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THE DALAI LAMA AS A NUN 

Claude Arpi meets the spiritual head of Tibetan Buddhism 

 

 

A COUPLE of months ago when the 14th Dalai Lama declared that he 

could very well be reincarnated in the form of a woman, it became a 

scoop for the media all over the world. I recently had the occasion to 

ask him to elaborate on that point for which he explained: "In Tibet, 

the tradition of having reincarnated teachers is almost 700 years old. 

Among them, we had one institution of a female reincarnation. In case 

a female Dalai Lama is more useful to Tibet in future, then why don't 

we have a woman as ‘reincarnation'? If a  Tibetan lady Dalai Lama 

comes, every male will become her followers," he said, laughing. "I 

feel that education alone cannot solve all our contemporary problems.  

More emphasis should be given on ‘compassion'. Women are basically 

more sensitive and compassionate.  

But men are not. They are more aggressive. Therefore, a ‘female rule' 

will be more suitable for today's setup," he added.  

Already in the course of another interview five years ago, my 13-

yearold daughter, who accompanied me, found it was not ‘normal' that 

‘the Dalai Lama always returns as a man.' She even asked him: "So 

far you have always been reincarnated as a boy. Is there any reason 

for that?"  



The Tibetan leader became thoughtful and took time to ponder: "The 

reason is that in a male dominated society, it was more effective for 

serving the Buddhadharma."  

The Tibetans consider the Dalai Lama to be the reincarnation of 

Avalokiteshvara, the Bodhisattva of Compassion and Saint-Patron of 

Tibet.  

His ‘job', as the present Dalai Lama would say, is to protect the Land 

and the People of Tibet and make sure that the Buddhist tradition 

flourishes in the Land of Snows.  

The current series of declarations on his succession have been 

triggered by the announcement of new "Measures on the Management 

of the Reincarnation of Living Buddhas in Tibetan Buddhism" by the 

Chinese government on July  

13. China watchers knew that Beijing had been preparing for his 

succession; the Dalai Lama was obviously targeted by the 

proclamation. If he could read some of the 14 articles of the 

‘measures', poor Karl Marx would be uncomfortable in his grave.  

They describe in great detail how "reincarnating living Buddhas should 

carry out application and approval procedures." The Party threatened: 

"No group or individual may without authorisation carry out any 

activities related to searching for or recognising reincarnating living 

Buddha soul children."  

One wonders how suddenly the Communist Party, who always treats 

religion as "poison", has suddenly become expert in the century-old 

tradition of "reincarnation." The Marxist ways are often unfathomable! 

The Nobel Peace Prize laureate was quick to state that the Tibetan 

tradition is not as rigid and simple as the CCP would like it to be.  

In 2003, he had explained to us: "It seems that the 5th Dalai Lama 

(during the 17th century) had different plans.  



He was thinking of changing the system of succession of the Dalai 

Lamas from a reincarnation lineage (at the death of a Dalai Lama, his 

reincarnation is discovered in a new born child), to a father-son 

lineage."  

"It seems that the 5th Dalai Lama had made such plans; it explains 

why the 6th Dalai Lama deliberately gave up monk vows to see if the 

plan could go smoothly. I think that the 5th Dalai Lama preferred the 

father-son system of succession. At least, the succession could have 

been less chaotic," he added.  

It is necessary to give here a historical background of the "rule by 

incarnation." As mentioned by the Dalai Lama, it has not always been 

prevalent on the Roof of the World; it was only established during the 

reign of Ngawang Lobsang Gyatso, the Fifth Dalai Lama, (1617-1682). 

During the 13-14th century, the hierarchs of Sakya monastery ruled 

over the Land of Snows. Their succession was set up by way of 

‘transmission' from father to son or uncle to nephew. Further, some 

historians (one of them is Michael Aris, the late husband of the 

Burmese leader Aug San Suu Kyi) believed that at the beginning of the 

17th century, two Dalai Lamas were alive at the same time (the 6th 

and the 7th).  

There was no fixed place on where a Dalai Lama should be reborn. The 

Fourth, Yonten Gyatso was born in Mongolia while the Sixth, 

Tsangyang Gyatso, took birth in India (in Tawang district of today's 

Arunachal Pradesh).  

The Dalai Lama is also perfectly aware of the weakness of the Tibetan 

system of "rule by incarnation." During the interregnum between the 

death of a Dalai Lama and the attainment of majority by the newly 

reincarnated child, there is a political vacuum lasting between fifteen 

to twenty years.  



The 19th century saw a succession of five Dalai Lamas. The Chinese, 

through their Ambans (or Ambassadors) in Lhasa, made full use of this 

weakness. Many surmise that the premature deaths of the Ninth up to 

the Twelfth Dalai Lamas were not a mere coincidence and the Chinese 

Ambans certainly took great advantage of their "timely departure." I T 

is clear that the problem is not only a spiritual issue, but also a 

political one and this explains the meddling of the Chinese Communists 

in what seems at first sight to be a religious affair. The regency has 

been the weak link in the governance of the Tibetan State during the 

past one and half century. The Dalai Lama gave a crash course on 

Tibetan history to my daughter: "Regency is a disruption. Many 

unfortunate things happened during regencies. After the death of 13th 

Dalai Lama, I had two regents. Of course, both of them were my 

teachers, my gurus and I respected them and had full faith in them, 

but their behaviour was not always up to the mark, sometimes even 

harmful to Tibet's interests." That is why he explained: "If in certain 

circumstances, a female form is more useful, then certainly a female 

form will come." He continued his fascinating exposition: "One of the 

highest reincarnations in Tibet was Samding Dorjee Phagmo. She 

reincarnates always as a female."  

He had another anecdote: "Day before yesterday, I received a history 

book of Kham province. It is published in Tibet. It is the story of a 

Lama called Demmo Lama who had many reincarnations. One of these 

reincarnations was a very beautiful woman. She lived 113 years. Until 

she was about 100 years old, she retained the beauty of a woman of 

20-30 years old. So, you see a very high Lama can reincarnate in a 

female form."  

In November, when he first mentioned the possibility of naming a new 

Dalai Lama while he was still alive, the Chinese Foreign Ministry 



spokesman had immediately reacted, "It would blatantly violate 

religious rituals and historical conventions of Tibetan Buddhism." But 

the Tibetan tradition is undoubtedly less rigid than the rules 

propounded by Marx.  

The point remains that it is a timely debate and whether the Dalai 

Lama returns as a man or woman will not change the political 

situation; the present struggle for "genuine autonomy" needs 

continuity and naming a successor could go a long way in solving the 

‘regency gap’. 

 


