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China says Dalai Lama has to reincarnate  

 

Padma Choling, the Chinese-appointed governor of Tibet, said that the Dalai Lama had no 

right to abolish the institution of reincarnation, underscoring China's hardline stance on 

one of the most sensitive issues for the restless and remote region. -- PHOTO: REUTERS 

BEIJING - TIBET'S exiled spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama, does not have a right to choose his 

successor any way he wants and must follow the historical and religious tradition of 

reincarnation, a Chinese official said on Monday.  

It is unclear how the 76-year-old Dalai Lama, who lives in India and is revered by many 

Tibetans, plans to pick his successor. He has said that the succession process could break with 

tradition - either by being hand-picked by him or through democratic elections.  

But Padma Choling, the Chinese-appointed governor of Tibet, said that the Dalai Lama had no 

right to abolish the institution of reincarnation, underscoring China's hardline stance on one of 

the most sensitive issues for the restless and remote region.  

'I don't think this is appropriate. It's impossible, that's what I think,' he said on the sidelines of the 

annual meeting of China's parliament, when asked about the Dalai Lama's suggestion that his 

successor may not be his reincarnation.  



'We must respect the historical institutions and religious rituals of Tibetan Buddhism,' said 

Padma Choling, a Tibetan and a former soldier in the People's Liberation Army. 'I am afraid it is 

not up to anyone whether to abolish the reincarnation institution or not.'  

The Chinese government says it has to approve all reincarnations of living Buddhas, or senior 

religious figures in Tibetan Buddhism. It also says China has to sign off on the choosing of the 

next Dalai Lama. -- REUTERS 

 

http://www.straitstimes.com/BreakingNews/Asia/Story/STIStory_642621.html 

 

Will the next Dalai Lama be reincarnated in China? 

 

The Dalai Lama's battle with China 

At 75, the exiled Dalai Lama has announced his retirement. He has often 

suggested that the succession should disappear with him. But the Chinese 

have other ideas, writes Isabel Hilton.  

 

The Dalai Lama is to step down as leader of Tibet's government-in-exile  Photo: Reuters 

By Isabel Hilton 7:24PM GMT 10 Mar 2011  

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/tibet/8374629/Will-the-next-Dalai-Lama-be-reincarnated-in-China.html?sms_ss=twitter&at_xt=4d79d4cc793ed321,0


The Dalai Lama’s announcement of his political retirement, made in his exile capital of 

Dharamsala in Northern India yesterday, was news that many of his followers knew was coming 

but that most did not want to hear.  

The 14th incarnation has been a remarkably effective leader in an extremely difficult cause for 

more than 50 years. He has given the plight of the Tibetan people both an international profile 

and a moral authority that all of Beijing’s efforts to discredit him have failed to dent. Without 

him, the Tibetans might have become just another fragmented and forgotten group of exiles 

clinging to a dying culture. With him, they have proved resilient and tenacious, and have 

benefited from the global recognition that he has earned.  

It has been a remarkable story. But, as he himself has often pointed out, although his followers 

believe their dalai lamas to be bodhisattvas (effectively, emanations of the Buddha), in their 

human incarnations, they are undoubtedly mortal. The 14th Dalai Lama is 75 and, like any good 

leader, he worries about succession.  

The Dalai Lama is not the only one to think about what happens when he leaves the stage. 

China’s rulers have blamed him for all their difficulties in colonising and pacifying Tibet. Most 

recently, they laid the uprising in 2008 at his door, despite ample evidence that Chinese policy 

was at the root of the discontent.  

Ironically, the more the Chinese attacked him, the more popular he became, both inside and 

outside Tibet. In exile, he has achieved an almost unquestioned leadership that is far more widely 

accepted than it had been historically in Tibet, with its religious and political quarrels. If the 

Dalai Lama now stands for Tibet and all Tibetans, the Chinese largely have themselves to blame.  

Related Articles 

 Dalai Lama to step down  

10 Mar 2011  

 Dalai Lama biography  

10 Mar 2011  

 Police clash with pro-Tibet protesters in Nepal  

10 Mar 2011  

 Dalai Lama's nephew killed on US highway  

15 Feb 2011  

 Dalai Lama: I'm a Marxist  

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/tibet/8372700/Dalai-Lama-to-relinquish-Tibet-political-role.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/tibet/8372952/Dalai-Lama-biography.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/tibet/8373152/Police-clash-with-pro-Tibet-protesters-in-Nepal.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/northamerica/usa/8324872/Dalai-Lamas-nephew-killed-on-US-highway.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/tibet/7747371/Marxist-Dalai-Lama-criticises-capitalism.html


20 May 2010  

 The Dalai Lama in pictures  

10 Mar 2011  

The institution of the dalai lama began in 17th-century Tibet, when the 5th dalai lama became 

king. Like his successors, he belonged to the celibate Gelugpa sect, and the succession was 

determined by reincarnation. A new dalai lama was identified by religious authorities, who used 

dreams, divination and interrogation to settle on their choice. A new incarnation was typically 

found at the age of two or three, and there followed a long period of regency until the dalai lama 

took on his political role. Many never made it – dying, suspiciously, on the eve of assuming 

power.  

From the current Dalai Lama’s perspective, there is no obvious solution to the succession that 

meets the demands of his dual religious and political role. Even in old Tibet, the system had its 

drawbacks: long regencies were inherently unstable and despite the dominance of the religious 

establishment, the choice of dalai lama depended on a potent combination of high politics and 

profound faith and was often disputed. In the current circumstances, those drawbacks are so 

dangerous in the unequal contest between Beijing and Dharamsala that the Dalai Lama has often 

suggested that the institution has outlived its usefulness and that it should end with him.  

His doubts are well founded. When the 10th Panchen Lama, the second most senior figure in the 

Dalai Lama’s school of Buddhism, died in Tibet in 1989, the Chinese Communist Party saw in 

the search for his reincarnation an opportunity to exercise their control of Tibet’s religious 

establishment. When the Dalai Lama announced in 1995 that a boy had been found in Tibet, 

Beijing was furious. The boy and his family disappeared and Beijing insisted on a rigged 

procedure to choose a substitute who is now widely shunned in Tibet as the “Chinese Panchen”. 

He could, however, be wheeled out by Beijing as the ultimate authority on the choice of the next 

Dalai Lama.  

The affair stands as a warning of Chinese intentions when the Dalai Lama dies. He has tried to 

keep the Chinese at bay by insisting that, if he were to reincarnate, he would do so in exile. They 

have responded, in effect, that his reincarnation is none of his business. A Chinese government 

spokesman recently insisted, eccentrically, that not only must the Dalai Lama be reborn, he must 

be reborn in China.  

Tibetans have grown used to the bizarre sight of an officially atheist party-state issuing ever 

more precise rules for reincarnation; a sense of irony has never been the Party’s greatest virtue. 

But the political sub-text is real enough: Tibet’s profound religious traditions have proved an 

immovable obstacle to the acceptance of Beijing’s rule. Having failed to destroy the religion in 

Tibet, Beijing now believes that controlling Tibet’s Buddhist leaders is the key to pacifying the 

people. Rather than see a successor play that role, the Dalai Lama would prefer the entire 

institution to bow out.  

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/picturegalleries/worldnews/8373477/The-Dalai-Lama-in-pictures.html


If he were ever to return to Tibet, he once told me, he would regard his job as done and would 

wish to retire to the life of a simple Buddhist monk. Painfully, he regards his own political 

leadership as a failure in one important respect: that his policy of non-violence and compromise 

with Beijing has yielded no result.  

Sporadic talks in the past decade between the Dalai Lama’s representatives and the Beijing 

government have led nowhere and the tenor of Beijing’s rhetoric against the exiled leader has 

grown steadily more vituperative. Even the announcement of his retirement yesterday was 

described in Beijing as a trick. The Chinese government continues to characterise him as a 

“separatist”, despite the fact that he has long accepted that Chinese rule over Tibet is irreversible 

and that what he wants is meaningful autonomy.  

It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Beijing never wanted to negotiate in good faith, but by 

failing to talk seriously, China has lost the opportunity to reach a mutually beneficial settlement 

that only the Dalai Lama could deliver. Without him, they calculate, Tibet’s international profile 

will disappear and the one figure who can unite Tibetans in Tibet and Tibetans in exile will be 

gone. From Beijing’s perspective, their troubles would be over. It is, at best, a gamble: without 

the Dalai Lama’s restraining influence, the hostility towards Chinese rule that erupted in 2008 

could well grow rather than diminish.  

Having failed in his ambition to reach a settlement while he was still in a position to do so, the 

Dalai Lama now believes that it is time to consolidate institutions that can legitimately represent 

Tibetans in exile and perhaps serve as a moral stimulus for a distant future democracy in Tibet. 

Yesterday’s announcement is the culmination of a project to consolidate a democratic system 

that would enable him to step back from a political role he long wanted to leave.  

It has proved a difficult challenge: Tibetans have accepted with great reluctance the idea that 

anyone could be a better leader than the Dalai Lama, or that any elected leader would merit the 

respect that he does. It has taken some determination on his part to force his followers to share 

his modernising impulse and embrace secular politics.  

Until now, the elected prime minister of the exile government has been a monk, but in the final 

round of the forthcoming election this year, all of the candidates are laymen, a radical shift in the 

self image and political maturity of today’s Tibetans in exile. It remains to be seen how much of 

the Dalai Lama’s role the winning candidate can assume: the elected leader of the Tibetan exile 

community is unlikely to enjoy the same access to the White House as the Dalai Lama.  

However it plays out, yesterday’s announcement marks a moment of profound transition. No 

future dalai lama is likely to play this dual religious and political role again, and no future dalai 

lama is likely to be asked to carry the fate of an entire people in crisis on his shoulders. The 14th 

Dalai Lama will be a hard act to follow.  

 Isabel Hilton is the author of 'The Search for the Panchen Lama’ 
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