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The term Dalai Lama is originally an honorific title of the grand lama of the Geluk (Yellow 

Hat) school of Tibetan Buddhism. It is made up of the Mongolian word dalai (i.e. vast/ocean) 

and the Tibetan word bla ma (i.e. spiritual teacher) meaning Ocean-like Spiritual Teacher. In 

the Mongolian context, the word dalai appears to have been used as the equivalent of the 

Sanskrit word cakravartin (i.e. universal). In that sense, the term Dalai Lama should mean 

Universal Teacher or World-wide Teacher. The Dalai Lamas are considered as the earthly 

manifestations (Tibetan: tülku) of Chenrezig (Avalokiteśvara, the Buddha of Compassion). 

Jetsun Jamphel Ngawang Lobsang Yeshe Tenzin Gyatso (Holy Lord, Gentle Glory, 

Compassionate, Defender of the Faith, Ocean of Wisdom) is the current and Fourteenth Dalai 

Lama. In this paper, an attempt is made to trace the origins of the institution of the Dalai 

Lama and the future concerns relating to this institution among the stake holders. 

  According to The Tibetan Book of the Dead, an intermediate period, called the 

bardo, exists between the time of one’s death and the time of next birth. Though the belief 

that one’s past and future lives are connected existed among the Bönpas of Tibet in the pre-

Buddhist period, the present tradition of formally recognizing the reincarnations of various 

holy persons first originated in the early fourteenth century when the disciples of Karmapa 

Dusum Khyenpa recognized Karmapa Pagshi as his reincarnation in accordance with the 

former’s prediction. Explaining the concept of reincarnation, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama says 

that “[t]here are two ways in which someone can take rebirth after death: rebirth under the 

sway of karma and destructive emotions and rebirth through the power of compassion and 

prayer. Superior Bodhisattvas, who have attained the path of seeing, are reborn due to the 

power of their compassion for sentient beings and based on their prayers to benefit others. 

They are able to choose their place and time of birth as well as their future parents. Such a 

rebirth, which is solely for the benefit of others, is rebirth through the force of compassion 

and prayer” (Dalai 2011a). The rebirth in which a being is able to choose in advance the time, 

place, and parents to do compassionate work is known as reincarnation. 

 

Origin and History of the Institution of the Dalai Lama  

The title Dalai Lama Vajradhara (or Dalai Lama in short) originated in the sixteenth century 

with Altan Khan, a ruler of the Tümed Mongols, who gave it to Sönam Gyatso (1543–1588), 

the powerful abbott of the biggest Geluk monastery. Later, two of Sönam Gyatso’s previous 

incarnations were also recognized posthumously as the first and second holders of the 

lineage, thus making Sönam Gyatso as the Third Dalai Lama. Those, and his successive 

incarnations are known as the Dalai Lamas. The Fourth Dalai Lama, Yönten Gyatso, was not 

an ethnic Tibetan. He was a Tümed Mongol and Altan Khan’s great-grandson. He was “an 

ineffectual and rather tragic figure” (van der Kuijp 2005: 18). When originally the title of 

Dalai Lama was granted to Sönam Gyatso, it was not really visualized as an event of far-

reaching consequences. However, it became metamorphosed with the Fifth Dalai Lama, 

Ngawang Lobsang Gyatso, when the religious, political, and economic life of the Tibetan 

society became inextricably linked to it. He laid the foundations of the Gaden Phodrang 

Labrang (the Dalai Lama’s institution) and Gaden Phodrang Government in 1642- “a unique 

form of governance based on the principles of chosi-sungdril or the harmonious 

blend of religion and politics.” Since then the Dalai Lamas have functioned as the temporal 

and religious heads of the Tibetan people. Through his “political savvy and organizational 

skills,” he managed to successfully “establish the theological inevitability and legitimacy of 



his office… (and) “Bodhisattvacratic” governance of Tibet” (van der Kuijp 2005: 15). As the 

First Dalai Lama, Gedun Drub, was linked to Tsongkhapa, the founder of the Geluk sect, the 

Dalai Lamas basically belong to this sect of Tibetan Buddhism, though, the Fourteenth Dalai 

Lama considers himself as the head of all the sects of Tibetan Buddhism.  

 Tsangyang Gyatso, the Sixth Dalai Lama wore his hair long, drank alcohol, and 

enjoyed the company of women. He was deposed in 1705 and probably died in 1706 as a 

wandering yogi (see van der Kuijp 2005: 19; Kollmar-Paulenz 2006: 109–122). After this, 

there was a near chaos resulting from a struggle between the Mongolian Dzungars and Qing 

(Manchu) Emperor Kangxi to control Tibet. Consequently, the Seventh Dalai Lama could 

only be installed 1721. The Eighth Dalai Lama, Gyampal Gyatso, died when he was in his 

thirties. None of the Dalai Lamas from the Ninth to the Twelfth lived beyond the age of 

twenty-one and it is highly likely that “some, if not all, were poisoned, either by loyal 

Tibetans for being Chinese-appointed impostors, or by the Chinese for not being properly 

manageable” (Norbu and Turnbull 1968: 311). However, things radically changed with the 

Thirteenth Dalai Lama, Thubten Gyatso, who lived in exile once each in Mongolia and India 

and earnestly “sought to introduce unprecedented political and social innovations” (van der 

Kuijp 2005: 19). However, all his efforts were derailed by the ultraconservative clergy whose 

underbelly has generally been ignored by Tibet aficionados. Not only that this clergy still 

appears to have continued to maintain its grip over the Fourteenth Dalai Lama but it is also 

sometimes alleged that the Dalai Lama has become an unfortunate pawn in the diplomatic 

chess that China and the West are playing against each other. Further, it is alleged that the 

present Dalai Lama “has tended to discourage the emergence of alternative leaders, unless 

officially approved by him” (Norbu 1997: 301). Thus, despite so much talk of 

democratization, the exile democracy appears to be characterized by the overriding power of 

the Dalai Lama. Whereas criticism of the Tibetan-exile government is often dismissed by its 

leaders as being of Chinese origin, criticism of the Dalai Lama is deemed completely 

illegitimate among the exiles.  

 With regard to the adoption of the concept of reincarnation by the Gelukpa school, it 

has been suggested that it primarily originated out of the cutthroat competition that existed 

between the Gelukpa and the Karmapa schools. Considering the benefits that the notion of 

reincarnation had brought to the Karmapa, the Gelukpa went ahead by adopting it in “an 

attempt to compete directly with the Karmapas… (to)… command higher prices than other 

types of monks for their religious services. Thus, by taking on a unique feature of the 

Karmapa, the Gelukpa were benefiting from the prestige and economic success of the 

Karmapa incarnates” (McCleary and van der Kuijp 2008: 22-23). Consequently, personal 

estates (labrangs) of important lamas, particularly that of the Dalai Lama, became immensely 

wealthy. Each of these labrangs was controlled by a lineage of incarnate lamas and whenever 

a lama died his labrang came under the control of a regent till the newly found incarnation 

attained adulthood. Such a development created massive accumulation of estates and serfs 

under the control of grand lamas at whose head was the Dalai Lama himself. The benefits and 

privileges from these labrangs also accrued to the families of the newly found incarnated 

lamas. For instance, a Chinese Communist publication claims that the family of the 

Fourteenth Dalai Lama received twenty-seven estates consisting of huge land and serf 

holdings (“Lhasa’s New Look,” Peking Review, vol. 41, 1971: 12 quoted at Goldstein 1973: 

449). Interestingly, in the year 1917 the monasteries held 42 percent of the land, the 

government 37 percent, and the aristocracy 21 percent (Carrasco 1950: 86). Till 1959, the 

entire Tibetan society was under the tight grip of the grand lamas who along with about 200 

exclusive aristocratic families (totalling about 1200 persons including women and children) 

virtually owned Tibet (see Goldstein 1973: 450).  

 



Methodology Employed in the Search of the Reincarnated Dalai Lama  

After the system of recognizing the incarnation of the Dalai Lama came into existence, an 

elaborate procedure interwoven with supernatural phenomenon was developed for the 

purposes of finding and legitimizing the reincarnated being. Clues from the late Dalai Lama’s 

embalmed body, records of his speeches and comments, unusual happenings such as strange 

cloud formations, and visions in the holy lake were carefully analyzed for guidance by high 

Lamas, oracles, the Regent, and high ranking government officials. Based upon this 

preliminary investigation search parties consisting of high lamas and government officials 

were despatched to the probable regions where the late Dalai Lama may have reincarnated 

himself. There, the search parties investigated stories of unusual or extraordinary births and 

variously tested the likely candidates. While this was being done, the children and their 

parents remained uninformed. Typical tests consisted of showing the candidates several items 

that included the personal possessions of the late Dalai Lama. Selection of the objects 

belonging to the late Dalai Lama was viewed as confirmation since it showed that the 

reincarnated being remembered events of his previous life. On the basis of the reports sent by 

the search parties and after consulting important lamas and government officials, the Regent 

made a report to the National Assembly. Thereafter, the National Assembly, on the basis of 

the guidance provided by the Regent, accepted one candidate as the Dalai Lama. An effort 

was made to include in the decision-making “all the politically relevant segments 

(aristocracy, monk officials, monastic elements). So long as the chosen candidate was alert 

and seemingly intelligent, it was of little consequence who he was” (Goldstein 1973: 447). 

Explaining the procedure, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama writes that 

 
“Among these some of the most important involve the predecessor’s predictive letter and other 

instructions and indications that might occur; the reincarnation’s reliably recounting his previous life 

and speaking about it; identifying possessions belonging to the predecessor and recognizing people 

who had been close to him. Apart from these, additional methods include asking reliable spiritual 

masters for their divination as well as seeking the predictions of mundane oracles, who appear 

through mediums in trance, and observing the visions that manifest in sacred lakes of protectors like 

Lhamoi Lhatso. When there happens to be more than one prospective candidate for recognition as a 

Tülku, and it becomes difficult to decide, there is a practice of making the final decision by divination 

employing the dough-ball method1” (Dalai 2011a). 

    

 The official website of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama (www.dalailama.com) provides a 

detailed account of the search undertaken to find him. The embalmed body of the Thirteenth 

Dalai Lama during its period of sitting in state was found to have turned its face from south to 

northeast indicating that the next Dalai Lama had reincarnated in the northeast of Lhasa. 

Then the Regent looking into the waters of the sacred lake, Lhamoi Lhatso, had a vision 

whereby he saw the Tibetan letters Ah, Ka, and Ma floating over the lake. The letters were 

followed by the image of a three-storeyed monastery, with a turquoise and gold roof, from 

where a path ran to a hill. The vision was completed by the appearance of a small house with 

a strangely-shaped guttering. Following these clues, the search party went to Amdo’s 

Kumbum monastery and located a two-year old boy called Lhamo Thondup in Taktser 

village. The child recognized the leader of the party, Kewtsang Rinpoche of Sera monastery, 

by calling out “Sera lama, Sera lama.” A few days later, when the search party paid another 

                                                
1 The Dough-ball Divination Method (zen tak) is practised when an important decision, such as the choice of a 

grand reincarnated lama, is to be made. All probable answers to the enquiry, such as the names of likely 

candidates are written on slips of paper. These are then encased in equal sized balls of dough. These balls are 
then placed in a bowl, which is sealed and put in front of the sacred objects and images requesting their 

inspiration in the decision-making. For three days prayers are recited day and night and on the fourth day, the 

cover of the bowl is removed in the presence of all. A prominent lama rolls the dough-balls round in the bowl 

till one of them falls out which is accepted as containing the answer. 

http://www.dalailama.com/


visit with a number of possessions of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama, the infant identified them by 

saying, “It’s mine. It’s mine.”  

 Despite the fact that the Tibetan system attempted to deal with the potential problem 

of legitimacy quite efficaciously, due to the built-in fault line of each Dalai Lama beginning 

his term from infancy, interim periods invariably created unusual situations. The age of 

majority for a Dalai Lama being eighteen years, each time a Dalai Lama died the Regent ran 

the affairs for at least eighteen years. Since the Regents who were a small number of 

privileged lamas were also incarnations themselves, the problem of continuity among them 

too made things rather complicated and often added to political and religious uncertainty. 

Thus, whenever a Regent died his incarnation also had to be found in the form of an infant. 

To ensure that there was always an adult Regent in seat, as many as six different incarnation 

lineages of Regents after 1757 came into existence (see Goldstein 1973: 448). Due to both 

natural calamities and sinister collusions, Regents ruled over Tibet approximately 94 percent 

of the time prior to the Thirteenth Dalai Lama (Goldstein 1973: 447).  

 

Categories of Reincarnation and the Dalai Lama’s Place in it 

The Fourteenth Dalai Lama has pointed out that whereas lower bodhisattvas reincarnate only 

in one person, i.e., once at a time, an eminent Buddha or a bodhisattva can manifest several 

times simultaneously. Moreover, according to him, superior Bodhisattvas can even manifest 

an emanation before death (ma-dhey tülku). In support of this argument, it is pointed out that 

the First Dalai Lama, apart from being a manifestation of Avalokiteśvara, was also 

considered as a manifestation of Mañjuśrī. Further, at about the same time when the First 

Dalai Lama was alive, one Karmapa, and a senior Drigung Lama were also considered to be 

manifestations of Avalokiteśvara. The upshot of this, as declared by the Fourteenth Dalai 

Lama, is that the Dalai Lama can, if he so chooses, reincarnate himself simultaneously in 

several bodies (see Dalai 2011a; Brauen 2005: 11). However, Beijing completely disagrees 

saying that “[t]here can be only one emanation in each generation and it can’t happen when 

the predecessor is still alive … (and that) there has never been emanation before the passing 

away of the predecessor” (http://en.tibetol.cn/01/01/201110/t1021001.htm).  

 The Fourteenth Dalai Lama as a temporal leader might be a marginal figure, but as a 

spiritual master he has the stature of a once-in-a-century master. If he is able to return to 

Tibet someday, he has clearly stated that he wants to return to a non-political life as a monk, 

and make sure that the Tibetans can choose their own political leaders democratically. On his 

official website (www.dalailama.com), he points out that after the adoption of Tibetan 

Constitution on 14 June 1991 when the system of electing Kalon Tripa (Prime Minister) and 

other kalons (ministers) through democratic elections was introduced, the system of the 

institution of Gaden Phodrang of the Dalai Lama as both the spiritual and temporal authority 

came to an end. This was formalized by him on 29 May 2011 when he signed into law the 

formal transfer of his temporal power to the democratically elected Kalon Tripa, thus, 

bringing “to end the dual system of governance established during the fifth Dalai Lama and 

retain the kind of unanimity and recognition gained by the first four Dalai Lamas in the 

spiritual domain” (Dalai 2011). A tülku lama in India told the author on condition of 

anonymity that he did not favour this action of the Dalai Lama at all as it amounted to an 

abandonment of the Tibetan tradition. Majority of the Tibetan diaspora also does not favour 

this option. In any case, though the Dalai Lama has now decided to take only “spiritual 

responsibilities” and describes himself as “semi-retired,” he has not been able to retire fully 

from his political role as he is still seen as the symbol and representative of the Tibetans 

(Dalai 2011). Reassuring his followers, particularly those inside Tibet, he says that he is not 

abandoning his responsibility and would “continue to lead Tibet in spiritual affairs” (Dalai 

http://en.tibetol.cn/01/01/201110/t1021001.htm


2011). He says that his decision of giving up temporal power will benefit the Tibetan people 

in the long run in the following ways (Dalai 2011): 

 

1. Abdication of the political authority will help in sustaining the “exile administration 

and make it more progressive and robust.”  

2. The international community which is supportive of the Tibetan cause will commend 

“the Dalai Lama’s sincerity for the complete democratization of the Tibetan polity” 

enhancing their “prestige in the world.”  

3. This “will fully expose the falsehood and lies of the Chinese government that there is 

no Tibet problem except the issue of the Dalai Lama’s personal rights.”  

4. As his own education was “unbalanced and inappropriate” for a leadership role (see 

Dalai 1990: 25), handing over temporal responsibilities to professionally trained 

politicians would make better sense.  

  

He believes that “As the degenerate age gets worse, and as more reincarnations of 

high Lamas are being recognized, some of them for political motives, increasing numbers 

have been recognized through inappropriate and questionable means, as a result of which 

huge damage has been done to the Dharma” (Dalai 2011a). He also cites the example of the 

Golden Urn method,
2
 which, he says, was imposed by the Qing Government on the unwilling 

Tibetans. According to him  

 
“this procedure was dispensed with for the Ninth, Thirteenth and myself, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. 

Even in the case of the Tenth Dalai Lama, the authentic reincarnation had already been found and in 

reality this procedure was not followed, but in order to humour the Manchus it was merely announced 

that this procedure had been observed. The Golden Urn system was actually used only in the cases of 

the Eleventh and Twelfth Dalai Lamas. However, the Twelfth Dalai Lama had already been 

recognized before the procedure was employed. Therefore, there has only been one occasion when a 

Dalai Lama was recognized by using this method… This system was imposed by the Manchus, but 

Tibetans had no faith in it because it lacked any spiritual quality” (Dalai 2011a).  

 

 However, Beijing emphasizes that the Golden Urn is the only legitimate method of 

choice. Its official position is that “[t]he Golden Urn system has validity in religion and is 

well accepted” (http://en.tibetol.cn/01/01/201110/t1021001.htm). But he retorts:  

 
“When I was recognized as the Fourteenth incarnation of the Dalai Lama in 1939, the Priest-Patron 

relationship between Tibet and China had already come to an end. Therefore, there was no question 
of any need to confirm the reincarnation by employing the Golden Urn. It is well-known that the then 

Regent of Tibet and the Tibetan National Assembly had followed the procedure for recognizing the 

Dalai Lama’s reincarnation taking account of the predictions of high Lamas, oracles and the visions 

seen in Lhamoi Latso; the Chinese had no involvement in it whatever. Nevertheless, some concerned 

officials of the Guomintang later cunningly spread lies in the newspapers claiming that they had 

agreed to forego the use of the Golden Urn and that Wu Chung-tsin presided over my enthronement” 

(Dalai 2011a). 

 

 As is expected, China Tibet Online, the website of the People’s Republic of China in 

English language has hundreds of negative articles on the Dalai Lama mostly written in 

eccentric English. Further, some quarters led by the Shugden practitioners
3
 have tried to show 

                                                
2 The Qing court promulgated the 29-Article Ordinance in 1793 for “Effectively Governing Tibet.” As per 

article 1 of this Ordinance certain reincarnated grand lamas were to be chosen by drawing lots from two gold 

urns: one for the Dalai Lama and the Panchen Erdeni (now kept in Lhasa’s Jokhang Monastery) and the other 

for the Hutogtu Living Buddha in Mongolia (now kept in Beijing’s Yonghegong Lamasery). 
3
 Dorje Shugden (also called Gyalchen or Dolgyal) is viewed as a Dharma Protector (‘Guardian Angel’) in 

Tibetan Buddhism. However, his worship has been explicitly banned by the Dalai Lama. The Shugden 

http://en.tibetol.cn/01/01/201110/t1021001.htm


the Dalai Lama in bad light calling him “a Drama-Lama,” who was on the payroll of the CIA, 

“a product of the crushing feudalism of archaic, pre-modern Tibet, where an elite of Buddhist 

monks treated the masses as serfs and ruthlessly punished them if they stepped out of line,” 

follower of “archaic practices,” a “Saffron-robed Muslim,”
4 

“not the brightest bulb in the 

room,” “a very political monk shuffling around in Gucci shoes,” who “keeps on giggling 

needlessly,” whose “Middle Way approach is a failure,” who “doesn’t comprehend the nature 

of modern politics,” and continues “enforcing a one-man rule in Dharamsala,” (see Western 

Shugden Society 2010, especially Chapter: 6). It goes without saying that most of these 

allegations and criticisms are a part of the anti-Dalai Lama propaganda. The Dalai Lama’s 

use of practices, generally not associated with textual Buddhism, including divination and 

belief in oracular prophesies, miracles, and dreams have also raised some eye brows. 

However, from the perspective of the Dalai Lama, being a Buddhist implies that one believes 

in protective deities, follows their rituals, and relies on them for important decisions in life.  

 

Future Strategy 

The Chinese government has passed a series of laws specifying that it has final authority over 

the “management of living Buddha reincarnation” and, as in the case of the Panchen Lama, 

would like to use the Golden Urn Method. However, the Dalai Lama’s strategy clearly is to 

ensure that the Tibetans are not relegated, like the Uighurs, to the fringes of history. Thus, he 

feels that 

 
“If it is decided that the reincarnation of the Dalai Lama should continue and there is a need for the 

Fifteenth Dalai Lama to be recognized, responsibility for doing so will primarily rest on the 

concerned officers of the Dalai Lama’s Gaden Phodrang Trust. They should consult the various heads 

of the Tibetan Buddhist traditions and the reliable oath-bound Dharma Protectors who are linked 

inseparably to the lineage of the Dalai Lamas. They should seek advice and direction from these 

concerned beings and carry out the procedures of search and recognition in accordance with past 

tradition. I shall leave clear written instructions about this. Bear in mind that, apart from the 

reincarnation recognized through such legitimate methods, no recognition or acceptance should be 

given to a candidate chosen for political ends by anyone, including those in the People’s Republic of 

China” (Dalai 2011a).  

 

Once he dies and if his successor is young, he would obviously be inexperienced. Moreover, 

with someone as charismatic and popular as the Dalai Lama gone, the Tibetans will 

undoubtedly be faced with the prospect of not only losing outside attention but also a strong 

unifying symbol. In the absence of clear guidelines with regard to his reincarnation, “there is 

an obvious risk of vested political interests misusing the reincarnation system to fulfil their 

own political agenda.” Clearly, “not a few have questioned the locus standi of China’s 

communist government in assuming the role of the Manchu emperor… And for motives that 

are far too patent to be disguised” (Mehra 1996: 457). Keeping “these apprehensions in 

mind” and while he remains “physically and mentally fit,” he has expressed a wish to “draw 

up clear guidelines to recognise the next Dalai Lama, so that there is no room for doubt or 

deception” (Dalai 2011a). Elaborating further, he has pointed out that he would like the issue 

of his reincarnation sorted out during his lifetime itself because (Dalai 2011a):  

                                                                                                                                                  
practitioners openly accuse the Dalai Lama of using the state mechanism to maintain his monopoly over Tibetan 

religion at the cost of plurality which he otherwise often preaches. Robert Thurman calls the Shugden 

practitioners as ‘the Taliban of Tibetan Buddhism’ working at the behest of the Chinese (see Western Shugden 

Society 2010: Chapter: 3; Tony Clifton, ‘Cult Mystery,’ Newsweek, 28 April 1997). 
4 According to the Western Shugden Society, his birth village Taktser is a Muslim village and he himself a 

Muslim by birth. Qinghai’s Muslim leader Ma Bufang (later Taiwan’s ambassador to Saudi Arabia from 1957-

61) charging 400,000 silver coins for releasing him from his Muslim community is further cited as an example 

of this (Western Shugden Society 2010: Chapter: 1). 



1. In recent times there have been cases of the use of improper methods to recognize 

reincarnation.  

2. Since “the Manchu era Chinese political authorities repeatedly engaged in various 

deceitful means using Buddhism, Buddhist masters and Tülkus as tools to fulfil their 

political ends.” He would like this deceit by Machiavellian Beijing to come to an end.  

3. “The authoritarian rulers of the People’s Republic of China, who as communists reject 

religion, but still involve themselves in religious affairs,” calling him  a “wolf in 

monk’s clothing” and a “deceitful splitist” have enforced “various inappropriate 

methods for recognizing reincarnations to eradicate our unique Tibetan cultural 

traditions.”  

4. The rulers of the People’s Republic of China “say they are waiting for my death and 

will recognize a Fifteenth Dalai Lama of their choice. It is clear from their recent rules 

and regulations and subsequent declarations that they have a detailed strategy to 

deceive Tibetans, followers of the Tibetan Buddhist tradition and the world 

community.”  

 

Taking the above into consideration, the Dalai Lama says that he has “a responsibility to … 

counter such detrimental schemes” (Dalai 2011a). His promise of clear succession guidelines 

when he is around 90 years old is no doubt designed to avoid a situation similar to that of the 

Panchen Lama in 1995. However, it is certain that Beijing will follow its own agenda and he 

is fully conscious of the fact that the present Panchen Lama may also play an important role 

in the selection of the Fifteenth Dalai Lama. “And a Beijing-sponsored and tutored protégé, 

may not… abide by the best interests of his own people at home or in the vast Tibetan 

diaspora without” (Mehra 1996: 456). 

 

The Fifteenth Dalai Lama as a Woman or of non-Tibetan Ethnicity 

Interestingly, though all the Dalai Lamas were born among the practitioners of Tibetan-style 

Buddhism, not all of them were born inside the present-day Tibet Autonomous Region 

(TAR). For instance, the Fourth Dalai Lama was born in Mongolia and the Sixth Dalai Lama, 

Tsangyang Gyatso, was born in India’s Arunachal Pradesh at Tawang. Even the Fourteenth 

Dalai Lama’s birthplace falls outside the TAR. Thus, theoretically speaking, the Dalai Lama 

could be reborn anywhere. The Dalai Lama has also pointed out even a “Female Dalai Lama 

(is) possible because in Tibet tradition, among the high women, reincarnation is there (and)… 

there is no religious connotation that religious leader must be male. If circumstances are such 

that female reincarnation is more effective to people, then, logically it should be female.” 

However, considering that Tibetan clergy is overwhelmingly androcentric with a fair 

sprinkling of misogynistic elements, possibility of the recognition of fully ordained nuns in 

Tibetan Buddhism is difficult to visualize in the near future. Thus, it is hard to imagine that 

the Fifteenth Dalai Lama could be a female or other than an ethnic Tibetan. Of course, in 

theory there is nothing that comes in the way of the future Dalai Lama even being born in the 

West (see Brauen 2005: 12). Similarly, though the possible reincarnation of the Dalai Lama 

in Mongolia is highly unlikely but if at all it happens, it would certainly offer a serious 

challenge to the Mongol-Chinese relationship. However, a tülku lama told the author on 

condition of anonymity that the fifteenth Dalai Lama shall “definitely be a male born among 

the Tibetan diaspora.” Rest, according to him, is “all politics and appeasement of vested 

interests.” 

 

Possibility of two or more Dalai Lamas 

There is a very real possibility, as it happened not too long ago in the case of the Panchen 

Lama, there could be two or more Dalai Lamas. Apart from the Tibetan exile community, it 



is almost certain that Beijing will pick up its own Dalai Lama. In fact, the two sides appear to 

be headed towards that kind of eventuality. Besides increasing tensions among the Tibetan 

exiles, China, and the country where the reincarnation is found, such an outcome will 

undermine Tibetan tradition and seriously weaken the Fifteenth Dalai Lama’s power. As the 

Dalai Lama and his supporters are in the process of preparing their own strategy and so is 

Beijing, Dalai Lama may decide to reincarnate in two different persons: one to look after 

spiritual matters and the other temporal. Then in that case, there could be as many as three 

Dalai Lamas. However, a member of the Tibetan Government in Exile told the author that 

after the Fourteenth Dalai Lama leaves his body, the Tibetan Government in Exile shall be 

able to handle the political aspect of the Tibetan cause competently and the Fifteenth Dalai 

Lama shall look after religious matters only.  

 

Possibility of a Senior Monk as an ad-hoc Fifteenth Dalai Lama 

The Dalai Lama says that as to whether a senior lama should be chosen as an ad-hoc 

Fifteenth Dalai Lama before his death or immediately after his death “is up to the Tibetan 

people… (as to)... how to carry on the succession… I could appoint some senior or well-

known lama, theoretically speaking. Another possibility: After my death some senior lama 

could be appointed” (see Brauen 2005: 12-13). Alternatively, as suggested by Robert 

Thurman, the Dalai Lama might declare that a younger lama is the reincarnation of his own 

long-dead Regent. Then the Dalai Lama could die and reincarnate as a new baby, which 

would be identified after the usual study of portents and signs. “Maybe the one he names as 

the reincarnation of the regent would transfer the Dalai Lama title back to him when his next 

reincarnation comes of age,” says Thurman (The New York Times, January 31, 2009). Or as 

the Dalai Lama has hinted more than once, he could reincarnate in one of the existing lamas 

even before he passes away. 

 

Why will the Fifteenth Dalai Lama not reincarnate in TAR or elsewhere in the PRC? 

Beijing has left little doubt that it intends to be in control in the choice of the next Dalai 

Lama. This concern has led the current Dalai Lama to contemplate ways that may break away 

from the traditional method in which each dead Dalai Lama is reincarnated in the body of a 

male child. China insists that religious law requires that the Dalai Lama’s reincarnation be 

born in a Tibetan area within the PRC. However, the Dalai Lama says: “If I die as a refugee 

and the Tibetan situation remains like this, then logically, my reincarnation will appear in a 

free country, because the very purpose of reincarnation is to carry on the work which began 

in my previous life,” (www.yowangdu.com/tibetan-buddhism/dalai-lama-interview.html).  

 To off-set most of the above-stated apprehensions, the Dalai Lama feels that 

  
“[R]eincarnation is a phenomenon which should take place either through the voluntary choice of the 

concerned person or at least on the strength of his or her karma, merit and prayers. Therefore, the 

person who reincarnates has sole legitimate authority over where and how he or she takes rebirth and 

how that reincarnation is to be recognized. It is a reality that no one else can force the person 

concerned, or manipulate him or her. It is particularly inappropriate for Chinese communists, who 

explicitly reject even the idea of past and future lives, let alone the concept of reincarnate Tülkus, to 

meddle in the system of reincarnation and especially the reincarnations of the Dalai Lamas and 

Panchen Lamas. Such brazen meddling contradicts their own political ideology and reveals their 

double standards. Should this situation continue in the future, it will be impossible for Tibetans and 

those who follow the Tibetan Buddhist tradition to acknowledge or accept it. When I am about ninety 
I will consult the high Lamas of the Tibetan Buddhist traditions, the Tibetan public, and other 

concerned people who follow Tibetan Buddhism, and re-evaluate whether the institution of the Dalai 

Lama should continue or not. On that basis we will take a decision” (Dalai 2011a). 

 

http://www.yowangdu.com/tibetan-buddhism/dalai-lama-interview.html


 Now within China an opinion appears to be building up, especially among the 

younger leaders, which believes that the view that Tibet issue should be dragged on until after 

the death of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama is basically unwise because “it is in China’s long-

term strategic interest to resolve the issue in dialogue with the current exiled leader, and that 

it must do so while the historic opportunity still exists” (see Rabgey and Sharlo 2004: 28-29). 

Chinese government has occasionally hinted at considering the Dalai Lama as part of the 

solution rather than part of the problem. The Dalai Lama himself also knows that the odds of 

a solution through negotiations are far better during his lifetime. It cannot be denied that “the 

Dalai Lama is the only person who would persuade Tibetans to accept an agreement with the 

Chinese government that would recognize Tibet to be part of the PRC” (“Address of Mr 

Kelsang Gyaltsen,” Tibetan Bulletin, vol. 7, no. 5, 2003: 18). This is significant in the light of 

the fact, says Geshe Ngawang Samten, the Vice-Chancellor of Tibetan Central University of 

Sarnath, that younger members of the Tibetans diaspora continue to maintain their 

commitment towards the Tibetan cause despite having been scattered into different parts of 

the world. However, it now appears that the disintegration of China which Tibetan exile 

leaders had hoped for is highly unlikely. On the contrary, China has become an ever-greater 

regional power. Under such circumstances, there is a glimmer of hope that the PRC may 

behave towards the Dalai Lama, as behoves a Great Power that China is now, with 

magnanimity and do a deal with him while he is still around.  
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