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Linguistic repertoires and resources of Tibetan people in France:
Representations and usages
Introduction

In this presentation, | will try to give an overview of the linguistic resources of Tibetan people in France, how they
use different languages in the daily life, and how they consider these languages.

It is based on interviews made with 5 Tibetan families with 2 to 4 children, living nearby Paris. In these families, the
parents came from different parts of Tibet, they arrived in South Asia as adults, stayed there a few years, and moved
to France during the last 10 years. The children are born in Tibet, in India or in France. In two of the 5 families, the
parents come from the same region in Tibet, and the three others are mixed families and each parent has a different
mother language / mother dialect.

In the first part, i will describe the characteristics of the linguistic repertoire of the Tibetan people living in France,
focusing on major, well recognised languages. And in the second part, i will focus on Tibetan language(s) and varieties,
and how they are maintained and transmitted in exile.

1. Linguistic repertoires of Tibetan refugees in France

1.1.  Adaily use of three to four languages
These are the typical figures you get when you ask questions such as “What languages did you use last week?”:
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a. Woman working in a restaurant, b. Woman in training as a caregiver,
Education level: Primary school Education level: University
Distribution in the daily life domains:

¢ At home and with the family: they use mostly or exclusively Tibetan (some basic use of English and/or
Chinese related to the children’s homework)

¢ For the communication with the administration and the institutions: they use mainly French ( + some use
of English and/or Chinese with automatic translation tools or to get help)

¢ At work, for the communication with colleagues, customers and employer: they make use of all the possible
linguistic resources available to them, depending on the hearer and the situation.

Distribution according to the medium:
¢ Written Tibetan is not used as an intrafamilial communication language. It is either not well mastered by the
children, or by the parents, or by both.
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For instance, you: You sent me a message in written Tibetan, and 1 couldn’t answer (...) I can read,
[but] if i want to answer, i don’t know the spelling.
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(2) PA Avec ma mére, euh, pour lui envoyer un texto bah j’lui écris en tibétain mais avec plein d’erreurs, donc euh,
ma mere elle me gronde mais c’est pas grave... Elle me dit c’est pas... c’est pas bien. Mais... c’est tout {...)
With my mother, uh, to send her a text message, well, I write in Tibetan but with lots of mistakes,
so uh, my mother scolds me but it's fine... She tells me it's not... it's not right. But... that's all (...)

CS Etdonc c’est que avec ta mére que tu écris en tibétain ?
And so, it is only with your mother that you write in Tibetan?

PA Oui, mais c’est trés, trés rare, euh... lorsqu’elle m’répond pas, bah je lui envoie un texto, mais... elle me
rappelle pour m’dire euh, j'comprends rien a c’que t’as mis, donc euh... voila.
Yes, but it's very, very rare, uh... when she doesn't answer the phone, well I send her a text message,
but... she calls me back to tell me, uh, I don't understand anything you've written, so uh... there
you go.

The lack of use of written Tibetan as a normal means for daily-life communication within the family is, of course, a
major obstacle for the maintenance of written Tibetan in exile.

1.2.  Additional or intermediary languages (Chinese, English, Hindi, Nepali)
Besides Tibetan and French, Chinese and English can be qualified as intermediary languages, insofar as they play a

crucial role for integration (to find a job, get a housing etc.), as explained in (3):

(3) TY @‘5“43‘5;‘f\'a?\'a“w'r\'xam""f\fqG'Rﬂq'wa’&a“ﬁwm%&m (... r\'g‘xﬁ‘ﬁmgq&rq&‘] r\'r\a'i?mr\'n'g"qxq{m&] &ﬁ‘ﬂ%ﬂ'&q
q%qm&’m AT/ NN'W'Q’E"@X'EWNQNRQ} (...) f\'ﬁ’\m&"q'u"'urai’]'“'if\] ﬂm"q'&tf\'ﬁ'maw'xq'ﬁ'&'iﬁwq{!&m
f\‘w‘@'&&;ﬁa'i%/'im:rﬂ 5aR FRAA ARy T e xR RFRaN FRA U 2Ry 2| (...) 5EA3]  JuRFRT
?&'q'gf\'mq'f\'mk\!'ﬂ'@f\wq'?\'iﬁ'ﬂ] r\ﬁﬂq&!'k\wxq’&?&'g] ?\N"'f\'qa'r\fu'w\'ix/'qim'gqm KR
"Chinese got me out of many difficulties. (...) After I arrived in France, at the beginning, when I went
to apply for (social) housing, they told me that I had to bring a work contract. (...) They told me that if I
didn't have a job, I wouldn't get housing.

So, since i speak a little Chinese, i looked at some ads in Chinese and I found a "Chinese job". (...) It was,
uh, it was washing dishes at a Chinese [restaurant]. I got it right away [this job]. So, well, it got me out of
a lot of troubles."

For other people, this role of “problem solver” can be taken on by English. For instance, they explain that knowing
English allows them to ask other users for help in administrations. These language tend to play a less and less important
role over time.

People also mentioned other languages they used to practice in past periods of their lives. These languages reflect
the different steps of their migration history but they do not play a role anymore in the daily life in France: mainly
Nepali and/or Hindi.

Some people insisted that found it very easy to learn Hindi, which contrasts with their experience of learning
French:

(4) WU *R'ﬁ'ﬁﬁ'iﬂﬂ'&'ﬂ‘ﬁﬂﬂ'ﬂﬂﬁ"4"\""“454'NR'RN'%’Q/"'\'%%%Q’\1
Except [my] own language, as for other [languages]... the one i knew at once was Hindi.,
(5) PT W%'@'“ﬁ'%{‘\"\ ,,,,, g"‘“5’\@]“‘""’\""“T’\\f"'&ﬁ'ﬁ"\a'\f“]“"“'““'%{‘\'&";\'qi“"’“ ﬁ’\'@'z"/’ﬂ gxq5,\.5]«,,.@.“]?@9\""%&,
“'g'iﬂ“'q“"a‘ﬁ'g'ﬁ ‘gf\'ﬂ'@?\""‘\'q?\""gﬂ' aara g“'"“'qﬁr""q'ﬁ{t\'ﬁ“"}:é&"\ﬁwq]
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“And the language of India, in general, i used to speak all the time with friends. In general, was
it because this area of India was so nice... Or because in this place, uh... I didn’t feel like
intimidated to make contact with people...

This language, I knew it easily, as if I didn’t even thought I had to know it!”

English and Chinese can also be counted among these “languages of the Past” (although in general, they tend to
be better and longer maintained after arrival to France).
ﬁ'ﬁéﬁ'gé\"\'ﬁﬁé’\”5"%‘“'@%’\'“'2"\"11
Well, i didn’t really know English before, but i could speak a little bit. Now i have completely forgotten.
I use French now, and i am not able to use English anymore.

1.3.  Linguistic repertoire of parents vs. children
When we ask Tibetan parents about their aspirations for the linguistic repertoire of their children, we get this
kind of answer:
(7) CS Ideally, what languages should your children learn ?

DT w%aaa] a"n‘ﬁ"'\ﬁ"gﬁ‘“’@i’\'ﬂ! ‘\'qg\a'(\i/xm'E’\'ﬁﬁ'ﬁww'%"\éﬁ'ﬁ’\'qg\é’"&'ﬁ"a‘“ﬁﬁ“@qw'ﬂ] ﬁéﬁ'ﬁ’\"}%ﬂm'
%ﬁ'ﬁiﬁnm&r@qw f\éﬁ'gﬁﬁuﬁm'éx'ﬁ'm'qrgmq'f\'émm'@'&q'%q""@'L,}ﬁ'%q'irgr«\xx&g&wiﬁnﬂa@'aﬂ
Well, uh... They know French, don't they! And besides that, Tibetan and English: they should know

everything in English and Tibetan. I think English is important. Once they know English, then I
think it's essential for them to learn Chinese.

There are two main reasons given to explain why the children should learn Chinese: (1) parents felt that Chinese
was very useful when they arrived, and (2) they hope their children will be able to visit Tibet in the future.
But in fact, it seems that at least some children (teenagers) considerably exceed their parents expectations:
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Fig. 2 MNAFANARARINGAIHRNANG] - what languages did you use yesterday ?

Tibetan

French .

a. Mother b. Daughter (16 % y. 0.)

These results must be confirmed by further interviews, but the three teenagers and young adults interviewed so
far have a similarly rich linguistic repertoire, with either Japanese or Korean on top of French, Tibetan, English, Hindi
and Chinese. It must be added that, of course, it does not mean that these young people have an equivalent proficiency
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of these languages. Some of them are used passively while others are used more actively, and they correspond to
distinct contexts (formal classes, interactions with pairs or with the family, consumption of cultural products, etc.).

2. One vs. several Tibetan language(s)
The second part of this talk will focus on the Tibetan component of the linguistic repertoire. “Tibetan” refers to
several, structurally quite different varieties, with little mutual intelligibility. So, it is interesting to see how these
varieties are, or are not represented in metalinguistic discourses.

2.1.  Ablind spot in a discourse of national unity
First, we can observe that nobody spontaneously mentions the dialectal variation in Tibetan, even in families in

which the parents come from a different region: In the five families, linguistic diversity among Tibetan is finally
addressed only after 15-20 minutes of conversation, at best, (sometimes after more than one hour) and always in
response to a direct question about this topic, like in example (8), with a woman from Amdo, or in (9), with a man
from Kham:

(8) CS The Tibetan language you speak right now and the one spoken in your region are not the same,

right ?
PT Bngdjarisq x|

It’s a bit different, yes.

(9) TN ’\'ﬂi’%"ﬁﬁ“iﬁ] g*’q5"’4"Sf’“'@'ﬁ‘y{ﬁ"'\"’*"\""qg""@'\"qﬂ“@'Eﬁ'“a'ﬁ"\"’\i"ﬁ'&'QQQT“,H ,\.,4.%,,4.ﬁﬂ.xéﬁg‘....ﬁ..u.ﬁ.u%,\.
FrRaagT SRS gsAy By ordgRARTIR il e deity aad
How to say... Basically, the language of [my] native region, well, it doesn't look like the
language of the Tibetans outside, you know. Well, back home, you speak the local language and

it's pure, pure Tibetan. And then there's one or two Chinese [words] mixed in, but that's it.

g,«“ %Nﬁ%ﬁ‘?ﬂﬁq&wf\q‘ ,\ﬂquagﬁagﬁq ’oﬁq%’t\gﬁ] f\'&a'%w?\‘as&'q ﬂ’\@ﬁr\iﬁ]

And outside (Tibet), uh... (...) When the Tibetans from Tibet arrive in India, then, how to say...
[we] learn something like Lhasa Tibetan, [but] a [kind of] Lhasa Tibetan variety that doesn’t
come perfectly... Anyway, what we are speaking... well, most [of us] speak like that.

In (9), it is also interesting to note that it took this man 25 minutes to finally address the question of dialectal
variation in Tibetan, while his wife spontaneously mentioned the existence of different varieties of Chinese during the
first five minutes of the interview.

That this “blind spot” in the metaliguistic discourse probably reflects a general attitude that promotes national and
political unity of all the Tibetans in the context of exile, especially in front of a foreigner who speaks some kind of
Common Tibetan. | expect that | might have got different results if the interviews had been conducted in the native
varieties of the people.

2.2.  Maintenance and transmission of the Tibetan language(s) in Exile
As we have already seen, when they arrive in Exile, Tibetan people see their language evolve to adapt to ‘Common’
Tibetan. There are various, positive or negative attitudes toward this ‘Common’ Tibetan, but all agree that its existence
is absolutely necessary to communicate within the community.



Camille SIMON, Univ. de Picardie, CERCLL & LACITO 16th IATS Seminar, Praha 2022

The acquisition of some form of ‘Common’ Tibetan is quick: people who come from Kham or Amdo explained that
they had great difficulties at first because of the linguistic differences, but they all estimated that they could
understand and be understood without much problem within 6 months after their arrival.

They also explain that some mixing of ‘Common’ Tibetan with their original variety occurs after some time, and this
is highly stigmatised by their family in Tibet:

(10) PT ’\"4"&!"“"\1'54%5«14\!'54%544\1"'{""'m'4?""’\?'"’\'?\'3‘4\1'@4\1\* ..... ﬁﬂ&qi;\"a '""ﬂRﬁxﬁaqﬁgﬂﬁgg‘aﬁ“’g’\qigaﬁﬁ“‘S,""@

ﬁﬁ'@%""ﬁ'ﬂ&'&é&m’&é&&'qﬁ'fr\]'&tr\'g’:?aiﬁir\m R r\ﬁr\'&'ﬁ‘g’ﬁw'ﬁif&&'ﬂ.ﬁ'ﬂﬁ'@gﬁ?q5&'51'«2%4] By
‘ﬂ?ﬂk\mu{]q&'&ﬁf&iﬁ} @ﬁ"ﬁé’nﬁ'&'aw'ﬂwéq r\i\’ri(rﬁ]'ﬂﬁ'@%’éﬁ'@g@&'ﬁm'mr\'ﬂ @ﬁ'@"ﬁ%ﬂ""?ﬂ%&ﬁﬂ«&@'
NI

Sometimes, when I call my home region by phone, or whatever... Before, at the beginning, when I
came to France, it was almost like sometimes I couldn't understand the language of my home
region anymore. My family blamed me a lot (for that).

[They said to me:] "You haven't been abroad very long, aren't you ashamed? Speaking your own
language like that! Do you think it's fancy?! "

On the contrary, those who are able to maintain a strict distinction between the two varieties, unsually with

conscious efforts, are congratulated:
N

(1) TN <3ga0 g0 2. o a¥eaafyodsaduyy () &y oy ByRyRedesgsdagmy () =

;93| ?\‘ﬁk\r&'ﬂaq’qsq’a‘m«’g&'n'&ﬂ if\"ﬁif\iﬁqf\'ﬂ “{ri?r{(«'qqxi'qa:rqaw\irg«m&ﬂ e SRR
WAARNINGN] s g{ﬁﬁ'ﬁﬁ'&'ﬂ%ﬂiﬁr\iﬁm R’?ﬁa’gm'xa'ﬁr\'ngwq'?\""aqr\'q‘gq'r\iis&m'&ﬂ

'"

When I went back to Tibet in 20XX, everyone said, "Ah, your language is mixed
After that, I was very careful, to put it frankly. I was really careful. I tried to speak X Tibetan - there
is [a variety of] X Tibetan, isn't there? I made a lot of effort to speak the language of our region.

xogaygadagT () Aqdedreadyaags drudaady) §yadRg AR xiang WAk
BraRayxy) Hr@xamPRyy FadaaBaadq) Fr@RaBaalagns gauxg R =¥ Aravdsy
gl foceqiqdiqRey) e fvna e sx) & o) ByRRgRBFaNagadagy Eyze
8 sy RwaXage ey BRragnagaiagy sAed] AAwding=a¥¥adx Aed gy
GG I

With me [in exile], there was a monk. We both come from the same neighborhood, uh, the same
xiang [township], the same town. Since we're from the same town, we saw each other all the time.
We... And this monk, he has a sister, you know. This sister said to me, ""Oh, TN, your language has
not changed at all! You speak very well! Your language hasn't changed! My ako - (my ako, that
means my elder brother) - My ako, can't speak the X Tibetan anymore at all!"

The attitude is quite different toward the variety spoken by the children. Tibetan as an heritage language
corresponds to ‘Common’ Tibetan, without any doubt. In mixed families, if the father and the mother come from
different regions, speaking ‘Common Tibetan’ is considered as a necessity:

(13) Cs - Your children's way of speaking Tibetan is not exactly the same as your way of speaking
Tibetan, is it?
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Father
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Father
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- Right.

SRR g e Teegrags ity acdsiy g sy
| ﬁma«m'ﬁﬁngqqﬂ ﬁ'ﬁ'qgﬂq«ﬁ&'ﬁ]'&iﬁm

a3y AR iRy AResEsREta R e nen TRy

- Well, both of us, we changed to speak Lhasa Tibetan, Central Tibetan. Because if i speak

Amdo-skad, and he speaks Kham-skad, the children will mix and it will not work.
And so, that's why we speak Central Tibetan, the Common language, we speak like that.

%’ﬁ“"@'&'ﬂ“ﬁ G\I'%'é@m"gﬂ'ﬂm'ﬁ""] "\"'g'ﬁ"g'q ﬁ'\"““]"\"‘%""%éx"\ﬁ“’iﬁ] ’\Q“T'ﬂég'&\]'ﬁ‘\'qi'\‘?q%"' e
PR E AR () eeEReRnanae g g iy FResay
@ﬂ*’aﬁ'ﬁ'a’ﬁ'aﬁ""iﬁ"i‘ "@"\’*‘/’\N"@5'ﬂ“"ﬁ'q{ﬁ"’ﬂ"“"i‘\““m]

- Generally speaking, in a foreign country... well, we use the language we are speaking now,

how to say, some sort of Central Tibetan. (...) Most people, those who come from Tibet or, of
course, [Tibetans] from India, generally speaking, they think it’s better to do like that.

But we find a similar situation in families where both parents have the same native variety of Tibetan :

(14) Father

qam'aqﬂ'sﬁf\'xxiﬁ] a%xuéx’ﬂir«\rgr@éﬂ 257 gliaaray néﬁ'ﬂ%’m'qr\m'qéx?{tmga’(ﬁq J5RE

AR YRR A xR RS TR . E]'ﬂr'\'axr\nqﬁgw@%'q@

[What our daughter speaks], it’s exactly the relocatees’ language. She grew up there, outside.
She grew up in exile, so she speaks like them. She is not able to speak the real language
[spoken] inside Tibet, in X.

Daughter ﬁﬁ'&'&ﬁ'ﬁ'&'&é&m’&é&m' S '&\Wr\%&rm%q'q@m’%&mwﬁa'&\]iﬁa] G\r%'t?\mimmn"(irqﬂ

Mother

m’&t’q@m'@«qﬁ%ﬁx‘m] 2Rq3x| «q) AFFRRRNRE|
Before, from time to time, i would try to speak a little bit, to say one or two words in Tibetan of
X. If i spoke like that, my parents would laugh and say "Yes, yes ", you know. But, now, i...

&q'ﬁaaﬁwq'ﬁ&m] gxq'imq‘u‘&ﬁﬁmrqﬁm‘a@

But the good thing is that when we talk to her, she can understand everything we say.

Da ughte r qﬁmﬂﬁéxﬂ’\éqﬂz\ﬁér\ﬂéxﬁ’\&"\ﬂ'\ﬁ?ﬁqﬁ’\i’\wa] &‘ﬂﬁa“xﬂ'\&’qﬂ’\%’q@a‘qﬁﬂ ﬂgaﬁéx

LYY AN S - AN SR S
A VAR Rk -G N AL VAR Rl
Yes, when someone speaks to me in the language of our region, i understand everything. But
i can't answer, because i don't know the words, i don't know how to speak.

The parents’ attitude regarding the maintenance and the transmission of Tibetan is radically different if they

consider themsleves or their children. They tend to try to make efforts to preserve their native variety for themselves,

but when it comes to the second generation, growing up in exile (even though some children are born in Tibet), this

variety is usually seen as « not very important », or not as important as learning written Tibetan. As a result children

are actively or passively discouraged to use their parent’s native variety.

Conclusions
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¢ Tibetan refugees in France make an extensive use of at least 3 to 4 different languages, and more research
should be done on the evolution of their repertoire during the first years after their arrival.

¢ Parents have high expectations regarding the various linguistic skills their children should develop, and the
children also tend have their own aspirations on this topic.

¢ The Tibetan dialectal variation tends to disappear quickly: maintaining a distinction between one’s variety
and Common Tibetan is valuated among the generation of the parents, but it is discouraged for the children.

¢ More research should be done to describe precisely the structural differences between the parents’ and the
children’s varieties of Common Tibetan, but it appears clearly that children do not display much traces of the
parent’s native variety.

¢ It also raises the question of a definition for the notion of “heritage language”: since Tibetan, as an heritage
language, does not corresponds to the language(s) spoken by the parents, it is inherited from the larger
community of exiled Tibetan.



