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Rethinking the Individuality of Domesticated Animals
The Practice of Tsetar in Henanmenggqi, Qinghai, China
Author: Xinji-Tule Fuji-Ligeng Translator: Gazang—Nima

Abstract:Just as in other Buddhist pastoral regions, the people of Henanmengqi designate many domesticated animals as not for sale or slaughter,
calling them Tsetar (tshethar). The motives behind Tsetar practice are varied. However, most concern the everyday experiences of joy, anger, humour
and pathos shared between the pastoralists and the domesticated animals as individuals. In principle, any individual domesticated animal of any species
can become an object of Tsetar practice, and such designation is not influenced by dogma or group pressure.

One might assume that this practice is one of religion, for example, aiming at virtuous deeds based on a Buddhism doctrine, but that is not neces—
sarily the case, at least for the people in Henanmengqi. What can be seen in practice is the specific relationship between the individual person and in—
dividual domesticated animal that has been created and fostered through specific events. We cannot reduce it either to a perception that Tsetar animals
could be viewed as a religious symbolic entity that connects man and gods, or to an understanding that an individual could be regarded as the extension
and limit of a general system of classification. Rather, the specific relation between an individual human and an individual domesticated animal under—
pins the practice of Tsetar.

The individual domesticated animal, on the one hand, plays an active role in serving as an indexical conduit that connects itself with a specific hu—
man being, thus gaining the status of individuality through its appearance and shared experience. On the other hand, when the human being is related to
an individual domesticated animal by way of its character, the word Yang (g.yang, unconditional good fortune) is often used. It is believed that if Tsetar
is performed, the Yang of humans and domesticated animals will amass. That underlies the logic of the practice of Tsetar.

The Yang, in the sense of unconditional good fortune, is omnipresent not only in humans and livestock, but everywhere and in everything, so it is
general (or abstract). However, the Yang bypasses any species category, and is inherent in the individual unit of everything, so it is both general and

concrete. Yang's concreteness is a reflection of the specific relation between humans and domesticated animals. While the concreteness implies the spe—

cific relation between humans and domesticated animals, the generality makes a combination of both the specific relationships and the non—actions of
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not allowing sale or slaughter, and ensures the practice of Tsetar. Under that practice, the Yang frames the relationship between animal and animal, as
well as that between humans and domesticated animals, with the flow of Yang sustaining the continuity of their relationship.
Key words: individuality ; Tsetar; Henanmenggi ; Yang; index ; continuity



