conclusion, then, both the content and the form of Tibetan 
Modernities are emblematic of elements of Tibetan modernity. To alter 
a popular maxim, in this diverse and interesting volume, the 
contributors are the message: non-Tibetans and Tibetans alike, 
presenting, representing and challenging some of the many features of 
modem communities on the plateau. I hope that a collected volume of 
this kind and quality may be one of the many published products of the 
Golden Jubilee celebration conference recently held at the Namgyal 
Institute of Tibetology in October 2008. 
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Whenever I read the phrase 'cultural and social change,' words 
contained in the subtitle of this collection, I am reminded of a damning 
comment made by the late Christoph von Flirer-Haimendorf. He 
remarked, almost as an aside, that it was impossible to study social 
change when 'one has never been there before.' In the case of Tibetan 
Modernities, though, this is no issue, as the contributors and editors are 
as historically well-grounded as they are theoretically well-equipped to 
do justice to the complexity of the subject matter. The volume heralds a 
new era for Tibetology, and will in no time be a core text for all 
scholars and students engaged with contemporary social life in Tibet. 


