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Abstract 
 
This study was mainly conducted in Lazha Natural Village, Zhongdian county, Diqing Tibetan 
Autonomous Region, Yunnan province, China. To analyze the dynamic nature of Tibetan 
pastoralism, this study does not only focus on pastoral knowledge system per se, but the 
process of knowledge articulation. In addition, local strategic response to environment and 
outside intervention were also explored. Hence, this case tries to study the dynamism of 
pastoral knowledge under such context.  
 
This study has noticed that over long history of practice, through accommodating to their 
environment, learning to live with what it offered instead of changing and moulding the 
landscape to suit their needs, Tibetan people have accumulated rich pastoral knowledge. This 
study further found   knowledge is not separated as scientific vs local, scientific vs traditional 
as many of us have assumed. In practice, however, knowledge system is complexity and the 
local people are trying to adapt to new circumstances by articulating both these different 
forms of knowledge.  

 
 
 
 

Tibetan is one of the major ethnic minorities in China with a population of more 
than 4,000,000. Over 90 percent of them live on the Qinghai-Tibetan plateau, which 
includes the whole of the Tibetan Autonomous Region, most of Quinghai province, 
the west part of Shichuan province and some parts of Gansu province and Yunnan 
province. Over thousands of years, like other indigenous people in the world, Tibetan 
people have cultivated their own way of life, with pastoralism as the foundation of 
their culture and their history, through accommodating to their landscape and 
environment, and learning to live with what it offered instead of changing and 
moulding to suit their needs. This study focuses on the dynamic nature of knowledge 
through a study of how the Tibetan people practice their pastoral knowledge under 
changing circumstances, including livestock production and rangeland management. 
The research site is in Lazha village, Zhongdian County (now is renamed as Shangri-
la County), Diqing Tibetan Autonomous Region, Yunnan Province. 
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1. Lazha Village as a Herding Community 
 
       Administratively Lazha village belongs to the Heping Administrative Village of 
Xiao Zhongdian Township. The altitude of the houses for this village is about 3400 
meters, Temperatures range between -4℃ and 13℃.April to September can be 
deemed a warm season compared to the following season, from then until March of 
the next year, which is cooler. 
 
    There are 23 Tibetan households and a population of 115 in Lazha village. There 
are about 300 mu of cultivated land, and during the beginning of the Household 
Reasonability System (around 1982), these cultivated lands were handed out to 
individual households based on the number of family members at that time. Except 
for it's tiny area of cropland, the rest of the village's natural resources comprised a 
tremendous area of pastureland and forestland. No one can calculate the area of these 
two resources accurately. Grasslands within forests are the main source of forage  for 
livestock. The proportion of concentrates and crop in the herd's diet is very is small 
compared to the proportion of natural grass. Forests provide various products for 
people and livestock, such firewood, timber, NTFTs and dietary roughage.  
. 

The Tibetans of Lazha village, like those of other Tibetan villages in Xiao 
Zhongdian Township, are typically agropastoralists, mostly rearing cattle, yaks and 
cattleyaks with a few sheep and horses, but in recent years, because of the threat from 
wolves, sheep in this village have nearly disappeared. On the village site, people also 
rear a small amount of pigs and raise a few poultry. There are about 510 head of large 
livestock1 in this village including112 cattle, 210 yaks, 180 yaks and 8 horses in 2002. 
According to the village elders, the history of livestock herding by Lazha people is 
more than 100 years. The major livestock products are butter, cheese, yogurt, skin, fur 
and meat. In fact, livestock and its relevant products constitute the main aspect of 
Lazha villagers’ lives 
 
2. Livestock Movement System  
 

The long history of transhumance practiced by most pastoralists in the world is a 
striking manifestation of people’s resource strategies. Usually pastoralsim is practiced 
in more harsh, environmentally inhospitable areas. Livestock movement all year 
around in these regions avoids the high risk caused by the natural environment. Thus, 
the pastoral system is designed around the movement of livestock to different pastures 
in different seasons of the year and the tracking of favorable forage conditions.  

 
Mobility is one of the best adaptations and effective means of obtaining what 

livestock need in an ever-variable environment. In Zhongdian, movement is not 
chaotic but is regulated by socio-political controls and technical know-how. It 

                                                 
1 “Large livestock”  refers to primarily large ruminants such as cattle, yak and cattleyak, as well as horses. In this 
article, I mainly discuss large livestock. Domestic animals such pig and poultry are not included. 
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requires access to large areas of rangeland which most groups obtain by a 
combination of territorial rights and alliances with neighbours. Herders from the same 
social unit are usually free to use any part of their territory, but in practice confine 
themselves to the ranges that they know best, and prefer to stay with the same group 
of people, especially with relatives. This usually ensures a continuity and consistency 
in range use by the managers.  

 
In Lazha village, there are two forms livestock movement. The first one is a 

gradual seasonal movement vertically and between elevation zones, each with its 
typical flora that can be grazed at different periods of time. The second type of 
movement is a horizontal migration between different geological formations in the 
higher regions, each with different vegetation and pasture potential. Generally, the 
first type of movement is more important than the second one since the temperature of 
one place is fatal to livestock flocks which were mainly composed by yak and its 
crossbreed. The following table and figures show livestock movement of Lazha 
village. 

 
Table 4-3 The Livestock Movement of  a Pastoralist in Lazha Village 

Place From village(km) Elevation Grazing period Number of  
H.H. 

Chi gu bo 3 to 5 3,400 From March to the 
late May 

4 

Go mo gong 8 to 13 3,600-3,800 June 8 
Ri da gong 14 to 19 3,700-4,100 Early to late July  9 
Gong rong 15 to 23  4,100-4,300 Early to late 

August 
5 

Go mo gang 8 to 13 3,600-3,800 September  12 
Go mo ge za 4 to 7 3,400-3,600 Early October 7 
Chi gu bo  3 to 5 3,400 Mid of October to 

November 
7 

Village   3,300-3,400 December to 
February 

All  

Note: HH means “household” 
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Herders move their encampments according to weather changes. Pastoral 
movements can be divided into travel movements and daily grazing movements. 
Travel movements are made between the encampment points off the village, and after 
one movement has been made a period of time must pass before another movement 
can take place. Usually most vertical movements and horizontal movements belong to 
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this type. Whether on or off the village, daily movement of livestock to graze are 
every-day practices for both herders and their livestock.  

 
For daily grazing movements, grazing periods during the night and day can vary 

from 2 to 15 hours. Especially during the winter season, it is important to provide 
animals with a sufficiently long grazing period to allow them to selectively graze-
ingesting only particular parts of particular species of plants. By the end of the winter 
season, livestock nutrition is often limited by grazing time. The maintenance of 
sufficient grazing times across the year requires long-term, sustained effort. Either 
physical exhaustion or few incentives to sustain herding effort will necessarily lead to 
lower than optimal grazing times. Herder’s efforts can also affect the variety of forage 
offered to animals over the grazing schedule as well as the disposition of the animals 
to eat that forage. 

 
Herders closely monitor their livestock and environment for signs that indicate a 

need to move and the best direction to go. For example, they monitor livestock faeces, 
milk yields, animal weights, and the number of cows on heat to evaluate the quantity 
of the forage. They also evaluate the quality of the range by taking the livestock to the 
same pasture on an experimental basis for seven consecutive days. During this time 
they examine the soil types, the presence or absence of key forage species, the 
behavior of the livestock (sleeping pattern, eating schedule and the quality of skin and 
hair, etc.), and presence or absence of wildlife.  
 

Good pastures, for example, support all kinds of wild animals, while bad ones 
are inhabited by many field mice, and pastures used by goats are good only in the 
summer season. There are also many indicators for monitoring pasture degradation. 
For example, people observe grass and browse availability. If one pasture is widely 
covered by Te mu (Euphorbia) which looks beautiful in terms of its appearance, that 
means the condition of this pasture is becoming worse. For their viewpoint, Te mu is 
the punishment of the divine because of the evil behaviors by human beings towards 
the pasture. Through long history of their practice of herding, local people have 
accumulated a rich knowledge about the different species of grass, most of which are 
valuable herbal medicines for both human and their animals.  Such knowledge about 
different species of grass is also an important indicator of pasture condition which can 
guide the movement of their livestock. In fact, these traditional environmental 
indicators are still in use and have become more pertinent as resource shortages have 
increased.  
 

Herders select their encampment site based on three aspects. First, an 
encampment site must provide clean and stable water for herders’ drinking. Even if 
the grass condition is good on a certain site, if there is shortage of drinking water or 
the water source is very far away, herder will not choose it for encampment. Second, 
the encampment site should be an open space. In such a micro topography, it is easier 
to observe the activities of livestock which are usually freed to graze on nearby 
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pastures, and risk can be reduced to a great extent. The third consideration is of course 
the condition of the grass. The pastureland surrounding an encampment should also 
provide enough forage for livestock since while some livestock is being milked, the 
rest have to be provided a place to graze while they wait. 

 
3. Differentiated Production Strategies 
 

Lazha village is a typical agropastoral village in which the livestock production 
sector is of great importance to villagers’ livelihoods. However, not all households 
totally depend on the animal sector, and some households, even though they have 
many livestock (more than 50), do not only practice livestock production. Of these, 
depending on the different conditions of individual households, some spend more 
time on livestock production, while some spend more time on crop production, even 
though the species and amount of crop production is very limited because of the harsh 
environment conditions. In this sense, all the households in Lazha village into two 
groups, that is, households which favor cultivation and households which favor 
livestock production. This has been done according to the number of livestock each 
household owned. It has been found that households with more than 15 livestock 
favour livestock production, while those with less than 15 favour crop production. 
Each group, by virtue of its particular mode and degree of control over its animals, 
had different ability to practice knowledge.  
 

I define the first type of households as A, and the second type as B. Within the 
whole village of  23 households, 9 households belong to type A which accounts for 39 
per cent of the whole. The other 14 households belong to type B, which accounts for 
41 per cent of the total. Most households of type A have less than 5 family members. 
Such households account for 80 per cent of this type. For the type B, most households 
have more than 5 family member. These households account for about 77 per cent of 
the total. Since type A have a small scale of animal production, most families from 
this type do not like to herd their livestock far from the village. This may be, to some 
extent, be a strategy for labor saving. On the contrary, type B would prefer to move, 
and herd their animals far away from the village, erecting several temporary 
encampments as proxy homesteads along the way. 

  
        The most important characteristic of traditional livestock management is 
diversification in terms of both animal products and animal species. The main 
objectives of Tibetan livestock production are not just increasing herd size, but also 
increasing milk yield, maintaining an appropriate herd structure for short and long 
term reproductive success, and ensuring disease resistance by selective breeding. 
Through diversification, the risk of loss will be minimized and thus the traditional 
way of life could be kept. However to observe differentiation we should assume 
perspective of social differentiation. In fact, the priorities given to each goal will 
change depending on a household’s particular circumstances.  
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In Lazha village, for households from type A, because of their limited number of 

livestock, all their animal products are used for self consumption. Therefore all kinds 
of animal products are needed: butter for tea, milk for children and aged men, yogurt 
and cheese for seasoning. The single-input nature of making milk related products2 
determines that if the amount of one product produced is increased, that of another 
products will decreased  accordingly. If a family with less livestock turns all their 
fresh milk into butter, there will no milk for the children to drink. For this reason type 
A families produce approximately equal proportions of each of the different animal 
products, even though a young family with young children will try to produce more 
plain milk, while an older family with older children will try to produce more butter 
due to the two groups different consumption habits.  
 

Twenty years ago, there was no great differences between type A and type B 
households in terms of structure of  livestock products produced. But with the gradual 
intervention of the market, some type B households started to favor specializing their 
animal products. For example, families which had good communication channels with 
outside township markets would try to increase milk production, while those who 
lacked communication channels would only focus on butter production. In township 
markets, each kilogram of milk could get a price of 6CNY, and each piece of butter 
(about 1.1 kilograms) could get 40 CNY. Since one piece of butter took 15 kilograms, 
that is, 90CNY’s worth of milk to produce, it is wise to sell milk directly. However, 
among 14 households of type B, only 3 households sale milk to the township market 
once week. The risk of accumulating plain milk in order to sell it is that if it cannot be 
sold immediately, it may deteriorate.   
 

In terms of livestock species, people try to maintain a diverse portfolio of 
livestock designed to meet their needs and to fit the environment. Each type of animal 
fills a specific objective of the pastoral family. Large animals (cattle and yaks) are 
raised not so much for their meat as for their milk, but they are also the ‘bank 
account’ and ‘security deposit’ of the family. Sheep, on the other hand, are kept for 
wool. 

 
The yak is a very important animal for most Tibetan people since it can perform 

well under the very cold temperatures which are common all year round in this 
region, and some people call yaks “the boat of plateau”. Although Tibetan people also 
raise other animals, they place so much value on the yak that they sometimes even 
determine the social status of a family based on its number of yaks. In the case of 
Lazha village, nearly all interviewees agree that the two households with more yaks 
than others are the richest in this village. As well as riches, Yaks can also provide 
milk and milk products, meat, hair and hides, and sometimes they can be used as draft 
animals. Besides yak, cattle-yak  breading, cattle, horse and sheep have their own 

                                                 
2 Milking from the cow   Fresh milk heating, churning, Butter cool Skim-milk covering Yorguurt dry  
Cheese 
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biological characters, and can also be used for correspond purposes. For instance, 
cattle can only be raised within village since they have limited survival capability to 
harsh environment, but they produce a good amount of milk.   For this reason, Type A 
prefer to raise more cattle, since they no need to spend much time on its season 
movement.  
 

For households with large scale of animal(type B), they would like to keep as 
many species of animal as possible. On the one hand, most rangelands are 
characterized by a diverse floristic mosaic. Patches of edaphic grasslands and pure 
shrub thickets can be mixed with open canopy  woodland and forest. On the fringes of 
ecosystems, the ecotones can be sharp or gradual, in both cases resulting in very 
special and diverse flora. Therefore, they traditionally had accepted to environmental 
diversity by having herd of mixed species. Moreover, different species of animals 
play different roles in movement system: cattle which always stay in village provide 
products for domestic consumption, yak and cattleyaks produce for sale and 
exchange, and horse act as tools for transportation between the home site and the 
encampment. On the other hand, most households from are richer, and the their social 
status make them keep different species of animals. Just mentioned before, the 
number of yak represent the wealth of one family. Rich household also willing to 
raise horse, and in festival, the family like to ride his horse to visit friends or attend 
other social gatherings. 
 

For household with less livestock (type A), the strategy is completely different. 
Since they have a shortage of labor, it is very difficult for them to herd even a few 
yaks or cattleyaks (both of which need to migrate to alpine pastures during the 
summer). Cattle are their desirable animal species, because movement is not 
necessary for cattle, and in the meantime cattle can provide animal products such as 
butter, cheese and yogurt for their daily consumption. Other species such as horses are 
a luxury for most of these families.  Usually two such households share one pair of Zu 
for plowing croplands.  

 
4. Articulation of Traditional Knowledge and Scientific Knowledge in the  
Development Context 
 

In their long history, Tibetan agropastoralists have become highly 
knowledgeable about the behavior and physiology of their animals and traditional 
remedies for some complaints, especially chronic pathogens, prior to their access to 
modern veterinary medicines For example, since the limitation of people’s capability 
to deal with some kinds of animal diseases, which may to some extent result in big 
disasters for a pastoralist community, people have developed healing methods based 
on the belief in natural and supernatural powers. When people encounter some disease 
which they have never met before or some which they could not resolve, they use this 
treatment methods which combine the use of natural products and faith. 
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Tibetan agropastoralists also have tremendous knowledge about the wild plants 
and herd medicines which are abundant around their community.  For most old 
herders, because they are usually more familiar with the indigenous medicines, they 
are probably less likely to misuse or abuse these preparations than alien or Western 
drugs. From their point of view,  these traditional approaches may pose fewer dangers 
than do the more highly residual, poisonous, concentrated, and unfamiliar drugs and 
agrochemicals produced and used in modern knowledge. In Lazha village, urine is 
commonly used as a disinfectant for cuts and abrasions, and mud or animal feces as a 
dressing for wounds and bruises. Some herders have told me that plants are not only 
the safest way to administer medicine, but also the most effective. They claim that 
apart from their active principles, plants may contain other substances that enhance 
their therapeutic action by some sort of synergistic process. 
 
        Statements such as this can always be heard when professional veterinarians 
from the town or county Veterinary Station try to introduce new approaches to deal 
with the several most common diseases, about which local herders in fact have 
tremendous knowledge. In this sense, Tibetan identity is used as a tool to refuse some 
‘scientific knowledge’ which may not be appropriate within the local context, or may 
increase some burden on the herders. To use these modern medicines, herders at least 
have to pay the cost of the medicines, whereas local remedies are free. 
 

One of the significant asymmetries between farmers and pastoralists is that the 
capital of the latter is tied up in living animals and these are subject to catastrophic 
decrease through disease. An epizootic disease can rapidly eliminate an entire herd, 
well before veterinary services teams reach the area. According to the recollections of 
some village elders, about half the yaks and cattleyaks of the village died in one event 
70 years ago because of an indefinite disease. This seems to fairly clearly show that 
there were no effective remedies against major epizootics such as rinderpest, anthrax, 
etc. in the pre-modern era. 
 

For this reason, early attempts at scientific knowledge introduction in this village 
were made by the  veterinary sector during the late 1950s when the collectivilization 
movement just began. Under the Zhongdian County Animal Husbandry Bureau, the 
Xiao Zhongdian Township Veterinary Station, which is responsible for any diseases 
related to livestock within the township, was established in 1961, and this station and 
its function still remains today.  However, there is only one person on this station, and 
he has to be responsible for all three of the Administrative Villages of the township, 
each of which has within its control more than 20 Natural Villages like Lazha. 
Therefore, even if this person was diligent enough and worked every day in the year, 
he could only visit each village 3 times per year at the most. If the villager’s contact 
with the township veterinarian seems too bad, one has only to compare this to the 
situation in relation to the professional animal staff from the county and prefecture 
who may never visit! 
 

Formatted
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        This situation has many consequences. On the one hand, what is certainly true is 
that local remedies remain in use and agropastoralists will continue to resort to them 
while the person and infrastructure to supply modern veterinary drugs and services 
remains out of reach . But as mentioned before, since the distribution of traditional 
knowledge is unequal, households from type A, herders who are young, and specially 
herders who are female are more likely suffer loss.  
 

On the other hand, when some fatal diseases came which local approaches could 
hardly cope with, the whole community is filled with a sense of dread, and herders 
really need urgent assistant from scientific knowledge.  In such circumstances, people 
may also resorts to their Tibetan identity to claim their rights to access modern 
knowledge, but in another form used to refuse the same knowledge.  

“Could you imagine what life might be like if we lost our livestock? 
Pastoral production is part of our Tibetans’ way of life. If the 
government cannot give us enough support3 when this production meet 
s difficulties (such as the unusual disease being experienced), I don’t 
think the government is doing well in their work to deal with ethnic 
affairs (Ch. minzhu gozuo)”.  

Mr. Qi, the village leader, told me when we were discussing about their limited access 
to modern veterinary service.   
 

Since 1980s, many government funded projects were implemented in Xiao 
Zhongdian township, most of which focused on improving grass production and herd 
performance through the introduction of new grass species and exotic livestock, using 
fences and individualization of pastural property rights. Two animal husbandry 
projects were carried out in Lazha village. The first project was ‘the Introduction 
Project(IP)’ which began in 1970,  and the second was ‘the Grass and Livestock 
Development Project(GLDP)’ from the early 1990s. The IP just tried to introduce  
some exotic cattle from Holland. Because the environmental conditions in Tibet were 
totally different from the cattle’s home, this project failed within the first year. GLDP 
started in 1992, organized by the Zhongdian County Animal Husbandry Bureau and 
Xiao Zhongdian Township Government. The initiation of this project is to fence 100 
mu of collective pastures near the village as demonstration. 
 

In fact, most villagers were not against this projects at the beginning. For 
households from type B, they have felt a gradual shortage of fodder during winter 
with the increase in the number of livestock. According to the original plan of the 
project, the production of each mu4 should reach to 1500 kilogrames (5 times that of 
the original pasture within 3 years). If the pasture’s productivity could reach that 
level, it would be good news for people wanting to expand the livestock sector. For 
most households of type A, even though their reasons were different to those of type 
B, they also did not resist this project, because they were interested in the subsidy 

                                                 
3 here refers to provide veterinary service 
4 1 mu equals to 667 square meters 
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they could get. Besides to getting a subsidy for erecting fences and plowing, people 
who tended this artificial pastureland could also get some direct financial 
remuneration. 
 

One year later, according to a regulation from the county government which 
stated that “in order to improve people’s enthusiasm, the use rights of all pastures 
which were involved in the GLDP project should be distributed to the household 
level. Otherwise any assistance from the Project will be stopped…”,  the 100 mu of 
collective pasture was divided equally to each household, and each got almost 4 mu. 
In the first three years (1992,1993 and 1994), this did grassland improved, and 
productivity was two times or even three times that of the yearly production for 
unimproved pastures. However, after the fourth year, the grass production of this 
grassland was gradually reduced, and conditions became worse and worse up.  In the 
year 1998, just six years after its start all wire fences was destroyed, and this artificial 
pastureland became a Lazha version of  “tragedy of common”.    
 

There are several reasons for its failure according to the results of my 
investigation: 1) Generally speaking, all farming activities and pastoral work has its 
own season in the Tibetan agricultural calendar. Cutting grass is usually concentrated 
in the middle of June. Any grass cutting earlier or later than that period, is considered 
disrespect of the gods based on Tibetan Buddhist beliefs. It is said that if a family 
does not follow these rules, the whole community will experience disaster. The grass 
of the artificial pasture needs frequent cutting, at least twice a year, thus a big cultural 
conflict  emerged. 2) For some households, after individualization of artificial 
pasturelands, the big problem was shortage of labor. Management of collective 
pasture had never had to face such a problem before, since under this system labor 
could easily be shared among different households social organizations. 3) The 
subsidy from this project was gradually reduced through when the time passing.  
  
5. Conclusion 
 

Over a long history of practice, through accommodating to their environment, 
learning to live with what the landscape offered instead of changing and  molding it to 
suit their needs, like other indigenous people in the world, Tibetan people have 
accumulated a rich pastoral knowledge,  which in fact is the foundation of their 
culture and their way of life. Seasonal livestock movement and strategies of livestock 
diversification are good examples of this. 
 

The research of this study found, under the development context , to treat 
Tibetan pastoral knowledge as the indigenous one, while any recent introduced 
knowledge as the modern one, will not help us understand the actual situation. Since it 
is impossible to box indigenous people neatly, to define their knowledge in bounded 
terms is even more difficult, given the status of knowledge as a transferable, flowing 
entity. In fact, much so-called scientific knowledge introduced by government or 
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borrowed by the people themselves, articulates well with the local context and 
sometimes appeared in the forms of “indigenous knowledge”. Moreover, knowledge 
and access to it is differentiated by different factors. Knowledge is not an entity 
distributed equally among different actors, in stead unequal distribution of knowledge 
reflects the power relations within a certain community.  

 
All in all, knowledge is not separated as scientific vs local, scientific vs 

traditional as many of us have assumed. In practice, however, knowledge system is 
complexity and the local people are trying to adapt to new circumstances by 
articulating both these different forms of knowledge.  


