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Abstract 

Diebu Tibetan is a Tibetan dialect spoken in the northeastern corner of the Tibetan Plateau in Sichuan’s 
Ruergai County and in Gansu’s Diebu County. This study explores language attitudes and language use 
among Diebu speakers. The findings of this study reveal that Diebu is seen by mother tongue speakers as 
being inherently part of their identity and is thus greatly valued. The broad use of the Diebu dialect in 
this region, except for the infrequent occasion when they must use Chinese to communicate either with 
Han Chinese or with non-Diebu speaking Tibetans, reveals Diebu’s strong language vitality. Many mother 
tongue Diebu Tibetan speakers are also bilingual in Chinese. 
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1 Introduction 

Diebu1 Tibetan is a Tibetan language variety spoken in China. Its geographic area of use includes Gansu 
Province’s Diebu County and five townships in Sichuan Province’s Ruoergai County (Zhanwa, Re’er, 
Donglie, Chong’er and Jiangzha Townships); see map 1. Diebu County and these five townships cover an 
area of about 5,438 square kilometers in the northeastern corner of the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau and have a 
population of about 61,000, of whom more than 73 percent are Tibetan. These Tibetans are descendants 
of settlers who arrived here during the Tubo Dynasty (7th–11th century AD) from an area in what is now 
the eastern portion of the Tibetan Autonomous Region (Zhouta 1996:12). 

Diebu Tibetan is usually classified as a speech variety of Zhuoni Tibetan [cda]. The Ethnologue 
(Simons and Fennig 2017) classifies Zhuoni Tibetan as a Central Bodish language distinct from Amdo, 
Khams, and Central Tibetan. The Language Atlas of China (1988) lists Zhuoni Tibetan, which it says 
includes Diebu Tibetan, as a unique sub-dialect of Khams Tibetan. Zhang (1996) also states that several 
scholars of Tibetan linguistics have labeled Zhuoni Tibetan as a unique speech variety of Khams. 
Tournadre (2014) includes Diebu Tibetan, and Zhuoni Tibetan, as unique speech varieties in his Eastern 
Section of the Tibetic languages. Though there are significant differences in these clustering schemes, it 
is clear that Zhuoni Tibetan, and by implication Diebu Tibetan, is a distinct speech variety and thus an 
important subject for research. 

To date there has been little research done on Diebu Tibetan. Lin You-Jing (2002) has done a 
synchronic and diachronic phonological analysis, but includes little in the way of sociolinguistic details. 
Renzengwangmu (2014), a native speaker of Amdo Tibetan, has written a book about the phonetics and 
phonology of three distinct Diebu Tibetan varieties. This work, however, does not include information 
related to language vitality and bilingualism. In addition, Renzengwangmu (2010) explores syllable 
merging in Diebu Tibetan, and Renzengwangmu (2011) talks about how the word khal has affected the 
numbering system of Diebu Tibetan. Neither of these works includes any information about language 
vitality or bilingualism in the Diebu speaking areas. In two of Diebu’s neighboring counties, Zhuoni and 
Zhouqu, the only available information about language vitality suggests that Tibetans in these two 
counties are shifting to Chinese (Prins 2003, Hiroyuki 2015). Given these reported shifts, it is important 
to ascertain Diebu Tibetan’s vitality and the related topic of bilingualism in Chinese to find out the 
urgency for language documentation. The present study has the twofold purpose of determining Diebu 
Tibetan’s language vitality and investigating levels of bilingualism among its speakers. Identifying the 
answers to these two questions will help lay important groundwork for further research and language 
documentation in Diebu Tibetan. 
  

                                                   
1 This paper uses Chinese Pinyin for all dialect names and toponyms. 
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Map 1. Townships where Diebu Tibetan is spoken* 

 
*Created by the author using map data (c) 2017 Google Earth, USGS/NASA Landsat,2 and Copernicus. 

2 Data and methodology 

Because language vitality and bilingualism are inherently related to the values people have and the 
choices they make, I chose a methodology that would allow substantial input from local residents. To 
this end, I chose to use participatory methods, a methodology for problem solving which utilizes open 
ended questions and community participation. The questions in this case were not community generated 
questions but rather were generated by the author, i.e. what is the language vitality of Diebu Tibetan 
and what levels of bilingualism do Diebu Tibetans have? I used two different participatory method tools 
developed by Sue Hasselbring et al. (2011): “The Use of Our Languages” and “Overlapping Circles” tools. 
Each tool is essentially a set of questions designed to be used in a collective, group interview. 
Participants are encouraged to discuss questions freely and bring up any new questions they think are 
important. 

The Use of Our Languages tool is focused on facilitating a collective exploration of what languages 
are used in what domains (or for what activities). The first questions ask the participant experts to 
indicate in what situations or with what type of people they use the language of wider communication 
(Chinese) and in what situations or with what type of people they use L1 (Diebu Tibetan). The answers 
to these questions are then written on pieces of paper and put in two different columns under the 
heading “Chinese” or “Diebu” where everyone can see. Then, participants order these situations 
according to frequency by putting daily activities at the top of the list and infrequent situations at the 
bottom of the list. Participants are then asked after reviewing all the information whether or not there 
are changes they would like to make in their language use. 

                                                  
2 For questions regarding USGS, go to https://answers.usgs.gov/. 
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The Overlapping Circles tool, also known as the Venn Diagram tool, is used to explore bilingualism. 
The facilitator starts by asking the participant experts what languages are spoken and written in the 
place they live. These languages are written down on pieces of paper and used to create “column 
headings” which everyone can see. Two strings, with both ends tied together to form a circle, are placed 
on the table, with part of each circle overlapping the other circle, much like a Venn diagram. One 
column heading is placed above each circle. Then the facilitator asks: 1) Who speaks and/or writes the 
first language well but not the second language?; 2) Who speaks and/or writes the second language well 
but not the first language?; 3) Who speaks and/or writes both languages well? Participants place their 
answers, also written on pieces of paper, in the section of the Venn diagram they feel best represents the 
situation in their community. Subsequent questions seek to identify which groups of people are currently 
the most numerous, which are growing, and which are shrinking. This tool ends with the question of 
what is likely to happen with the language in the next 20 years. 

I visited five locations in the Diebu Tibetan language area with my research assistant, a local college 
student from Ruoergai County’s Chong’er Township. From west to east the locations are as follows: 
Ruoergai County’s Chong’er Township and Diebu County’s Ni’ao, Sangba, Duo’er, and Luoda Townships 
(see map 1). These particular data points were selected in order to represent more accurately any 
geographical variation which exists in the socio-linguistic situation in Diebu County. Except for Duo’er 
Township, six or more participants attended. In Duo’er, the local residents were very busy working and 
thus only an older man and his two grandsons (high school students) had time to participate. Residents 
participated very actively and seriously discussed each of the questions with each other. 

In Chong’er and in Ni’ao, we used a combination of Chinese and Diebu Tibetan to ask questions. 
When in Luoda, Sangba, and Duo’er, my research assistant found that the degree of mutual intelligibility 
between his own Diebu Tibetan variety and the varieties spoken in these three places was rather low. 
However, in this region most participants were able to speak Chinese. Those with the highest Chinese 
levels would translate for the few participants who could not speak Chinese. 

The age and gender breakdown of the participants for each of the research locations is described in 
table 1. 

Table 1. Age distribution of participant experts 

Location Chong’er Ni’ao Luoda Sangba Duo’er

Number of 
participants 

7 6 6 7 3 

Number of 
females 

3 2 4 1 0 

Number of 
males 

4 4 2 6 3 

Number of 
children 

1 0 1 2 0 

Number of 
young people  

2 1 2 0 2 

Number of 
middle aged 

1 3 3 3 0 

Number of 
elderly 

3 2 0 2 1 
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3 Results 

3.1 Chong’er 

3.1.1 Overlapping Circles 

The participants in Chong’er Township told us that the residents of Chong’er primarily speak Diebu 
Tibetan and Chinese. As can be seen in table 2, those with a high proficiency level in Diebu Tibetan but a 
low level in Chinese include the elderly, local monks, local school-going children, shepherds, women 
who have never attended school, local men who are migrant workers but who have never been to school, 
and teachers who teach written Tibetan. The elderly and the women who have never attended school 
number the most. The number of children attending school is continuing to expand and the number of 
shepherds is continuing to shrink. 

Those with a high level of Chinese but a low level of Diebu Tibetan only include a small number of 
children who grew up in the county seat and have had only limited exposure to Diebu Tibetan. Usually 
these are the children of government officials. Those with a high level of both Diebu Tibetan and Chinese 
include civil servants, Chinese language teachers, children of parents who work in the county seat, those 
who live near the Diebu County seat, Tibetans living in Zhouqu County, persons engaged in business, 
truck drivers, and college students. Those engaged in business and truck drivers number the most, and 
the numbers of civil servants and college students are steadily increasing. 

Table 2. Overlapping Circle results in Chong’er 

Category of person High level of Diebu 
Tibetan 

High level of 
Chinese 

High level of both 
Diebu Tibetan and 

Chinese 

The elderly x 
(many) 

  

Local monks x   

Children attending 
school locally 

x 
(increasing) 

  

Shepherds x 
(decreasing) 

  

Women who have never 
attended school 

x 
(many) 

  

Migrant male workers 
who have never attended 
school 

x   

Tibetan language 
teachers 

x   

Civil servants   x 
(increasing) 

Teachers of Chinese   x 
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Category of person High level of Diebu 
Tibetan 

High level of 
Chinese 

High level of both 
Diebu Tibetan and 

Chinese 

Children of parents who 
work in the county seat 

  x 

Those living near Diebu 
County seat and in 
Zhouqu County 

  x 

Persons engaged in 
business 

  x 
(many) 

Truck drivers   x 
(many) 

College students   x 
(increasing) 

A portion of those 
children who grew up in 
the county seat with 
parents who are civil 
servants 

 x  

 

We asked participants what changes might possibly take place over the next twenty years. They 
answered that the pressure from Chinese on their language would increase. In addition, as the number of 
monks decreases and the number of students increases, the future of their language is no longer in the 
hands of monks but rather in the hands of students. If the students are able to master Diebu Tibetan, 
then the future of their language is quite secure. If they are unable to master Diebu Tibetan, their 
language and culture will start to go extinct. These results are very similar to the results of the other 
regions. 

3.1.2 The Use of Our Language 

As summarized in table 3, the Chong’er participants said that when they are with locals, are in the Diebu 
regions, are at a local monastery or at a local school or store, they will use Diebu Tibetan. Of these 
domains, they said the most frequently encountered are communicating with other locals, being present 
in the local region, and teachers using Diebu Tibetan to teach. They in general do not spend a lot of time 
in local monasteries or stores. The participants said that it is only when they are traveling in Han 
Chinese regions or shopping at a store that they will use Chinese. The only exception to this is local civil 
servants and party cadres who use Chinese on a regular basis for work. Civil servants and cadres thus use 
Chinese the most. 

Written Tibetan is mostly used when Tibetan monks chant scriptures, teachers of Tibetan teach, 
students attend class, or religious workers go about their daily lives. Written Chinese is mostly used by 
teachers and civil servants at their work places, by children at school, and by village leaders taking care 
of paperwork. Civil servants and students have the most exposure to written Chinese. 

Chong’er Township is located near Amdo Tibetan speaking areas and as such some residents of 
Chong’er can speak Amdo Tibetan. These individuals will use Amdo Tibetan when they are in the Amdo 
Region or when they are communicating with nomads. However, the number of Chong’er residents who 
can speak Amdo is quite small and of them the non-monk speakers of Amdo Tibetan seldom travel to 
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Amdo speaking regions. What is a more common use of Amdo Tibetan by local Diebu Tibetans is when 
monks from the Diebu Region travel to Langmu Monastery, which is located in the Amdo Region. There 
are also a few individuals in Chong’er who can understand Amdo Tibetan even though they cannot speak 
it. This ability to understand Amdo Tibetan comes from their frequent viewing of the Qinghai TV station, 
which broadcasts in Amdo Tibetan. However, most of the Chong’er residents don’t frequently watch the 
Qinghai TV station. The last group of Amdo Tibetan speakers are those who have married nomads. These 
couples frequently use Amdo Tibetan to communicate. 

Table 3. The Use of Our Language results in Chong’er 

 Written 
Tibetan 

Diebu 
Tibetan 

Written 
Chinese 

Chinese Amdo 
Tibetan 

Monks reading scriptures x 
(frequent) 

    

Tibetan language teachers at work x 
(frequent) 

    

Students at school x     

Monks in their daily life x     

Locals communicating with 
each other 

 x 
(frequent) 

   

When in Diebu Tibetan regions  x 
(frequent) 

   

When at local monasteries  x 
(infrequent

) 

   

When at local stores  x 
(infrequent

) 

   

Students and teachers at the local 
schools 

 x 
(frequent) 

   

Teachers while at work    x  

Village officials in their daily life    x  

Civil servants while at work    x 
(frequent) 

x 
(frequent) 

 

When in Han Chinese regions    x  

When in Diebu County seat   x   

When shopping    x  
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 Written 
Tibetan 

Diebu 
Tibetan 

Written 
Chinese 

Chinese Amdo 
Tibetan 

Party cadres at work    x 
(frequent) 

 

Students when attending school   x 
(frequent) 

x  

When in the Amdo Region     x 
(not many) 

When communicating with nomads     x 
(not many) 

Diebu monks at Langmu Monastery     x 
(frequent) 

Those who watch the Qinghai TV 
station 

    x 
(not many) 

Those married to nomads     x 
 

When asked to reflect about these results and to share any changes they wished to see happen, the 
Chong’er participants said that they hoped Tibetans would speak their mother tongue more often and 
that their students who were away at boarding school would work to preserve and protect their mother 
tongue. They also shared that even if they cannot preserve Diebu Tibetan long into the future, they 
would much prefer the residents of the Diebu Region to switch to Amdo Tibetan rather than Chinese. 
The one notable difference between these results and the results elsewhere is that Chong’er residents 
travel to the Amdo Region more frequently than the residents of the other four townships which were 
part of this study. 

3.2 Ni’ao 

3.2.1 Overlapping Circles 

As can be seen in table 4, the participants in Ni’ao Township also said that the main languages they use 
are Diebu Tibetan and Chinese. Those who have a high level of Diebu Tibetan but a low level of Chinese 
include monks, children who have not yet started school, retired cadres, drivers, and women who work 
exclusively in the home. Women who work at home make up the largest group. However, the number of 
women mainly engaged in household chores and monks is continuously shrinking. The expert 
participants told me that in Ni’ao Township none of the residents have a higher level of Chinese than 
they have in Diebu Tibetan. Those who have a high level of Diebu Tibetan and Chinese include persons 
engaged in business, students, civil servants, migrant workers from Ni’ao, those living in the county seat, 
and college students. Students, civil servants, migrant workers, and college students numbered the most, 
and the numbers of students, civil servants, and college students are continuously increasing. 
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Table 4. Overlapping Circle results in Ni’ao 

Category of person High level of 
Diebu Tibetan 

High level of 
Chinese 

High level of both 
Diebu Tibetan and 

Chinese 

The elderly above 50 
years of age 

x   

Monks x 
(decreasing) 

  

Children who have 
not yet started 
school 

x   

Retired party cadres x   

Truck drivers x   

Women mainly 
engaged in 
household chores 

x 
(large numbers, 

decreasing) 

  

Persons engaged in 
business 

  x 

Students   x 
(large numbers, 

increasing) 

Civil servants    x 
(large numbers, 

increasing) 

Local migrant 
workers 

  x 
(large numbers) 

Those living in the 
county seat 

  x 

College students   x 
(large numbers, 

increasing) 
 

When asked what might happen in the next twenty years to the language, the participants shared 
that they did not think much would change. They did believe the pressure from Chinese would increase; 
however, they said they have such a high value for their language that they did not believe it would 
change much. They also said that they were clever and fully capable of protecting their language into the 
future. These results are in line with those in the other four regions. 
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3.2.2 The Use of Our Language 

As summarized in table 5, Ni’ao residents said that their children will frequently use Chinese while 
attending school. In addition, when they are at a doctor’s appointment, taking care of business at the 
local township government offices, or when they meet Han Chinese, they will speak Chinese. But these 
are not frequent events. When Ni’ao residents are at home, see a doctor who speaks Diebu Tibetan, meet 
other locals and old classmates, they will use Diebu Tibetan. The most frequent of these situations are 
the time spent at home, meeting other locals, and meeting classmates. 

Local residents tend to use a lot of written Chinese when they are at school or when they are 
traveling in other parts of the province or country. In addition to this, those who work at the township 
government offices or who are teachers will frequently use Chinese. Although local teachers will seldom 
use written Tibetan, monks frequently use written Tibetan in their daily life. Although Ni’ao students 
studying at the local elementary school can choose a Tibetan language track for their education, most of 
them choose the Chinese language track. 

Table 5. The Use of Our Language results in Ni’ao 

 Written 
Chinese

Chinese Written Tibetan Diebu Tibetan

When in other 
parts of the 
province/country 

x 
(frequent) 

 

When at school x 
(frequent)

 

Civil servants 
working at the 
township 
government offices 

x 
(frequent) 

 

Students at school  x
(frequent)

 

When at home  x 
(frequent)

When taking care 
of matters at local 
government offices 

 x
(infrequent) 

 

When seeing the 
doctor 

 x
(infrequent)

x 
(infrequent)

When meeting with 
Han Chinese 

 x
(infrequent)

 

When meeting with 
Tibetans unable to 
speak local dialect 

 x
(infrequent) 

 



10 

 Written 
Chinese 

Chinese Written Tibetan Diebu Tibetan 

When 
communicating 
with fellow locals 

   x 
(frequent) 

Classmates 
communicating 
with each other 

   x 
(frequent) 

The daily life of 
monks 

  x 
(frequent) 

 

Teachers at work   x 
(infrequent) 

 

 

After we reviewed the results together, we asked the participants what changes they would like to 
see. They all shared that they would like to see more students master written Tibetan. In addition, they 
said they hoped that these students would never cease speaking Diebu Tibetan. They, like the residents 
in Chong’er, shared that they would rather see Amdo Tibetan replace Diebu Tibetan than Chinese replace 
Diebu Tibetan. Despite the prestige often given to Amdo Tibetan, they said they preferred using their 
own Tibetan dialect. These results are in line with those in the other data points. 

3.3 Luoda 

3.3.1 Overlapping Circles 

As can be seen in table 6, Luoda residents shared that the languages they primarily use include Diebu 
Tibetan and Chinese. They went on to say that those with a high level of Diebu Tibetan but a low level 
of Chinese included the elderly, women who have never attended school, children who have not yet 
started school, retired cadres, migrant workers, and elderly monks. Among these, women who have 
never attended school, children who have not yet started school, and migrant workers number the most. 
The numbers of elderly monks and women who have not attended school are continually decreasing. The 
number of migrant workers from Luoda is continually increasing. The only group which has a higher 
level of Chinese than Diebu Tibetan is those children of local civil servants who grew up in the county 
seat. Despite the fact that they are the only category of people with a higher level of Chinese than Diebu 
Tibetan, they are a numerous group. Those with a high level of Diebu Tibetan and Chinese include 
village government workers, students, teachers, people engaged in business, civil servants, truck drivers, 
and young monks. Students and civil servants number the most. Those engaged in business are 
continually increasing. 
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Table 6. Overlapping Circle results in Luoda 

Category of person High level of Diebu 
Tibetan 

High level of 
Chinese 

High level of both 
Diebu Tibetan and 

Chinese 

The elderly x   

Women who have 
never attended school 

x 
(large numbers, 

decreasing) 

  

Children who have 
not yet started school 

x 
(large numbers) 

  

Retired cadres x   

Village government 
workers 

  x 

Migrant workers x 
(large numbers, 

increasing) 

  

Elderly monks  x 
(decreasing) 

  

Some of the children 
of civil servants 
growing up in the 
county seat 

 x 
(large numbers) 

 

Students   x 
(large numbers) 

Teachers   x 

Persons engaged in 
business 

  x 
(increasing) 

Civil servants   x 
(large numbers) 

Truck drivers   x 

Young monks   x 
 

When asked what might happen to Diebu Tibetan over the next 20 years, the participants responded 
that they would likely have more borrowed words from Chinese but that they would still be 
predominantly speaking Diebu Tibetan. In order to preserve their local language, they said they required 
all students and returning migrant workers to speak Diebu Tibetan when at home in the village. 
Although these results are similar with the other areas, it appears that more children of civil servants in 
Luoda end up with a higher level of Chinese than Diebu Tibetan than is found in the other data points. 
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3.3.2 The Use of Our Language 

As shown in table 7, the participants shared that they use Chinese when talking with local Han Chinese, 
communicating with Han Chinese business people, seeing a Han Chinese doctor, and shopping outside of 
their town. However, these are not common situations. When local friends, classmates, and family 
communicate with each other, they use Diebu Tibetan. In addition when townsfolk get together, when 
local children play, when they see a doctor who speaks Tibetan, when they take part in a Tibetan 
wedding, when they celebrate the new year, when they hold a funeral, or herd their animals, they will 
use Diebu Tibetan. The most common of these situations are local friends, classmates, and family 
communicating with each other. 

Written Chinese is mostly used when students are in class, when teachers and civil servants are at 
work, when party cadres are in their offices, when they travel to the cities to work in part time jobs, 
when doing business, when local art students are in class, and when village leaders are taking care of 
village matters. These events are very common with the exception of village leaders using written 
Chinese. When students who are in the Tibetan education track are at school, when monks and other 
locals chant scriptures, when the village leaders are taking care of village matters, and when seeing a 
Tibetan doctor, written Tibetan will be used. The most common situations are students in the Tibetan 
education track and monks using written Tibetan. 

Table 7. The Use of Our Language results in Luoda 

 Written Chinese Chinese Written 
Tibetan 

Diebu Tibetan 

When students are 
in class 

x 
(frequent) 

   

When teachers are 
at work 

x 
(frequent) 

   

When civil servants 
and party cadres 
are at work 

x 
(frequent) 

   

When working as 
migrant worker 

x 
(frequent) 

   

When doing 
business 

x 
(frequent) 

   

When art students 
are in class 

x 
(frequent) 

   

When village 
workers are 
working 

x    

When 
communicating 
with local Han 
Chinese 

 x   
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 Written Chinese Chinese Written 
Tibetan 

Diebu Tibetan 

When 
communicating 
with local Han 
Chinese 
businessmen 

 x   

When seeing a Han 
Chinese doctor 

 x   

When shopping 
outside of their 
town 

 x   

When Tibetan 
education track 
students are in 
class 

  x 
(frequent) 

 

Monks in their 
daily lives 

  x 
(frequent) 

 

When the elderly 
chant scriptures 

  x  

Some children of 
government 
workers 

  x  

When seeing a 
Tibetan doctor 

  x  

When 
communicating 
with local friends 

   x 
(frequent) 

When 
communicating 
with classmates 

   x 
(frequent) 

When 
communicating 
with family 

   x 
(frequent) 

When locals get 
together 

   x 

When local 
children play 

   x 
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 Written Chinese Chinese Written 
Tibetan 

Diebu Tibetan 

When seeing a 
Tibetan doctor 

   x 

When holding a 
wedding 

   x 

When celebrating 
New Years 

   x 

When holding a 
funeral 

   x 

When shepherding 
animals 

   x 

 

After reviewing the results, we asked the participants what, if any, changes they would like to see. 
They said they hope their children will continue to use Diebu Tibetan into the future. In addition, they 
hope their children will improve their levels of Chinese, English, and written Tibetan. These results are 
quite similar with the results of the other data points. 

3.4 Sangba 

3.4.1 Overlapping Circles 

After sharing that they primarily use Chinese and Diebu Tibetan, the participants in Sangba, whose 
answers are summarized in table 8, stated that those with a high level of Diebu Tibetan but a low level 
of Chinese include those over 60 years of age, children who have not yet been to school, adults who have 
never been to school, local monks, those engaged in business, students, and truck drivers. The largest 
groups are children who have not yet started school and adults who have never been to school. The 
numbers of those over 60 years old, those engaged in business, students, and truck drivers are steadily 
increasing. The numbers of those who have never been to school and the number of local monks are 
steadily decreasing. The only people who have a higher level of Chinese than Diebu Tibetan are a small 
group of businessmen. Those who have a high level of both Diebu Tibetan and Chinese include those 
engaged in business, local party cadres, college students, and those children who are going to school in 
the county seat. The numbers of these four different groups of people are steadily increasing. 
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Table 8. Overlapping Circle results in Sangba 

Category of person High level of Diebu 
Tibetan 

High level of 
Chinese 

High level of both 
Diebu Tibetan and 

Chinese 

Those over 60 years 
old 

x 
(increasing) 

  

Those who have not 
attended school 

x 
(large numbers，

decreasing) 

  

Local monks x 
(decreasing) 

  

Those engaged in 
business 

x 
(increasing) 

 x 
(increasing) 

Students attending 
school locally in 
Sangba 

x 
(large numbers，

increasing) 

  

Truck drivers x 
(increasing) 

  

A small number of 
businessmen 

 x  

Local party cadres   x 
(increasing) 

College students   x 
(increasing) 

Students attending 
school in the county 
seat 

  x 
(increasing) 

 

When asked what might happen to Diebu Tibetan in the next 20 years, the participants responded 
that the pressure on their language from Chinese would only grow. However, they stated that they would 
continue to use their language no matter what. Even now Sangba residents will criticize any local person 
who dares to speak Chinese with fellow locals. These results are quite similar to the results found in the 
other data points. 

3.4.2 The Use of Our Language 

As shown in table 9, the residents of Sangba Township told us that when their children who are 
attending school outside of Sangba meet with other children from other parts of Diebu, they will usually 
use Chinese to communicate. This is because the Sangba variety of Diebu Tibetan is somewhat divergent 
and it is only by using Chinese that these students can communicate with each other. Likewise, Chinese 
language teachers teaching in Sangba Township will also use Chinese to communicate. These two 
situations happen frequently and contribute to many in Sangba having at least somewhat of a grasp of 
Chinese. Sangba residents will use Diebu Tibetan when they are communicating with other locals, when 
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they are in Sangba Township, when they meet with a fellow Sangba classmate, when local teachers teach 
in the Sangba elementary school, and when they are in Luoda or Lazikou Townships. Sangba residents, 
however, do not frequently go to Lazikou and Luoda Townships. In general, they spend their time with 
other Sangba residents. 

As Sangba students attend class, and as Sangba party cadres, teachers, and business people go to 
work, they will use written Chinese. However, business people do not use written Chinese very 
frequently. Monks in their daily life, Tibetan language teachers, and students in the Tibetan educational 
track will frequently use written Tibetan. In addition, local Tibetan doctors, religious workers, civil 
servants, and the elderly who chant scriptures will come into contact with written Tibetan. However, 
they do not use written Tibetan very much. 

Table 9. The Use of Our Language results in Sangba 

 Written 
Chinese 

Chinese Written 
Tibetan 

Diebu Tibetan 

When students 
are at school 

x 
(frequent) 

   

When party 
cadres are at 
work 

x 
(frequent) 

   

When teachers 
are at school 

x 
(frequent) 

   

When business 
people do 
business 

x 
(infrequent) 

   

Han Chinese 
teachers in 
their daily lives 

 x 
(frequent) 

  

When Sangba 
students 
studying in the 
county seat 
communicate 
with non-
Sangba 
students 

 x 
(frequent) 

  

Monks in their 
daily life 

  x 
(frequent) 

 

When local 
students study 
Tibetan 

  x 
(frequent) 

 

When local 
Tibetan 
teachers are at 
work 

  x 
(frequent) 
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 Written 
Chinese 

Chinese Written 
Tibetan 

Diebu Tibetan 

When local 
Tibetan doctors 
study Tibetan 

  x 
(infrequent) 

 

Religious 
workers in 
their daily lives 

  x 
(infrequent) 

 

When the 
elderly chant 
scripture 

  x 
(infrequent) 

 

When township 
civil servants 
are at work 

  x 
(infrequent) 

 

When locals are 
communicating 
with each other 

   x 
(frequent) 

When in 
Sangba 
Township 

   x 
(frequent) 

When Sangba 
students 
communicate 
with each other 
at the schools 
in the county 
seat 

   x 
(frequent) 

When local 
teachers and 
students are at 
school 

   x 
(frequent) 

When in Luoda 
or Lazikou 
Townships 

   x 
(infrequent) 

 

After reviewing the results, Sangba residents didn’t feel there were any changes they would like to 
see, except for an eleven-year-old boy who shared that he wished he could use more of his local Sangba 
speech variety when in the county seat attending school. These results are in line with the results found 
in the other data points. 

3.5 Duo’er 

In Duo’er the participants found the participatory style of asking open ended questions, writing down the 
answers, and organizing them according to category to be very distracting. After observing that this 
methodology was not comfortable for the grandfather and his two grandchildren, we switched to a more 



18 

traditional style of interview. This appeared to be received more favorably by the participants. In 
addition, we also simplified the questions to allow us to take up less of their time. 

The participants said Duo’er residents very rarely go outside of their township. The main languages 
they use include Diebu Tibetan and Chinese. Usually they are at home. They also occasionally go to the 
cities to work as migrant workers. They shared that there are only two situations in which they will use 
Chinese. The first of these is when they meet with any Han Chinese. The second situation is when they 
meet with a Tibetan who cannot understand their Duo’er speech variety. In any other situation, they will 
use their own Duo’er dialect. Because there are very few Han Chinese in Duo’er Township, they do not 
frequently use Chinese. Many Duo’er residents will go away for times to the cities to work as migrant 
workers. Outside of this, their main source of income comes from selling local medicinal herbs which 
grow in the mountains surrounding Duo’er. Duo’er students begin learning written Tibetan in grade 
three. When they finish elementary school, they will usually choose to go to the Tibetan Middle School 
of Diebu County located in the county seat, because there is no middle school in Duo’er. In general, they 
choose the Tibetan track at this school and receive their education in Tibetan. 

3.6 Summary of the results 

Five things stand out from the results listed above. First, Diebu Tibetan is the main language used in this 
region and locals have a high degree of mastery of their mother tongue. Second, Diebu Tibetans have a 
strong love for their language and greatly desire to protect it. Third, Chinese is an important language of 
communication in this region; however, it is used only when Diebu Tibetan will not facilitate 
communication. This usually happens when Han Chinese are involved in the communication or when 
other Tibetans cannot understand the speaker’s variety of Diebu Tibetan. Fourth, the number of people 
who can speak Chinese increases as one travels down the Bailong River. This is natural given that the 
farther down the river one goes in Diebu County, the closer to majority Han Chinese regions one gets. 
Fifth, given that in most places the population of students, truck drivers, migrant workers, and business 
people—all who must use Chinese in their daily lives—are increasing, it is likely for the pressure exerted 
by Chinese on Diebu Tibetan to grow. One likely result of this is that Diebu Tibetan speakers will have 
increasingly high levels of Chinese. 

4 Discussion 

The biggest obstacle met with in this study was finding participants. In Chong’er Township my research 
assistant was able to find people with relative ease given the fact that he grew up there. But after we left 
Chong’er Township and headed down the Bailong River, it became very difficult to find participants. 
Many locals, although willing to answer a few questions, were not willing to take the time to participate 
in the collective interviews. Although it likely would have been easier to use a questionnaire to gather 
data for this research topic, the discussions which took place between participants during the collective 
interviews added a strong degree of credibility to their answers. 

During the interviews, participants, without direct encouragement from the facilitators, would often 
discuss with each other the questions before they gave an answer. It was exciting to see how the old and 
young would also participate in these discussions. These active discussions between the participants lent 
credence to their answers. In addition, this sincerity in answering questions gives evidence to support 
what we heard from each of the groups, namely that questions of language use are near to their hearts. 
We were told by participants in each of the locations that this is not the first time they have discussed 
language use as it relates to the preservation of their language. They said that most of the community is 
aware of the pressures on their speech variety, and because they love their language, they have discussed 
this topic before. This active participation by all might also have been partially facilitated by the fact 
that in most of the five regions, the participants were usually made up of extended family members. 

Despite growing pressure from Chinese on Diebu Tibetan, the demographics of the Diebu Tibetan 
speaking region and the positive language attitudes on the part of its speakers promises to help preserve 
the language into the future. As the population of students, truck drivers, migrant workers, and business 
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people grows, and as educational and work environments require higher levels of Chinese, the pressure 
Chinese exerts on Diebu Tibetan will also increase. However, this region is over 73 percent Tibetan. 
Many of the Han Chinese either work in the county seat or in township government offices. The villages 
are, with the exception of a few Han Chinese in Luoda Township, exclusively Tibetan. This fact, coupled 
with the related fact that Diebu Tibetans from all five areas visited say that they spend the most time 
with others from their respective regions, indicates the high degree of importance Diebu Tibetan has in 
meeting the daily communication needs of the residents of this region. In addition, Diebu Tibetans love 
their language. That was quite evident in each of the five places we visited. They are quite conscious of 
the pressure from Chinese and also quite conscious of their love for their mother tongue. The only times 
participants from the five data points will use Chinese are when they communicate with Han Chinese 
and when they meet with a Tibetan who cannot speak their own Tibetan speech variety. In this way 
Diebu Tibetan enjoys a healthy level of use and likely will for some years into the future. But, as many of 
the participants have aptly pointed out, this largely depends on the decisions their children make. 

5 Conclusion 

By using participatory methods to investigate Diebu Tibetan’s language vitality and the bilingualism on 
the part of its speakers, it is apparent that in this region Diebu Tibetan is the main language of the home, 
the village, and the town. It is also used in education, government, medicine, and commerce, whenever 
it will adequately meet the communication needs present. Chinese is also an important language but its 
use is limited to education, interactions with Han Chinese, and with Tibetans who are unable to speak 
Diebu Tibetan. Many Diebu Tibetans, especially those who have been to school, as well as truck drivers 
and migrant workers are able to speak Chinese. The elderly and women often have much lower levels of 
Chinese or are unable to speak it at all. Despite growing levels of bilingualism, it would appear that for 
the present Diebu Tibetan remains a very vital language. The demographics of the region and the locals’ 
extensive use of and love for Diebu Tibetan will help to preserve this speech variety.
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