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Abstract 
 

To be called a refugee is the opposite of an insult; it is a badge of strength courage and 
victory.  Tenzin Tsundue is a Tibetan activist, Poet, writer and a political refugee. 
Treating refugee as a problem is the problem. Tenzin Tsundue is just a number in another 
world differently complete from the world he comes from. If the old saying is true that it 
takes a village to grow a child then it will take a nation to aid these refugees in. He is the 
voice of those who don’t have one. All exiles carry a map within them which points the 
way homeward. No one leaves home unless home is the mouth of the shark. Refugees are 
not terrorist they are first victim of terrorism. Tsundue's parents were forced to leave their 
homeland, Tibet in 1959 fearing persecution by the PRC. When they reached India, they 
worked as mountain road construction labourers in Masumari, Bir, Kullu, and Manali. 
Tsundue was born somewhere along that journey, in a makeshift tent along a roadside. 
His date of birth is not confirmed, and three different records exist at different offices. He 
did his schooling in Dharamshala, and later went on to study in universities in Chennai 
and Mumbai. The proposition of the present paper is to deal with the life story of the 
living legend Tenzin Tsundue as a real activist who voice out for his country to breathe 
the freedom and longing to return to his home land.  
 
Keywords: Refugee, longing, activist, terrorist, freedom. 

 
Tenzin Tsundue is a restless young Tibetan who, after graduating from Madras, South 

India, braved snowstorms and treacherous mountains, broke all rules and restrictions, crossed the 
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Himalayas on foot and went into forbidden Tibet! The purpose is to see the situation of his 

occupied country and lend a hand to the freedom struggle. Arrested by China’s border police, 

and locked up in prison in Lhasa for three months, he was later ‘pushed back’ to India. Born to a 

Tibetan refugee family who laboured on India’s border roads around Manali, North India, during 

the chaotic era of Tibetan refugee resettlement in the early seventies, Tenzin Tsundue is a writer-

activist, a rare blend in the Tibetan community in exile. He published his first book of 

poems, Crossing the Border, in 1999 with money begged and borrowed from his classmates at 

Bombay University. In 2001 he won the ‘Outlook-Picador Award for Non-Fiction’. His second 

book, Kora, is already in its eighth edition, and his third title, Semshook, is in its third edition. 

This the third edition Tsen-GÖl, first published in March 2012. 

In 1949, seeing that the Chinese Communists, with the decisive support from Joseph 

Stalin, were gaining control of China, the Kashag expelled all Chinese connected with the 

Chinese government, over the protests of both the Kuomintang and the Communists. The 

Chinese Communist government led by Mao Zedong which came to power in October lost little 

time in asserting a new Chinese presence in Tibet. In October 1950, the People's Liberation 

Army entered the Tibetan area of Chamdo, defeating sporadic resistance from the Tibetan army. 

In 1951, Tibetan representatives participated in negotiations in Beijing with the Chinese 

government. This resulted in a Seventeen Point Agreement which formalized China's sovereignty 

over Tibet, but was repudiated by the present Tibetan Government-In-Exile shortly after. 

Following the Lhasa uprising and the Dalai Lama's flight from Tibet in 1959, the 

government of India accepted the Tibetan refugees. India designated land for the refugees in the 

mountainous region of Dharamsala, India, where the Dalai Lama and the Tibetan government-in-

exile are now based. The plight of the Tibetan refugees garnered international attention when the 

Dalai Lama, spiritual and religious leader of the Tibetan government in exile, won the Nobel 

Peace Prize in 1989. The Dalai Lama was awarded the Nobel Prize on the basis of his 

unswerving commitment to peaceful protest against the Chinese occupation of Tibet. He is 

highly regarded as a result and has since been received by government leaders throughout the 

world. Among the most recent ceremonies and awards, he was given the Congressional Gold 
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Medal by President Bush in 2007, and in 2006 he was one of only five people to ever receive an 

honorary Canadian citizenship. The PRC consistently protests each official contact with the 

exiled Tibetan leader. 

The community of Tibetans in exile established in Dharamsala and Bylakuppe near 

Mysore in Karnataka, South India, has expanded since 1959. Tibetans have duplicated Tibetan 

monasteries in India and these now house tens of thousands of monks. They have also created 

Tibetan schools and hospitals, and founded the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives — all 

aimed at continuing Tibetan tradition and culture. Tibetan festivals such as Lama dances, 

celebration of Losar (the Tibetan New Year), and the Monlam Prayer Festival, continue in exile. 

In 2006, Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th Dalai Lama declared that "Tibet wants autonomy, not 

independence." However, the Chinese distrust him, believing that he has not really given up the 

quest for Tibetan independence. 

Tsundue joined Friends of Tibet (India) in 1999 and campaigns among Indians to win 

support for Tibet. In January 2002, while Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji was addressing Indian 

business tycoons in Mumbai’s Oberoi Towers, Tsundue scaled scaffolding to the 14th floor to 

unfurl a Tibetan national flag and a FREE TIBET banner. In April 2005 he repeated a similar 

stunning one-man protest when Chinese Prime Minister Wen Jiabao was visiting Bangalore. 

Because of these daring protest actions, Tsundue is often detained and is under police 

surveillance whenever Chinese leaders visit India. 

Tenzin Tsundue’s writings have been published in Indian newspapers and magazines and 

also in the international media. He is also anthologized in Asian and International literary 

journals. As a poet, he represented Tibet in Sahitya Akademi’s Second South Asian Literary 

Conference in New Delhi in January 2005, during Poetry Africa in Durban, 2005, and at Jaipur 

Literature Festival 2010. Both as an activist and a writer, Tsundue fights tooth and nail for the 

freedom of his country and plays an important role in the Tibetan political struggle. His writings 

are also published online at FriendsofTibet.org/tenzin and TibetWrites.org 

“I am more of an Indian.  
Except for my chinky Tibetan face.  



              Scholar Critic                                                   ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                       

                    Vol-03, Issue-03, December 2016                                      ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 
 

 

79 
 

“Nepali?” “Thai?” “Japanese?”  
“Chinese?” “Naga?” “Manipuri?”  
but never the question – “Tibetan?”  
I am Tibetan. 
But I am not from Tibet.  
Never been there.  
Yet I dream of dying there” 

Tsundue in his “My Kind of Exile” puts forth his life to the readers as Ask me where I'm 

from and I won't have an answer. He feels I never really belonged anywhere. Never really had a 

home. He was born in Manali, but his parents live in Karnataka. Finishing his schooling in two 

different schools in Himachal Pradesh, His further studies took him to Madras, Ladakh and 

Mumbai. His sisters are in Varanasi and his brothers are in Dharamsala. His Registration 

Certificate (my stay permit in India) states that he is a foreigner residing in India and his 

citizenship is Tibetan. But Tibet as a nation does not feature anywhere on the world political 

map. He likes to speak in Tibetan, but prefer to write in English, he likes to sing in Hindi but my 

tune and accent are all wrong. Every once in a while, someone walks up and demands to know 

where I come from...my defiant answer - 'Tibetan', raises more than just their eyebrows...I'm 

bombarded with questions and statements and doubts and sympathy. But none of them can ever 

empathise with the plain simple fact that I have nowhere to call home and in the world at large 

all I'll ever be is a 'political refugee'. 

                                                “Thirty-nine years in exile. 
Yet no nation supports us. 
Not a single bloody nation! 
We are refugees here. 
People of a lost country. 
Citizen to no nation.” 

Tsundue says home for him is real. It is there, but he is very far from it. It is the home my 

grandparents and parents left behind in Tibet. It is the valley in which his Popo-la and Momo-

la had their farm and lots of yaks, where his parents played when they were children. His parents 

now live in a refugee camp in Karanataka. They are given a house and land to till. They grow 

maize, their annual yield. He visits them once every couple of years for a short vacation. During 

my stay with them, I often ask them about our home in Tibet. They tell me of that fateful day, 

when they were playing in the lush green pastures of Changthang, while grazing their yaks and 
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sheep, how they had to pack up and flee the village. Everyone was leaving the village and there 

was a hushed talk that the Chinese were killing everybody on their way in. Monasteries were 

being bombed, robbery rampant, everything was in chaos. Smoke could be seen from distant 

villages and there were screams in the mountains. When they actually left their village they had 

to trek through the Himalayas and then to India, and they were only children. It was exciting but 

it was fearful too. 

In India, they worked as road construction labourers in Masumari, Bir, Kullu, and 

Manali. The world's highest stretch of metalled road, running from Manali to Ladakh, was built 

by the Tibetans. My parents tell me that hundreds of Tibetans who came across into India died in 

those first few months. They could not bear the heat of summer, and the monsoon caught them in 

poor health. But the camp lived on and had many shifts along the road. Somewhere along that 

journey, at a roadside, He was born in a makeshift tent. 'Who had time to record a child's birth 

when everyone was tired and hungry?' my mother says, when I ask for my birthday. It was only 

when I was admitted into a school that I was given a date of birth. At three different offices three 

different records were made, now I have three dates of birth. I have never celebrated my 

birthday. 

“On your forehead  
between your eyebrows 
 there is an R embossed R  
my teacher said.  
I scratched and scrubbed,  
on my forehead 
 I found a brash of red pain.  
I am born refugee” 

 

His writings have been published in International PEN, The Indian PEN, The Indian 

Literary Panorama, The Little Magazine, Outlook, The Times of India, The Indian Express, 

Hindustan Times, Better Photography, The Economic Times, Tehelka, Mid-Day (Mumbai) , 

Tibetan Review, Freedom First and Gandhi Marg. His works are crossing Borders, Kora- stories 

and poems, Semshook- essays on Tibetian freedom struggle. 

 
“Pull your ceiling half-way down 



              Scholar Critic                                                   ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                       

                    Vol-03, Issue-03, December 2016                                      ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 
 

 

81 
 

and you can create a mezzanine for me 
your walls open into cupboards 
is there an empty shelf for me? 
let me grow in your garden 
with your roses and prickly pears 
i’ll sleep under your bed 
and watch TV in the mirror 
do you have an ear on your balcony? 
i am singing from your window 
open your door 
let me in 
i am resting at your doorstep 
call me when you are awake” 

Through the poem ‘The Proposal’ Tenzin puts his view of being one with the other 

friends as how they enjoy their life living in their own country in their own house with parents. 

He longs to be like that so he writes as a poem and he gives to his friends about his view but his 

friends just consider it as a poem and leave it unanswered wherein he is left with the longingness 

to be one among others. From the whole gamut of recent Hindi films, he was eagerly waiting for 

one particular film, Refugee, produced and directed by JP Dutta. There is a scene in the movie 

that so eloquently puts forth our plight a father had brought his family from across the border 

into the neighbouring country and is living far from comfortably but is a survivor. Events follow 

one after another and there comes a scene where the authorities hold him captive and question 

his identity. He breaks down:  “Wahan hamara jena mushkil ho gaya tha, isiliye hum yahan aye, 

ab yahan bhi... Kya Refugee hona gunah hain?” (It had become difficult for us to live there. So 

we had to come here. Now here too... Is it a crime to be refugee?) The army officer is 

dumbfounded. 

Tenzin states in his “Kind of Exile” When the Tibetans first settled in Karnataka, they 

decided to grow only papayas and some vegetables. They said that, with the blessing of His 

Holiness the Dalai Lama, it wouldn’t take more than ten years to return to Tibet. But now even 

the guava trees are old and withered. The mango seeds they dumped in the back yard are bearing 

fruits. Coconut trees are brushing shoulders with our exile house. Old folks bask in the sun 

drinking chang or butter tea, chatting about the good old days in Tibet with their prayer wheels in 

their hands, while the youngsters are scattered all over the world, studying, working. Tsundue 

states that he saw the Germans shed tears of joy when broken families from the East and the 
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West finally met and hugged each other over the broken wall. The Koreans are brimming with 

tears of joy as the border that divided their country into North and South is finally melting. I fear 

the broken families of Tibet will never rejoin. My grandparents’ brothers and sisters were left 

behind in Tibet. My Popo-la passed away a few years ago; will my Momo-la ever get to see her 

brothers and sisters again? Will we be together there so that she can show me our home and our 

farm? The longingness for the country is still there the struggle to go back still continues. Along 

with Tenzin the other entire Tibetian wish to live and die in their homeland and still the silent 

fights and longingness in the hearts of the young Tibetan continues.  It is their right and assertion 

to go back. As a scholar I wish I could have born in Tibet to take part in the struggle with young 

and aspiring soul Tenzin Tsundue as he is truly an inspiring soul with his oratorical speech and 

igniting the ink with the spirit of freedom in his writings.  
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