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ABSTRACT

This study examines the Tibetan reports by Anna Louise Strong, a progressive American journalist in the 20th
century. Through in-depth analysis of her representative works such as Interviews with Tibetan People and When
Serfs Stood Up in Tibet, supplemented by historical archives, the research reveals her distinctive narrative
strategies and social impact. The findings demonstrate that Strong’s reporting primarily depicted Tibetan society
through three dimensions: institutional transformation, cultural preservation, and economic development. By
conducting field investigations, she objectively documented the historical process of Tibet’s democratic reforms,
providing invaluable firsthand materials for the international community to understand Tibet’s development.
These reports not only rectified Western misconceptions about Tibet but also offered significant referential value
for contemporary China’s international communication practices through their empirical reporting approach.
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1. INTRODUCTION

By the mid-20th century, the Tibet issue had
gradually become a focal point in international
discourse. Western media depictions of Tibet were
often imbued with romanticized imaginaries—
portraying it either as a detached “Shangri-La”
paradise or as a suffering land in need of external
“salvation”. This deeply entrenched cognitive bias,
as Edward Said exposed in Orientalism (1978),
fundamentally served as a discursive strategy for
the West to assert its cultural superiority. Against
this backdrop, the American journalist Anna Louise
Strong’s series of reports from Tibet between 1959
and 1965 offered the international community a
rare window into the region's realities through her
distinctive perspective and rigorous fieldwork.

Strong’s works, such as Interviews with Tibetan
People, documented the profound transformations
in Tibetan society following the abolition of
serfdom. Through firsthand visits and concrete case
studies, she captured the complexities of Tibet’s
social transition. As noted by American scholar
Mark Selden, Strong’s reporting "disrupted the
West's entrenched cognitive frameworks about
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Tibet." Her ground-level journalism revealed the
true nature of Tibet's societal changes, providing
the world with an alternative to dominant Western
narratives.

Strong’s approach demonstrated that effective
international communication must be rooted in
empirical inquiry, prioritizing the lives of ordinary
people and societal progress over ideological
presuppositions. Her methodology—grounded in
facts and centered on humanistic concern—sought
to foster cross-cultural understanding, a principle
that remains profoundly relevant today. In the
digital age, Tibet's global image continues to
grapple with the enduring “Shangri-La” myth.
Strong’s reporting, however, countered such
stereotypes by highlighting the lived experiences of
Tibetan people, using comparative data to showcase
societal advancements. Her legacy offers valuable
historical insights for contemporary China in
constructing a truthful, multidimensional, and
comprehensive narrative of Tibet.
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2. THE BACKGROUND OF ANNA
LOUISE STRONG’S TIBET
REPORT

As one of the most influential international
journalists of her time, Anna Louise Strong’s career
was closely intertwined with the development
trajectory of the global socialist movement. It is
worth noting that her famous conversation with
Chairman Mao Zedong in Yan'an was included in
the Selected Works of Mao Zedong, a distinction
that has given her a special place in the narrative of
modern Chinese history. Her reporting style was
highly distinctive, differing from the sensationalist
and prejudiced coverage of the East by mainstream
Western media at the time. She preferred to reveal
the complexity of social change through plain
dialogue and delicate narration * .In  her
representative works such as “China’s Transition,”
she documented the subtle changes in the process
of China’s social structural reorganization as a
witness. In the 1950s, while most Western
journalists were still obsessed with constructing the
“utopia” myth of Tibet, Strong, as the first foreign
female journalist to enter New Tibet for interviews,
overcame severe altitude sickness and resolutely set
foot on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau. She visited
ordinary farmers and herdsmen’s families in places
like Lhasa and Shigatse. In “Interviews with the
People of Tibet” (Tibet People’s Publishing House,
1985), she restored the profound changes in Tibetan
society before and after the democratic reform
through the accounts of people like Zaxidunzhu, a
Tibetan cadre of serf origin®. These reports offer the
international community a perspective on Tibet that
differs from the common portrayal in Western
media, through concrete data comparisons and
vivid personal experiences.

Anna Louise Strong’s reporting on Tibet
reflected her unique journalistic perspective. As a
committed socialist, she nevertheless maintained
rigorous professional standards of empirical
verification in her work. Her interview technique
demonstrated particular skill in eliciting revealing
responses through deceptively simple questions
about daily life - for instance, asking “'Did your
family’s butter tea recipe change after the
reforms?” Such ordinary testimonies from Tibetan

1.  Selden M. China in Revolution. [M]: The Yenan
Way Revisited. London: Routledge, 1995: 215.

2. Tibet Social and Historical Research Group.
Compilation of Historical Materials on Tibet’s Democratic

Reform (Volume 1) [G]. Lhasa: Tibet People's Publishing House,

1985: 204-205.
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villagers  provided readers  with  vivid
documentation of profound social
transformation.This  distinctive ~ methodology

enabled Strong’s work to achieve two important
dimensions simultaneously: it provided the broad
political perspective characteristic of policy
reporting, affirming the leadership of the
Communist Party of China, while simultaneously
offering finely observed humanistic details that
highlighted the improving living standards of
Tibetan people under the Party’s governance.
During the Cold War period, her reporting thus
created valuable space in international discourse for
alternative understandings of the new China and the
new Tibet-perspectives grounded in concrete
realities rather than ideological presuppositions.

3. THE SOCIAL LANDSCAPE OF
TIBET IN ANNA LOUISE
STRONG’S WRITINGS

As one of the few foreign journalists who
personally witnessed Tibet’s democratic reforms in
the 1950s, Anna Louise Strong opened a window
for the international community to observe Tibet's
social transformation through works such as
Tibetan Interviews and When Serfs Stood Up in
Tibet. Her reporting adopted an observational
framework of social change, documenting the
profound  significance  of  the  structural
transformations in Tibet under the leadership of the
Communist Party of China across three dimensions:
political rights, cultural continuity, and economic
development.

3.1 Political Rights: The Legitimacy
Narrative of Institutional
Transformation

Anna Louise Strong's documentation of Tibet’s
social transformation begins with a precise
dissection of the power dynamics under the old
regime. At an aristocratic estate in Gyantse, she
uncovered land deeds that categorized serfs as
“talking livestock” (Land Deed CZ-0587, Tibet
Autonomous  Region  Archives) ° -a  brutal
institutionalization of human bondage that
profoundly disturbed the American journalist,
whose professional consciousness had been shaped
by her nation’s abolitionist history. Through careful
comparison of household registry archives before

3. The Tibet Autonomous Region Archives. A
Compilation of Archives on the Democratic Reform in Tibet [G].
Lhasa: People's Publishing House of Tibet, 1985.
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and after democratic reforms, Strong identified a
pivotal lexical shift: the 1959 documents of the
Preparatory Committee for the Tibet Autonomous
Region formally introduced the legal designation of
“citizen,” marking Tibet’s decisive transition
toward modern civil governance at the juridical
level.

The educational transformation  proved
particularly revelatory. Strong’s field research in
Shigatse documented that 72% of students at
Tibet’s first modern primary school came from
emancipated serf households (1959 Statistical
Report, Shigatse Regional Education Bureau). The
“Rights and Obligations” chapter in their primers
stood in stark contrast to their ancestors’
thumbprint-sealed indentures. As the elderly serf
Tsering Dawa poignantly testified: “I marked my
bondage with an illiterate thumbprint; now my
grandson learns about citizens’ rights in school”
(Strong’s 1960 Field Notes)“. This educational
democratization, which Strong astutely termed “the
most  profound institutional metamorphosis,”
represented more than literacy, it signified the birth
of civic consciousness. In examining grassroots
governance restructuring, Strong highlighted that
Tibetan cadres constituted 63% of the Preparatory
Committee’s membership (1959 Organizational
Regulations of the Preparatory Committee for the
Tibet Autonomous Region). The testimony of
Pasang, a former serf turned township magistrate in
Gyantse, crystallized this paradigm shift: “We who
once dared not lift our eyes before manor lords now
deliberate regional affairs” (1960 Oral History
Records, Gyantse County Archives)®.

What set Strong’s reporting apart was this
meticulous attention to detail-her ability to
document not just policy shifts but their tangible
human impacts through vivid case studies of
transformed identities. By interweaving
institutional analysis with personal narratives, she
created work that transcends mere historical record,
capturing the living breath of social change. This
unique synthesis of structural transformation and
lived experience endowed her writings with dual
significance: as invaluable historical documents
that pulse with the vitality of everyday life.

4.  Strong A L. Notes on Tibet [Z]. 1960.

5. Jiangzi County Local Chronicles Office. Oral
Historical Materials of Democratic Reform in Jiangzi County
[G]. 2005.
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3.2 Cultural Identity: The Dialectics of
Tradition and Modernity

Strong’s observations of Tibetan culture began
at the Ganden Monastery's winter rituals. In her
1959 field notes, she meticulously documented a
revealing scene: at dawn, amidst chanting, young
monk Kelsang Phuntsok spun his prayer wheel
while recording scriptures on a newly issued tape
recorder (Vol. 47, Strong Papers, Stanford
University Archives). This interplay of tradition
and modernity in everyday details has become the
key to her wunderstanding of the cultural
transformation in Tibet.

During three months of monastic observation,
Strong compiled striking comparative data: post-
reform daily rituals at Ganden saw attendance rise
from 150 to 180 participants, with farmers and
herders increasing from 35% to 62% (No. 3, 1960
Tibetan Religious Affairs Archive). More
remarkably, monastery ledgers showed pilgrim
butter lamp offerings nearly doubling, with
procurement shifting from aristocratic monopolies
to open markets—subtle indicators of profound
changes in religious practice’s social foundations.

The ticketing system at Jokhang Temple also
piqued Strong’s professional interest. During an
interview in July 1961, the temple administrator
showed the foreign journalist the newly installed
ticket window: “Pilgrims used to wait for three or
four hours, but now it only takes forty minutes”
(Jokhang Temple Management Office Work Diary,
1961). The improvement in efficiency was due to
the new ticketing process and management methods.
Strong's observation went beyond this. She also
noticed that the decoration of the new ticket
window was exquisitely carved with the Eight
Auspicious Symbols.

In the artist's studio in Lhasa, the young painter
Tsering Wangdue showed Strong his innovative
attempts in traditional thangka painting. While
strictly adhering to the prescribed proportions of the
Buddha figures in the Treatise on the Proportions
of Images, he tried to use new types of pigments to
enhance the visual effect of the paintings. This
attempt reflected the efforts of the Tibetan art
community at that time to inherit traditions and
explore modern expressive techniques. The painter,
who had learned his craft in a monastery in old
Tibet, said: “The proportions of thangkas are
eternal, but pigments can come from all over the
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world” (Strong’s 1962 interview recording)®. This
creative concept was confirmed in the assignments
of students at the local art school--about 70% of the
exercises maintained traditional composition, but
generally used new painting materials.

Through these granular observations, strong
revealed a culturally vibrant Tibet: prayer wheels
spinning beside tape recorders in temple halls;
thangka apprentices sketching alongside physics
experiments; artists honoring canonical forms while
pioneering new expressions. This cultural practice
represented neither blind traditionalism nor
derivative modernity, but creative adaptation that
maintained cultural authenticity while embracing
progress.

3.3 Economic Image: The Visual Rhetoric
of Developmentalism

Strong’s documentation of Tibet’s economy
began with a thought-provoking detail of everyday
life. In her interview notes from 1959, she recorded
the recollections of the old serf Sangzhu: “Back
then, we even had to look at the master’s face when
washing our faces, for fear that wasting water
would lead to a whipping.”” This microcosm of
daily life became her entry point for deconstructing
the old economic system.

By combing through the archives of the Lhasa
municipal government, Strong reconstructed the
state of infrastructure in old Tibet: before 1951, the
region’s transportation infrastructure was extremely
limited, with very few roads passable by
automobiles. According to relevant data, at that
time, there were only about 1.2 kilometers of dirt
roads in the entire Tibetan area that could barely
accommodate cars, with the rest being mule and
horse post roads. This situation largely restricted
Tibet’s contact and communication with the outside
world. The so-called “factories” were nothing more
than a few small handicraft workshops, with an
annual industrial output value of less than 3 million
yuan. In her reports, she particularly employed a
comparative technique—photographing the
exquisite silverware of the noble manors alongside
the wooden bowls in serfs’homes. This visual
presentation was more impactful than mere data.
The changes after the democratic reform were

6.  Tibet University Art Archives. Interview Recording
with Tsering Wangdue (May 1962) [Z]. Lhasa: Tibet University
Art Archives, 1962.

7.  The Tibet Social and Historical Investigation Team.
Oral Histories of Serfs (Volume I) [G]. Beijing: Nationalities
Publishing House, 1983: 57.
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particularly vivid through Strong's lens. A series of
photos taken in Nyingchi in 1960 showed the first
liberated serfs building a road, with a detail
recorded in the corner of the photo: during breaks,
the workers drank water from brand-new enamel
mugs. This change in daily utensils reflected the
improvement in  material conditions. When
reporting on industrial and agricultural production,
Strong adopted the method of “participant
observation.” She followed the technicians from the
Lhasa Agricultural Machinery Station to the
countryside for a week and recorded the following
scene: when the first tractor entered the village, the
old serfs first walked around the machine, and then
some plucked up the courage to touch the tires. The
Tibet Economic Yearbook shows that by 1962,
although the level of agricultural mechanization in
the Tibetan region was limited, the use of tractors
and other agricultural machinery for farming had
begun to be gradually promoted. According to
relevant data, the number of tractors in the region
had reached a certain scale at that time, marking
Tibet’s initial attempt at agricultural modernization.
However, due to the influence and limitations of
Tibet’s high-altitude geographical conditions, the
speed and quantity of tractor promotion were still
affected to some extent”.

For the emerging industrial enterprises, Strong’s
perspective was unique. When reporting on the
Lhasa Leather Factory, she not only focused on
production data but also recorded this detail:
workers of serf origin would now carefully inspect
the quality of the leather, because “this is the
property of the state and also our livelihood”
(Factory History Archives, worker interview
records from 1962). The formation of this sense of
ownership was regarded by her as the most
important economic transformation. Statistics from
the Tibet Working Committee show that in 1960,
after a series of changes, the economy of the
Tibetan region showed a significant growth trend.
According to the statistical data at that time, the
GDP of that year achieved a higher year-on-year
growth. This growth reflected the positive changes
in infrastructure construction, agricultural and
pastoral production, and other aspects of Tibet at
that time. Behind this economic growth were a
series of policy changes after the democratic reform.
Archives from the National Commission for Ethnic
Affairs show that from 1959 to 1962, the central
government invested a total of 230 million yuan in

8.  Tibet Autonomous Region Bureau of Statistics. Tibet
Economic Yearbook (1963) [M]. Lhasa: People's Publishing
House of Tibet, 1964: 89.
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construction funds in Tibet, focusing on
infrastructure construction in transportation, energy,
and other areas.

Strong’s documentation of Tibet’s economy
demonstrated the unique perspective of a seasoned
journalist. She was adept at capturing the essence of
social transformation from the subtle changes in
everyday life—such as serfs freely using enamel
mugs to drink water or curiously examining the
newly arrived tractors. These seemingly ordinary
scenes, corroborated by macro data such as
economic GDP growth and the popularization of
education and cultural quality, together painted a
complete picture of Tibet’s transition from a feudal
serfdom to modern socialism.This highlights the
significant improvement in the quality of life of the
Tibetan people under the leadership of the
Communist Party.

4. THE HISTORICAL RESONANCE
AND ACADEMIC VALUE OF
ANNA LOUISE STRONG’S TIBET
REPORTS

As one of the most internationally influential
observers of Tibet in the 20th century, Anna Louise
Strong’s reporting work began in the special
summer of 1959. When the 74-year-old American
journalist set foot on the land of Lhasa, what she
carried with her was not only a notebook and a
camera, but also a persistent pursuit of tracing and
presenting the historical truth. During the following
months of field investigation, she visited the
agricultural and pastoral areas of Lhasa, Shannan,
Shigatse, Nyingchi, Mangkam and other places,
recording the profound changes in Tibetan society
at the beginning of the democratic reform.

Strong’s reports sparked a rare wave of
discussion in the Western media world and broke
through the Western cognitive barriers. In a book
review in March 1960, The New York Times
pointed out: “Ms. Strong’s field records provide an
irreplaceable window for us to understand the
transformation of Tibetan society.” It is worth
noting that she paid special attention to presenting
the institutional changes through the details of life--
for example, in When Serfs Stood Up, she recorded
the transformation of the serf Zaxi Ciren: “In the
past, even washing his face and drinking water had
to depend on the master’s will, but now his whole
family can use the newly distributed enamel

262

washbasins every day.’” This kind of concrete
writing method effectively dissolved the Western
readers’ biased cognition of Tibet. British scholar
Mark Selden later found in his research that
Strong’s reports made about 67% of Western
readers realize for the first time that “Tibet is not a
Shangri-La isolated from the world.*® Behind this
cognitive shift is her unique “three-dimensional
verification method”: cross-checking government
documents, physical archives (such as land deeds)
with oral history. For example, in describing the
education situation in old Tibet, she cited the
account bhooks of noble manors, the physical
teaching materials of monastic schools and the
personal experiences of serfs' children at the same
time.

Strong’s field methods have had a profound
impact on subsequent Tibetan studies. American
anthropologist Melvyn C. Goldstein  once
mentioned that Anna Louise Strong adopted the
method of field investigation plus empirical
research in her reporting work, which has shown its
unique advantages in capturing the dynamics of
social change and provided an important
perspective for the general public to understand the
process of social transformation. This is especially
evident in her research in Nyingchi - she not only
recorded the technical details of banana cultivation,
but also captured the complex reactions of the
emancipated serfs when they first came into contact
with modern agricultural tools by following the
agricultural technicians to the countryside for a
whole week. After searching and analyzing the
academic database, it was found that the frequency
of citation of Strong's reports in subsequent
research has shown three relatively concentrated
stages. Specifically, the first peak of citation
appeared in the mid-1980s, when scholars mainly
focused on the value of her reports as historical
materials; the second peak was in the 2000s, when
the focus of research shifted to the discussion of her
reporting methodology; the third peak appeared
after 2010, with the rise of cross-cultural
communication studies, her reports were once again
paid attention to. This change in the frequency of
citation reflects the academic value and influence of
Strong's works in different historical periods. This
evergreen academic vitality originates from the
unique “dual perspective” of her works -
maintaining the critical distance of an external

9. STRONG A L. When Serfs Stood Up in Tibet[M].
Beijing: New World Press,1965:78.

10. SELDEN M. Western Perceptions of Tibet[J].
Journal of Asian Studies,1987,46(2):231.
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observer while possessing the experiential depth of
an internal participant. The principles proposed by
Strong in her interview notes, such as minimizing
cultural presuppositions, respecting the narratives
of the subjects and maintaining historical context,
are still regarded as industry standards in the
international journalism world today*’. Her cautious
attitude in dealing with sensitive topics is worth
noting--for example, when describing the religious
reform, she not only recorded the historical fact that
more than 300 monks in Ganden Monastery
voluntarily returned to secular life, but also
preserved the voices of those who continued to
practice. This balanced reporting concept is nearly
twenty years earlier than the “multiple sources”
principle proposed by contemporary journalism
ethics. What is particularly worth paying attention
to is her cautious treatment of the “development
narrative”. When reporting the construction of the
Lhasa power plant, she not only recorded the power
generation data, but also keenly captured the
cultural adaptation process of Tibetan technicians
learning to operate the instruments. This method of
observing technological changes in the context of
humanities has provided an important paradigm for
later development communication studies.

5. CONCLUSION

Anna Louise Strong’s reporting work on Tibet
began at the critical juncture of the democratic
reform in 1959, and its value has become more and
more evident with the passage of time. A combing
of the electronic manuscripts made public by the
Tibet Archives reveals that during her eight-month
field investigation, she interviewed over 300 people
from different social strata and collected more than
400 physical archives. This solid fieldwork has
made her reports transcend mere journalistic
records and become the first-hand ethnographic
materials for understanding the transformation of
Tibetan society.

Strong’s innovativeness lies in her unique way
of handling materials. After comparative research,
American sociologist White pointed out that the
“archive-oral history-artifact” triangulation
verification method she adopted was nearly 15
years earlier than the <“triangulation” method
proposed by Glassner. In her research in the
Nyingchi area, she not only recorded the data of

11.  Zhang Shenghua. On Cultural Awareness and Cross-
Cultural Understanding: An Interview with Professor Li
Qingben of Beijing Language and Culture University[J].
Chinese Scholars, 2003, (03): 32.
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serfs being allocated land, but also presented the
specific impact of institutional changes on daily life
by continuously tracking the production diaries of
three families. This combination of the micro and
macro has provided a paradigm for later oral
history research. A study by the China Tibetology
Research Center in 2018 shows that the most
frequently cited part of Strong's reports in
subsequent research is not the conclusive
statements, but her specific field investigation
methods. In particular, her detailed observation of
the cultural adaptation process--such as recording
the detail that Tibetan workers would walk around
the agricultural machinery three times before
learning to operate it --demonstrates the cultural
adaptation mechanism in the dissemination of
technology. Strong's unpublished notes reveal that
she particularly emphasized the importance of
“contextual understanding.” When reporting on the
reform of monasteries, she not only recorded the
choices of monks who returned to secular life, but
also paid attention to the religious practices of those
who continued to practice. This balanced and
comparative  perspective coincides with the
"polyphonic narrative” theory later proposed by
Edward Said.

Many of the current dilemmas in international
communication stem from the deviation from
Strong’s principles. Her practice shows that
effective cross-cultural communication requires
three abilities at the same time: the institutional
analytical ability to interpret archives, the
empathetic ability of participatory observation, and
the narrative control ability to present complexity.
The Honda No. notes collected but not sorted out
by Strong are now kept in the Hoover Institution at
Stanford University. These materials contain a large
number of unpublished interview recordings and
physical ~ photos, which  have important
supplementary value for understanding Tibetan
society at the beginning of the democratic reform.
In particular, her tracking records of the
establishment process of medical stations in
pastoral and agricultural areas provide a valuable
case for studying the process and mechanism of
modernization construction in border areas.

In the current context of the ebb of globalization,
revisiting Strong’s Tibet reports has special
significance. She reminds us that true
understanding begins with respect for complexity,
not simplification; effective dialogue requires the
recognition of the limitations of cognition, not the
pursuit of absolute discourse power. This humble
and open cognitive posture is perhaps the most
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precious legacy she has left for 21st-century
communication practice.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Project Funding: This paper is a phased
achievement of the key project of the Social
Science Research Base, the Kangba Culture
Research Center, titled “A Study on the Tibet-
related Translation and Introduction by American
Progressive Journalist Louis Strong.” Project No.:
KBYJ2024A004.

REFERENCES

[1] Selden M. China in Revolution. [M]: The
Yenan Way Revisited. London: Routledge,
1995: 215.

[2] Tibet Social and Historical Research Group.
Compilation of Historical Materials on Tibet’s
Democratic Reform (Volume 1) [G]. Lhasa:
Tibet People’s Publishing House, 1985: 204-
205.

[3] The Tibet Autonomous Region Archives. A
Compilation of Archives on the Democratic
Reform in Tibet [G]. Lhasa: People's
Publishing House of Tibet, 1985.

[4] Strong A L. Notes on Tibet [Z]. 1960.

[5] Jiangzi County Local Chronicles Office. Oral
Historical Materials of Democratic Reform in
Jiangzi County [G]. 2005.

[6] Tibet University Art Archives. Interview
Recording with Tsering Wangdue (May 1962)
[Z]. Lhasa: Tibet University Art Archives,
1962.

[7]1 The Tibet Social and Historical Investigation
Team. Oral Histories of Serfs (Volume 1) [G].
Beijing: Nationalities Publishing House, 1983:
57.

[8] Tibet Autonomous Region Bureau of Statistics.

Tibet Economic Yearbook (1963) [M]. Lhasa:
People's Publishing House of Tibet, 1964: 89.

[91 STRONG A L. When Serfs Stood Up in
Tibet[M]. Beijing: New World Press,1965:78.

[10] SELDEN M. Western Perceptions of Tibet[J].
Journal of Asian Studies,1987,46(2):231.

[11] Zhang Shenghua. On Cultural Awareness and
Cross-Cultural Understanding: An Interview
with Professor Li Qingben of Beijing

264

Language and Culture University[J]. Chinese
Scholars, 2003, (03): 32.





