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Q. You always stress that it’s important to put everything to the test of reason and 
not accept things automatically. I wonder if more and more people . . . just accept 
everything that you say.
A. Yes. A kind of blind faith! Yes, that also is happening.
—Pico Iyer, “Over Tea with the Dalai Lama: An Interview with the Dalai Lama”

Political leaders often attain international stature by waging war, but the 
personas of only a few “men of peace” — Gandhi, King, and Mandela — are 
prominent.1 The Dalai Lama’s “apostle of nonviolence” persona was built 
in the 1980s, alongside a campaign to internationalize the Tibet question by 
fostering protests in Tibet, mobilizing Western converts to Tibetan Bud-
dhism, and sending the Dalai Lama to engage Western political and media 
elites.2 Boosted by his 1989 Nobel Peace Prize, U.S. excoriations of China 
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and expectations of its collapse, and Westerners’ growing interest in human 
rights issues and Tibetan Buddhism, the Dalai Lama “became an inter-
national symbol of wisdom and a protector of oppressed and dispossessed 
people. He successfully combined his divine status with his exile political 
struggle under a veil of non-violence, compassion and selflessness.”3

After two decades of internationalization, tropes of the Dalai Lama as 
peacemaker and of “the peaceful Tibetans” are discursive givens. They 
could arise because of a preexisting stereotype of pacific Himalayans led by 
a philosopher king. This myth was first fostered by British officers to sup-
port making Tibet a buffer for colonial India against Russia and China.4 It 
spread through fictional works, such as James Hilton’s novel Lost Horizon 
(1933) and its film adaption,5 linked to the idea of Tibetans “as advanced in 
some spiritual kind of way,” as the Dalai Lama has put it.6 The strength of 
these tropes derives also from Tibetan émigrés’ efforts to ingratiate Western 
and Indian patrons through fulsome praise of their political and social sys-
tems, while negatively framing almost every action of “the Chinese.”

The perception of the Dalai Lama as a “man of peace” is constructed 
mainly by Western politicians and media7 and deflects attention away from 
Western war-making: Europeans in 2007 regarded the United States as the 
greatest threat to world peace. A year later, Western media treatment of 
protests in Tibet in 2008 — including of the Dalai Lama as a peacemaker to 
whom China refuses to talk — doubled the proportion of Europeans who 
see China as the world’s biggest threat.8 Time magazine named the Dalai 
Lama the most influential person in the world9 and Western Europeans 
saw the Dalai Lama as the most respected world leader.10 The notion he is 
a pacifist is so pervasive that it has circulated from the West to China: the 
dissidents Hu Jia and Teng Biao, in a 2007 letter on human rights, termed 
him a “world-renowned pacifist.”11

The perception of the Dalai Lama as pacifistic and Tibetans as especially 
gentle is, however, inaccurate. He has said, “I am committed to nonviolence —  
I have been all of my life”12 and “I am always against force,”13 but he does not 
consistently oppose violence and endorses the wars of his U.S. and Indian 
patrons. Neither does he address the social bases of violent conflict or evince 
much sympathy for oppressed peoples, who are the victims of wars and the 
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structural violence of an impoverished existence. Rather, he makes well-off 
Westerners a greater focus of his compassion.

The image of a pacifist Dalai Lama and belligerent China obstructs a 
settlement of the Tibet question. It mobilizes support for a “Free Tibet” that 
is possible only if China disintegrates, thus diverting attention from forg-
ing negotiations. It allows Western elites to demand that because the Dalai 
Lama is a “man of peace,” China must unconditionally negotiate with him, 
which it will not do unless he first accepts Tibet as an inalienable (i.e., legiti-
mate) part of China.14 Because he refuses to do so,15 the Chinese government 
links him to “Western hostile forces” who seek to dismember China.16

The Dalai Lama’s persona will impede a compromise for as long as the 
discourse is a binary of idolizing or demonizing him and disallows differ-
entiating his religious and political roles. Mohandas Gandhi’s grandson has 
recalled that “somebody said in jest once that [Gandhi] was a saint who was 
masquerading as a politician, and Grandfather countered and said, ‘No, I 
am a politician masquerading as a saint.’ ”17 The Dalai Lama is a spiritual 
master who recognizes he is also a political leader,18 in accordance with the 
Tibetan practice of “religion and politics combined” (chos-srid zung ‘brel).19 
It is thus proper to analyze his position on war and violence. That analysis 
leads to the conclusion that his stance is attuned to the political interests of 
the Tibetan exiles’ patrons and reflects a conservative view of the relation-
ship of peoples and “races.”

Peaceful Old Tibet, “Gentle Tibetans,” and the Tibet Question’s 

Internationalization

For years, the only way Tibetans could get a hearing in the world’s capitals was to 
emphasize our spirituality and helplessness. Tibetans who pick up rifles don’t fit 
into the romantic image we’ve built up in Westerner’s heads.
—Tibet independence activist Jamyang Norbu, quoted in Paul Salopek, “The CIA’s 
Secret War in Tibet”

The Dalai Lama has said “the people of Tibet are, by their nature, honest, 
gentle and kind,” that “Tibetan culture is a compassionate and non-violent 
culture” and “under the kings and Dalai Lamas . . . peace and happiness pre-
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vailed in Tibet.”20 He has also stated that “Tibetan culture [is] based on peace-
ful relations,”21 and that “before 1950, Tibet was completely a land of peace.”22 
A leading “Tibet supporter” has claimed that Tibetans long ago “demilita-
rized, adjusted their life to perfect balance, and [became] expert at helping 
people become civilized.”23 A peer of the realm has informed the House of 
Lords that “on the north Tibetan plain in the first half of the century . . .  
all the animals and birds were tame. They had no reason to fear man as man 
would not harm them. The Tibetans would not take life of any sort.”24

Western media and their stars reinforce the idea of Tibetans as naturally 
gentle. The 1997 film Seven Years in Tibet, featuring Brad Pitt, conveyed that 
“Tibetans revere life so much that they refuse to kill even worms,”25 and 
that “the Chinese are brutal; the Tibetans are gentle.”26 The Tibet activist 
and actor Richard Gere has spoken of “Beijing’s savage oppression of the 
gentle Tibetan people.”27 The lead singer of the rock group R.E.M., Michael 
Stipe, has said Tibetans resisted Chinese rule “peacefully without raising 
swords. No matter what hardship these people were under, they would not 
raise a hand against the enemy.”28 Western media refer to the Dalai Lama 
as an apostle of peace,29 and the idea that “the Tibetan people are naturally 
peaceful” is obvious to Tibet supporters.30

Tibetans, including monks, have however long borne arms against out-
siders and each other in wars between rulers or Buddhist sects.31 The “Great 
Fifth” Dalai Lama “ferociously annihilated enemies and their families.”32 
Tibetan armies warred in Ladakh in 1679–84 and in Bhutan many times 
in the eighteenth century, against Zunghar Mongols in 1720, Nepal from 
1788 to 1792 and 1854 to 1858, Ladakh in 1842, and Britain in 1904.33 From 
the late eighteenth century, the ancien régime had a standing army,34 and in 
the early twentieth century, the “Great Thirteenth” had a ministry of war 
oversee his British-trained army. He advised Tibetans that, “where [peaceful 
means] are not appropriate, [they should] not hesitate to resort to more force-
ful means.”35 The present Dalai Lama has noted that the Thirteenth did 
“raise an army, train it as best as possible. Just between us, this isn’t strictly 
practicing nonviolence.”36 During World War I, the Thirteenth offered his 
British patrons one thousand troops,37 and in 1920 he dispatched his army 
to help the murderously racist Russian baron Roman von Ungern-Sternberg 
assault Mongolia’s capital.38
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In Eastern Tibet, in the first half of the twentieth century, Lhasa’s army 
fought Tibetans led by eastern chieftains and both fought non-Tibetan war-
lord armies.39 “People from Kham fought around 400–500 major battles 
both against the Chinese and the Lhasa government, between 1911 and 
1935. These armed guerrilla forces increasingly occupied the central Tibetan 
military. The fighting intensified after the death of the Thirteenth Dalai 
Lama in 1933 and the eastern Tibetans, moreover, sought a separate state, 
independent from any Han and central Tibetan control.”40 Violent conflicts 
occurred in Tibet right up to the old regime’s fall.41 Some 10 to 15 percent 
of monks at three large Lhasa monasteries were “fighting monks” (dobdob) 
who had access to guns; more generally “lamas had their own courts and 
prisons, and often organized their own militias and possessed thousands 
of guns and horses.”42 In a 1947 civil war, thousands of monks fought with 
artillery and guns and as many as three hundred died.43 In 1950 the Tibetan 
army had twelve thousand troops for a region of 1.2 million people.44 The 
United States, with 761 bases abroad, has only half that proportion of its 
people under arms.45 Thousands of Tibetans fought China’s army in 1950s 
eastern Tibet, in the 1959 Lhasa uprising, and in 1960s and 1970s cross- 
border raids.46 A CIA man who trained them has said, “You had monks car-
rying guns. The Chinese were trying to take their guns away from them.”47 
More than ten thousand Tibetans have served in India’s Special Frontier 
Force (SFF), set up by Indian and U.S. intelligence agencies.48

Outside the state ambit, too, Tibetans are not nonviolent. Deadly violence 
occurs with some regularity among Tibetan herders, often connected with 
theft and blood feuds.49 As among other peoples, violent quarrels — from 
barroom brawls, to domestic assaults, to sectarian conflicts — are not rare 
in Tibetan exile communities50 and are a subject of complaints by Indians 
nearby.51 There have also been clashes between Tibetans and Muslim Chi-
nese, in which both sides have attacked people and property.52

The leading “Tibet supporter” Claude Arpi has argued that “it is a mis-
conception to think of Tibet and its people as traditionally nonviolent.”53 A 
senior scholar of Buddhism has said that “nonviolence has never been a tra-
ditional Tibetan practice, or a societal norm, or . . . [a] teaching of Tibetan 
Buddhism.”54 Exile leaders have only in the last two decades claimed that 
nonviolence is essential to Tibetan culture and underlies Tibetan strategy.55 
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The Dalai Lama gives a speech every March 10 to mark the 1959 Lhasa 
Uprising. He first mentioned nonviolence in that speech in 1988.56 Only in 
1996 did the Tibet Parliament in Exile (TPIE) adopt nonviolence as “a fun-
damental principle for the [Tibetan Government in Exile (TGIE)] to serve 
the Tibetan nation.”57

Since the 1980s the Tibetan émigré leaders have occluded the history 
of exile violence,58 while Western elites have touted Tibetans as a peace-
ful, gentle people.59 Soon after the notion was created however, protests in 
Lhasa turned violent. They came after Beijing had responded, by late 1986, 
to Tibetan grievances about official restrictions on religious practice and 
Han migration. Many Tibetans had come to accept Tibet’s place in China. 
A modus vivendi was emerging between Beijing and Tibet’s elites.60 In 
response, émigrés and supporters launched the internationalization cam-
paign in which protests in Lhasa were to feature, although the extent of out-
side inspiration remains unclear.61 There were two dozen sizeable protests in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s. Several in 1987–89 and one in 1993 involved 
more than a thousand participants. Police killed dozens and arrested hun-
dreds; protestors killed several policemen and directed beatings and arson 
at Han civilians.62 Protesting monks told reporters they would use guns to 
fight the Chinese, if they could get them.63

In the mid-1990s, arms dealers offered to supply Tibetan émigrés,64 an 
approach unlikely to be made to pacifists. There were eight bombings in 
Tibet.65 The TGIE, without evidence, blamed these on “the Chinese,”66 
but the proindependence Tibetan Youth Congress (TYC), the largest exile 
group, mentioned bombings in discussing its strategy to keep Han Chinese 
from coming to Tibet.67 The TYC president in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, Lhasang Tsering, stated that “his organization ‘unanimously decided 
that we have no option but to resort to violent means’ ” and “begin an ‘armed 
struggle to destabilize Tibet.’ ”68 Tashi Namgyal, the TYC secretary general, 
averred that “if the world thinks Tibetans are pacifists, it is not true. Tibet-
ans will shed blood for independence.”69 When asked if he would “support 
activists who targeted bombs at the Chinese in Tibet,” he replied, “ ‘Yes, 
with no hesitation. . . . Every type of struggle against them is justified!’ ”70 
Sporadic bombings continued: one outside a Lhasa police building in 1998 
injured four; in 2000 a bomb exploded outside a Lhasa courthouse.71 In 2002 



Sautman ❘❘ Dalai Lama, War, and Violence	 95

a Chinese court convicted and sentenced to death the reincarnated lama 
(tulku) Tenzin Delek Rinpoche and ex-monk Lobsang Dhondup for five 
bombings that killed one person and wounded twelve in Sichuan’s capital, 
Chengdu (Lobsang Dhondup was executed, Tenzin Delek’s sentence was 
commuted to life in prison in 2005).72 In Chamdo prefecture in 2008, eight 
monks were convicted of bombing a township government office and sixteen 
other Tibetans, mostly monks, were arrested for three other bombings.73 
Another government building was bombed in January 2009.74

The Dalai Lama and the Wars of the United States

The United States has honored the Dalai Lama as a man of peace and a lifelong 
advocate of nonviolence.
—Paula Dobriansky, U.S. Undersecretary for Global Affairs and Special Coordi-
nator for Tibet

The Dalai Lama denounces war and violence in the abstract but endorses 
specific wars. His position is thus not that of a pacifist like, for example, 
the late Erwin Kroll, a U.S. journalist, who wrote in 1991, “I believe in 
ingenious, nonviolent struggle for justice and against oppression. So I won’t 
support our troops — not in the Persian Gulf or anywhere else. And I won’t 
support anyone else’s troops when they go about their murderous busi-
ness.”75 The U.S. pacifist leader Colman McCarthy, as a Washington Post 
columnist in the 1990s, was a fervent “Tibet supporter”76 and termed the 
Dalai Lama “credible as both a theorist and practitioner of nonviolence.”77 
He later concluded, however, that the Dalai Lama is “a pacifist between 
wars, akin to being a vegetarian between meals” and is “nowhere close to 
being in the company of Gandhi who said ‘I do not believe in any war.’ ”78 
He has added that the Dalai Lama’s “message is cliché-ridden and com-
pared with other people in the peace movement, he’s politically shallow. . . .  
Why doesn’t he condemn the U.S. government? It’s the world’s most mili-
taristic and most violent nation and it needs to be said by . . . people like 
him who have an enormous audience . . . but the Dalai Lama fritters it 
away with hot tub spirituality, searching for inner peace while the world is 
in chaos.”79
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Premodern Tibetan elites had “priest-patron” (cho-yon) relations with 
Mongol khans and Chinese emperors, whom they spiritually sustained in 
exchange for material support. Since 1950 patronage has been globalized 
and secularized, with India and the United States the chief patrons.80 The 
Dalai Lama has stated “these two countries have, I think, great important 
role to serve humanity, to bring humanity more happier, more equal, more 
peaceful.”81 He endorses their wars and war-making capacities. India has 
been the Tibetan émigrés’ host, so exile leaders back its actions, including its 
Kashmir policy and attendant wars with Pakistan.82 The Dalai Lama’s only 
sharp criticism of the United States has concerned India’s interests: he has 
said the “U.S. attitude towards Pakistan is a disgrace.”83 He supports India’s 
refusal to ratify the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and its “right” to test 
nuclear weapons.84 The tests spurred “wild rejoicing by Tibetan exiles” in 
their capital Dharamsala.85 The Dalai Lama backs India’s claim to territory 
that China disputes, including Tawang, a valued part of Tibet until 1951.86  
 	 The Dalai Lama has said that in China “the authorities are totally against 
harmony which comes out of heart and not gun,” but that “all communities 
in India live in complete harmony. . . . The entire country is very united . . . 
the rule of law and freedom of expression prevails in India in complete and 
true sense,”87 and that in India “people of all religions and sects live peace-
fully.”88 India however experiences large-scale religious violence.89 He also 
“laud[s] the spirit of nonviolence that India has always upheld,”90 despite 
decades-long counterinsurgencies in which tens of thousands have been 
killed. In 2001, the year he praised the Indian government’s “spirit of non-
violence,” fatalities in India from terrorism, insurgency, and their suppres-
sion were 5,839.91 In Kashmir, seventy thousand have died in the past twenty 
years of civil strife, many of them civilians killed by the Indian military.92 
India is “a nation of militias,”93 and its army has engaged in widespread kill-
ings, beatings, and arbitrary arrests to force peasants to join vigilantes fight-
ing Maoist insurgents.94 In 2009, however, the Dalai Lama led the exiles in a 
spate of public acts intended to say, “Thank You, India.”95 Indian politicians 
repay the Dalai Lama by upholding his peacemaker persona. The Indian 
government has called him “a steadfast proponent of peace and an apostle 
of nonviolence.”96 Prime Minister Mammohan Singh dubbed him “a per-
sonification of nonviolence,”97 and the head of the rightist Bharatiya Janata 
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Party (BJP) termed him “a messenger of peace and humanism.”98 According 
to the Singapore Straits Times, “Most of the Dalai Lama’s personal needs, 
including security and travel, are met by the Indian government.”99

Western political and media elites support the TGIE. Skewed media 
treatment of the Tibet question emerged soon after the internationaliza-
tion campaign began.100 A British journalism scholar has noted that “the 
Dalai Lama was well respected in the west, which influenced the way the 
media reported the issues.”101 The Dalai Lama himself has said the West-
ern “media is very favorable, very supportive.” Public opinion, as expressed 
through the media, “gives inspiration for more support, and more concern 
in Parliament or Congress.”102

The Dalai Lama regards U.S. leaders as “all very supportive of the 
Tibetan cause”103 and fulsomely praises the U.S. political system and for-
eign policy. He has stated that “America is champion of democracy, liberty, 
freedom,”104 despite the fact that the United States supplies weapons and 
military training to 149 countries.105 The U.S. Congress and the European 
Parliament have termed Tibet an “occupied country” and the TGIE Tibet’s 
legitimate government.106 Beginning in 1951, the United States promised 
the Dalai Lama “full aid and assistance” if he would leave Tibet to lead a 
resistance from a neighboring country, which he did in 1959.107 In the 1960s 
and 1970s, the CIA organized and funded Tibetan guerrillas and the Dalai 
Lama himself.108

The United States is at least the second-largest donor, after India, to the 
TGIE, providing $2 million in “humanitarian aid” annually and may be 
the largest donor.109 Since 2004 it has given the exiles $4 million annually 
and provided $5.25 million for “Tibetan community assistance” in 2008.110 
The U.S. National Endowment for Democracy (NED) supplies additional 
funds.111 The group’s founding president, Allen Weinstein, has said, “A lot 
of what [the NED does] today was done covertly 25 years ago by the CIA.”112 
Some analysts see the 2008 protests in Tibet as an attempt at another of the 
“color revolutions” in which NED has played a role.113 The International 
Campaign for Tibet’s 2005 “Light of Truth Award” was given to NED 
head Carl Gershman, while the Dalai Lama and his representatives have 
addressed many NED functions.114 Since 1997 the United States has had a 
high-level State Department official serve as special coordinator for Tibet; 
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the official’s main duty is to be a liaison with émigré leaders. Congress funds 
proexile Tibetan-language Radio Free Asia broadcasts and gives scholar-
ships to bring TGIE-linked Tibetans to the United States.115

A Singapore journalist has said of the Dalai Lama’s relationship with the 
U.S. government, “If you take the King’s shilling, you do the King’s bid-
ding.”116 The Dalai Lama has stated that visiting George W. Bush was like 
encountering an old friend,117 that Bush’s “intentions are good, but . . . some 
of his method becomes unrealistic because of a lack of understanding about 
reality.”118 “I love him . . . very nice man, very simple, straightforward,”119 
he said of Bush, calling the U.S. president a firm supporter of democracy,120 
“liberal, open,”121 with very strong sympathies for the émigré cause.122 His 
representative has said “President Bush has been a tremendous friend and 
supporter of this issue. We have always been very grateful.”123 Not coin-
cidentally, Indian political elites considered Bush “ ‘the best president vis-
à-vis India in the past 50 years,’ ” because Bush in effect pushed for U.S. 
support for India’s nuclear weapons program. Prime Minister Singh has 
told Bush that “ ‘the people of India deeply love you.’ ”124 One of the Dalai 
Lama’s most vocal backers in Congress was the famously bellicose Senator 
Jesse Helms (R-NC).125 One of his main Canadian parliament supporters 
is Rob Anders, the lone member of Parliament to oppose awarding honor-
ary Canadian citizenship to Nelson Mandela, on the grounds that he is a 
“Communist and terrorist.”126 Making him an “honorary citizen,” Rome’s 
far-right, anti-immigrant mayor Gianni Alemanno told the Dalai Lama, 
“We stand by you and strongly demand the full recognition of the autonomy 
of the Tibetan nation.”127

The Dalai Lama generally refrains from criticizing U.S. foreign policy 
and has stated that “The social freedom you Americans instituted has proved 
immensely valuable to all people around the world.”128 He has averred that 
the Korean War “protected South Korea’s prosperity and freedom” and that 
in Vietnam the United States had “the same aim, the same motivation” as in 
Korea, but failed.129 He remarked in 1991 that it was unfair for the United 
States not to do for Tibet what it had done for Kuwait in the Gulf War.130 
He accepted the U.S. justification for the Kosovo war, to protect Kosovars 
from ethnic cleansing,131 and stated that the war must make the West also 
support the Tibetans.132 He regarded the 2001 invasion of Afghanistan as 
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“perhaps some kind of liberation”133 and has praised U.S. approaches to 
bombing and “nation building” there.134

The Dalai Lama’s position on the Iraq War evolved from implicit support 
for its purported goals to a perfunctory wariness, after setbacks to the war 
effort and a loss of U.S. popular support. Before it began, he stated, “I favor 
talks with Iraq rather than war,”135 but also “Producing weapons of mass 
destruction — that’s very bad . . . If there is some way to stop that, that’s in the 
interests of the Iraqi people and the whole area.”136 He thus accepted the U.S. 
justification for the Iraq invasion and, in the final run-up to it, “said there was 
little or nothing that could be done to avert the world’s only superpower from 
attacking Iraq.”137 With the war underway, he rhetorically queried, “What 
can we do when big powers have already made up their minds?”138

After Iraq was occupied, the Dalai Lama was asked whether the Iraq 
war was just. He replied that “the situation there is ‘more complicated’ ” 
and that it will take more time before he can judge, adding “I think history 
will tell.”139 The New York Times noted that “at a time when many political 
and religious leaders are saying that the American antiterrorism campaign 
and the war in Iraq are only fueling additional terrorism, the Dalai Lama 
refused to pass judgment.” He said it was “too early to say” that the war 
was a mistake, “only history will tell,” and “Terrorism is the worst kind of 
violence, so we have to check it, we have to take countermeasures.”140

Two years into the war in 2005, the Dalai Lama said “whether that vio-
lent method become positive or negative, you cannot judge until many years 
after. It’s still too early to say the Iraq war justified, or that can be justified 
or not.”141 Asked how to counter terrorism, “he said ‘the war in Iraq may be 
helping for now,’ but he is not sure of the long run. ‘Only history will show 
if violence will bring something good.’ ”142 Asked in spring 2006 whether 
the war was wrong, he stated, “The method was very violent. Violence is 
always unpredictable; it can produce a lot of problems.” The British jour-
nalist who posed the question stated, “It is pointless pressing him further: 
despite his outward simplicity, he has considerable diplomatic skills when it 
comes to issues that are best not confronted head-on by an exile who relies 
on the world to protect him from the Chinese.”143 In the fall of 2006 the 
Dalai Lama voiced qualms about the war because “things not very posi-
tive.”144 His qualms came after U.S. Democratic Party leaders began to 
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favor withdrawing some U.S. troops from Iraq.145 He has refrained how-
ever from criticizing the U.S. government. At a fall 2006 gathering of Nobel 
Peace Prize laureates, “only the Dalai Lama . . . did not take a direct jab at 
the U.S.”146 The furthest he would go, in the fall of 2007 — “after profess-
ing his admiration for U.S.-style democracy and individual rights” — was 
to state, “So, America now spends billions of dollars in Iraq. . . . Instead of 
spending billions of money on military purposes spend it on education and 
health in Iraq.”147 He has seemingly made no further statements on the Iraq 
War. A TGIE Web site on his view of the war has only a short speech made 
just before the invasion that concludes “if a war does break out, let us pray 
that there be a minimum bloodshed and hardship. I don’t know whether 
our prayers will be of any practical help. But this is all we can do for the 
moment.”148

Exile leaders term the Dalai Lama “an apostle of peace”149 and “true 
protector and savior of humanity.”150 Western elites tout him as a “peace-
maker”151 and “expert on conflict resolution.”152 When, however, the Dalai 
Lama was asked about demands for intervention in Sri Lanka, where a 
Buddhist government was waging an offensive against Hindu and Muslim 
Tamil rebels, “he said he did not want to comment on the internal affairs 
of another country.”153 Asked how Australian Aborigines should deal with 
the denial of their rights, he said, “It is a difficult situation. I don’t know.”154 
Asked whether Western powers should bomb Serbia in response to Serb 
actions in Bosnia, he replied, “Very complicated, very sad. What to do, 
really I don’t know.”155 Asked how to solve the Israel-Palestine conflict, he 
replied, to a crowd’s delight, “The precise answer for this question is, ‘I don’t 
know.’ ”156 Asked what can be done about misuse of Buddhism by govern-
ments, notably Burma’s, he said “I don’t know. Is the Burmese regime really 
Buddhist?”157 Asked about Danish cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad that 
sparked protests in the Muslim world, the Dalai Lama said “I think tricky 
question . . . so difficult . . . I remain silent. No comment.”158 Asked how best 
to end the war in Iraq and bring peace to the Middle East, he stated, “The 
best answer for that, I don’t know.” The crowd “applauded his honesty.”159 
Asked “ ‘what can we do to wake up our civilization to . . . global warming, 
warfare and religious fundamentalism,’ he said ‘the real answer is, I don’t 
know.’ ”160 The Dalai Lama may have no ideas about specific conflicts or 
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may not want to alienate patrons, but such statements have not lowered his 
esteem in the eyes of those constantly told of his peacemaking prowess. A 
Canadian journalist has noted that “one of the Dalai Lama’s favorite phrases 
is ‘I don’t know,’ but audiences never seem to believe him.”161

Indeed, much of the Western world is in awe of the Dalai Lama. Besides 
making him “famous for being famous,”162 image makers build his reputa-
tion on notions that he is a “peacemaker,” although the Dalai Lama has 
not made peace with or for anyone. Seemingly the only dispute in which 
he tried to be a peacemaker concerned the issue of Ayodhya, India, where 
Hindu fundamentalists destroyed a mosque and built a temple on its ruins. 
The Dalai Lama’s offer to mediate was welcomed by the Hindu ultra
nationalist group Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). Muslim leaders, 
aware of the mutual admiration between the RSS and the Tibetan exiles, 
were less than enthusiastic.163 When friends of the Dalai Lama proposed he 
“could be helpful regarding the Palestinian-Israeli conflict,” he replied that 
it was just an idea. Asked to go to Baghdad, he stated, “I have no connection 
with the Arab world.”164 It may be argued that although he has not been a 
peacemaker, his urging of nonviolence has kept Tibet more peaceful than 
it might have been. That speculation is unconvincing. Because the Dalai 
Lama has not forthrightly condemned Tibetan perpetrators of antistate and 
anti-Han violence but only violence in the abstract, many forms of carnage, 
from the 1950s insurgencies to the 2008 Lhasa ethnic murders, have been 
carried out in his name.

The Dalai Lama often discusses nonviolence, but as a strategic, not prin-
cipled, supporter: he speaks of Tibetan casualties165 or loss of support from 
non-Tibetans, including Chinese who “appreciate our way of struggle,”166 
and foreigners who equate it with general beneficence.167 Violence would 
cast the cause as a typical nationalist war; nonviolence allows the implica-
tion that nonsupporters foster terrorism: the U.K. Tibet Society has said 
that those who ignore Tibet “further the cause of global terror,” because the 
Tibet cause is nonviolent and if it is not valorized, violent ones will be.168 
The Dalai Lama also validates the “war on terrorism” by stating that “it is 
difficult to deal with terrorism through nonviolence” because terrorists are 
close-minded.169 He has said that “warfare with human feeling is much bet-
ter than completely mechanized warfare”170 and “Buddhists believe if the 
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motivation is good and the goal is good, then the method, even the appar-
ently violent kind, is permissible . . . in our case whether it is practical or 
not, that I think is the big question.”171 Just before his 1959 emigration from 
Tibet, he called Tibetan forces warring against China “heroes” and urged 
them to go on fighting. He later recalled that he admired and thanked them 
and did not advise them to avoid violence.172 He also gave them awards173 
and has often praised the CIA-linked Tibetan guerrillas of the 1960s and 
1970s.174 After their defeat the Dalai Lama urged nonviolence, as Tibetans 
could not overcome Chinese forces.175

Apart from the 1950s armed uprisings in Tibet and 1960s and 1970s 
armed émigré incursions into Tibet,176 critics of the TGIE177 and religious 
dissenters178 have been assaulted, threatened, or excluded from the émigré 
polity. A Tibet scholar has noted that “within the exile community there is a 
continuing streak of political intolerance, especially toward those who have 
made the slightest perceived criticism of the Dalai Lama, who risk beatings 
or threats of assassination.”179 A German scholar has noted that “every criti-
cism that challenges [the Dalai Lama’s] political authority is interpreted as 
anti-religious,”180 and a U.S. scholar of Tibetan history has said “accusations 
of disloyalty to the Dalai Lama remain a weapon in political and personal 
feuds in Dharamsala.”181 A leading proindependence activist has stated 
that “hate campaigns and mob violence” typify Dharamsala politics.182 A 
TPIE member has averred that “if someone openly criticized his Holiness 
he would be in a difficult position. I think he would suffer a social boycott, 
if not be physically beaten up.”183 In part this is because, as another TPIE 
member put it, “We do not have any doubt about the Dalai Lama’s deci-
sions. . . . He’s a supreme human being and he is god.”184

TGIE leaders regard proponents of violence as part of the Tibet Move-
ment,185 causing Chinese officials to adopt the awkward term “Dalai Clique” 
(dalai jituan) to connect supporters of nonviolence and violence.186 The Dalai 
Lama’s representative has denied that any exiles have ever been involved in 
terrorism or separatism.187 The TGIE treats the TYC as the loyal oppo-
sition, even though it has endorsed violent struggle and is seen as under-
mining the Dalai Lama’s efforts. The TGIE has said “on account of some 
Tibetans being not able to completely give up violence in vocal expressions 
and thoughts, all our efforts till today, instead of achieving a genuine result, 



Sautman ❘❘ Dalai Lama, War, and Violence	 103

is stuck in a vicious circle.”188 In fact, Jigme Yeshi, the head of the All India 
Tibetan College Students’ Mass Movement head and a member of TYC, 
“admits that the independence-seeking efforts of Tibetan youth ‘act as a 
hindrance to the peace process.’ ”189

The TYC has, in effect, endorsed terrorism.190 TYC presidents of the late 
1980s and early 1990s held that, because no Chinese in Tibet is innocent, 
war should be waged on civilians there.191 Indian intelligence reported the 
TYC planned guerrilla warfare in Tibet and contacted retired officers of 
the Indian Army’s Tibetan unit to train in insurgency. TYC President Kal-
sang Phuntsok said in 2003, “We’re planning to train our members for six-
seven months in guerilla warfare but it’s still in the thinking process.”192 He 
hinted at assassinations: “I want to ask the Dalai Lama: ‘If you could achieve 
Tibetan independence in a day by killing 100 Chinese would you do it?’ If 
he says no, he cannot be the leader of the Tibetan people.”193 TYC Vice-
President Dhondup Dorjee said in 2008 that “if someone said to us ‘Tibet 
will be free if we chop off the head of a sheep,’ the Dalai Lama cannot do 
it. But we are not the Dalai Lama. Where is the problem in us chopping off 
the heads of thousands of sheep to free Tibet?”194 According to Columbia 
University professor and Tibet scholar Robert Barnett, the Dalai Lama has 
encouraged extreme nationalist expressions “to make him[self] look more 
conciliatory.”195 “A steady hate-China diet” and talk of martyrdom through 
violence is found in India’s Tibetan settlements.196

The TGIE says “it does not have any organizational contact with the 
[TYC] due to difference in views,”197 yet “the Dalai Lama has maintained 
his support for the Youth Congress in spite of divergent views on Tibetan 
independence in China.”198 He and his prime minister have addressed 
TYC-organized gatherings.199 TYC “Freedom Marchers” arrested in India 
in 2004 were freed after Prime Minister (Kalon Tripa) Samdhong Rinpoche 
intervened.200 TGIE prime ministers from 1992 to the present have all been 
TYC executive bureau founders.201 The TYC in turn regards the Dalai 
Lama as “the undisputed leader of the six million Tibetans,”202 has “abso-
lute faith and respect in his leadership,”203 and upholds his initiatives, such 
as the ban on propitiating the Dorje Shugden “protector deity,” which the 
TYC has declared incompatible with membership.204

Some émigré notables fantasize about terrorism without public rebuke 
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from exile leaders, who nevertheless accuse China of terrorism.205An ex-
guerrilla leader has called for a “force [to] rise up in Tibet, killing Chinese 
one by one.”206 After the September 11, 2001, attacks in the United States, a 
mainstream émigré journal published an activist’s missive urging Tibetans: 
“In future, if any individual is determined to take his or her life, why not 
use this final act in a gesture of heroism? For example, like those Pales-
tinians, carrying suicide bombs, in their freedom struggle.”207 Samdhong 
Rinpoche has called for an “evacuation” of Chinese from Tibet.208 TYC 
president Tsewang Rigzin, a U.S. citizen, said in 2008 that pacifism had 
led Tibetans to a dead end, while Palestinians and Iraqi suicide bombers 
get attention. The title of the article, quoting Rigzin, is “Nonviolence? It 
Doesn’t Pay. We Could Use Kamikazes.”209 The leading activist Tenzin 
Tsundue has rhetorically queried, “What’s wrong with blowing up a few 
bridges?”210 Despite these statements, Samdhong Rinpoche has stated that 
“Tibetan exiles are 100 percent committed to nonviolence. There is no ques-
tion of suicide attacks.”211

The Dalai Lama has also excused Tibetans who engaged in ethnic vio-
lence. For weeks after the March 14, 2008, Lhasa riot, he did not call for 
Tibetan perpetrators of ethnic murders, beatings, and arsons to be pun-
ished but demanded “the release of all those who have been arrested and 
detained.”212 Claiming that “Tibetans by nature were a non-violent race,”213 
he asserted that Chinese soldiers had dressed as monks to kill, beat, and 
burn Han and Muslim Chinese. The evidence proffered turned out to be a 
photo of Chinese soldiers serving as extras in a film shot in summer 2003.214 
Yet Samdhong Rinpoche still said that “Chinese policemen in Tibetan dress 
and in monks’ robes taking the leading role during the protests” did the vio-
lence.215 He also queried whether “Chinese might masquerade as Tibetans 
and plan [suicide] attacks to give bad publicity to Tibetans.”216 One of the 
Dalai Lama’s negotiators stated that “rumors continue to be ripe in Lhasa 
that it was encouraged, if not started, by Chinese government agents.”217 
The Dalai Lama told French parliamentarians in June 2009 that “the March 
2008 events were a provocation by the Chinese authorities.”218

The Dalai Lama said that “those who take advantage of the situation and 
take to looting and vandalism, their crime should be tried and punished,”219 
but he implied that Tibetans had not done the killings, beatings, and arsons 
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in Lhasa seen on videos. As evidence from Western eyewitnesses of such 
violence was overwhelming, TGIE officials tried to mitigate the damage. 
Its spokesman Thubten Samphel said that “ ‘peaceful Tibetan protesters 
were provoked’ by Chinese forces into committing acts of violence.”220 Dawa 
Tsering, the TGIE head of Chinese affairs, argued that “Tibetans didn’t 
take any violent actions,” because for Buddhists, beatings and burnings that 
kill do not amount to violence, unless there is an intent to kill.221

The Dalai Lama also excused arsonists and looters by stating that “in 
many places, most of the Han shops that were burned are the sites where 
prostitution takes place” and that “some of the banks were also attacked 
[because they] had made use of central government funds for Tibet for their 
own business activities, instead of for building Tibet as required by the cen-
tral government.”222 In fact, the British journalist James Miles saw “armed 
and very intimidating” Lhasa rioters chanting “Long Live the Dalai Lama” 
while engaging in “calculated, targeted” ethnic violence, stoning, burning, 
or looting Han and Hui shops and persons, including a ten-year-old boy 
and an old man. Tibetan shops were spared, but “almost every other busi-
ness was either burned, looted, destroyed, smashed into.” A Swiss tourist 
reported that “everything that looked Chinese was attacked and beaten up.” 
A man with a megaphone and a woman seemed to be directing the mob 
where to attack.223 Eyewitnesses did not indicate a singling out of businesses 
connected with prostitution or diversion of state funds.

Two months after the Lhasa riot, the Dalai Lama conceded more, but 
still with equivocation. Asked whether Tibetan youth in Lhasa were guilty 
of looting and arson, he replied, “I assume that this was the case,” but that 
it was “the result of deep-seated disillusionment and despair over being  
second-class citizens in their own country.”224

In March 2009, however, the Dalai Lama reverted back to his previous 
claim that the violence was arranged by “the Chinese,” telling a German 
newspaper that the People’s Liberation Army “staged these riots and sent 
the pictures around the world. . . . We have reports from eyewitnesses. On 
March 12 and 13, they have seen Chinese trucks transporting people who 
were apparently Tibetans, but who were unknown to anybody. They were 
brought to Lhasa. Some hours later they could be seen setting buildings on 
fire. The Chinese want crises for which they can blame the Tibetans.”225
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The Dalai Lama’s attitude toward the murders and arson thus differed 
sharply from that of Gandhi in a like situation. In 1922 Gandhi launched 
his Non-Cooperation Movement of civil disobedience (satyragraha) to pro-
test the lack of human rights and self-government in British India. Three 
protestors were killed by police in Chauri Chaura. A crowd of two thou-
sand people attacked the police, forcing them into a police station, which 
was then burned, killing twenty-two policemen. Gandhi ended the Non- 
Cooperation Movement and fasted to repent for his self-perceived role in 
inciting the attacks.226 In contrast, the Dalai Lama said of Tibetans who 
reject nonviolence, “They love me, they respect me” and “are utilizing free-
dom of speech, freedom of heart. I’m always telling them I have no authority 
to say, ‘Shut up.’ It is up to you.”227

“Compassion Personified”

We Tibetans have been quite successful in creating and fueling the stereotype that 
we are a morally superior people.
—Tenzin Wangyal, a leader of Students for a Free Tibet, “The Myth of Tibetan 
Moral Superiority”

The Dalai Lama has endorsed the wars launched by the United States and 
India, while Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI criticized the Gulf and 
Iraq Wars before and after they started.228 Yet more Germans in a 2002 sur-
vey chose the Dalai Lama as the “wisest public figure” than chose John Paul 
II (although a third of Germans are Catholics) and 83 percent of Germans 
polled in 2009 had a good opinion of the Dalai Lama, versus 60 percent for 
the German Pope Benedict XVI.229 That cannot be because the popes are 
more socially conservative than the Dalai Lama. Like the Catholic Church, 
he generally opposes abortion,230 homosexuality,231 stem cell research,232 and 
euthanasia,233 and he is generally negative about sexuality.234 His popularity 
likely derives from images of the Dalai Lama as compassionate toward the 
oppressed, as indicated by his 2009 German Media Prize for “exceptional 
commitment and contribut[ion] to shaping a more peaceful and socially just 
world”235 and his U.S. National Civil Rights Museum’s International Free-
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dom Award for his “commitment to protecting and defending the rights of 
the oppressed people of Tibet and elsewhere in the world.”236	

The Dalai Lama, however, appears to commiserate more with the pros-
perous than the poor.237 He has said that people in developed countries “are 
in some ways less satisfied, are less happy, and to some extent suffer more 
than those living in the least developed countries. Indeed, if we compare the 
rich and the poor, it often seems those with nothing are, in fact, the least 
anxious.”238 Studies show, however, that most people in rich countries say 
they are happy; most in poor countries say they are not. People in least devel-
oped countries suffer much poorer health than those in rich countries.239 
Anxiety is commoner among the poor than the rich; a study found it is 
2.5 times more prevalent in low than higher socioeconomic status youth.240 
Asked for advice on spreading wealth to poor countries, the Dalai Lama 
gave none, but stated that “material development alone is not the answer for 
humanity.”241 Asked how Americans can help developing countries, he only 
praised the U.S. Peace Corps.242 As to inequality between developed and 
developing countries, one of the few demands the Dalai Lama has made is 
that “developed nations should not tell Third World countries what to do 
with their weapons.”243

The Dalai Lama’s message to rich business people is “to use capitalism to 
make money and then redistribute this money to the poor.”244 He tells the 
world’s poor that “they should develop self-confidence and work hard,”245 
an unsurprising paternalism given his view of his natal society. He rec-
ognizes that it was feudal246 and holds that Tibetans are being punished 
for bad karma acquired by practicing feudalism, just as a disabled child is 
being punished for past life sins or countries suffer earthquakes or tsunamis 
because of common negative karma.247 Yet he is positive about old Tibet,248 
whose “relationship between landlord and peasants was generally like that 
between parents and children, with landlords often showing great compas-
sion and care.”249

For Tibetan Buddhists — some 3 percent of the world’s estimated 350 
million Buddhists — the Dalai Lama incarnates Chenrezig, the patron deity 
of Tibet and Buddha of Compassion.250 He has said he “never loses compas-
sion for people,”251 “when I encounter difficulties, I face them with com-
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passion and wisdom,”252 and compassion “has defined the purpose of my 
life.”253 A high level of compassion implies empathy with the oppressed, on 
whose behalf renowned religious figures are expected to speak. The Dalai 
Lama’s hagiographers have created the image that he does so. For example, 
it has been claimed that he “speaks unstintingly on behalf of all people’s 
rights to basic freedoms of speech and thought.”254 The Dalai Lama, how-
ever, never participates in mundane displays of solidarity, such as antiwar 
or antiracist marches, although millions of ordinary people do so.255 A few 
commentators have queried why the Dalai Lama does not, with one asking, 
“As an influential humanitarian, is it not incumbent upon him at least to ask 
the tough questions of world leaders and, at most, to bring all conceivable 
pressure to bear on them as his conscience dictates?”256

The Dalai Lama has not pressured Western leaders about their wars 
because he usually supports them. As to injustices underlying wars, his 
compassion focuses elsewhere.257 One example concerns apartheid —  
systematic racial domination in South Africa from the late 1940s to early 
1990s. There was a huge worldwide antiapartheid movement from the mid-
1970s to the early 1990s. South Africa attacked neighboring states that shel-
tered antiapartheid exiles, causing tens of thousands of deaths. My assiduous 
search for evidence of opposition by the Dalai Lama to decades of apart-
heid revealed none, making the praise of him by Desmond Tutu, the Nobel 
Prize–winning South African archbishop emeritus, appear anomalous.258 
After apartheid ended, there was another instance of extreme ethnic oppres-
sion in Africa, the genocide in Rwanda. My search found no comment on it 
by the Dalai Lama.259

The Dalai Lama’s failure to condemn apartheid jibes with his conserva-
tive, self-orientalizing view of “races,” his acceptance of an East-West binary, 
and his lack of a conception of a global South. He credits the West, that is, 
whites, with key creations of civilization: “We must recognize the contri-
butions of the West. Democracy, rule of law, human rights, ecology — all 
these come from the modern West.”260 He has not discussed the West’s colo-
nialism or postcolonial support for authoritarian rulers; in fact, exile lead-
ers have praised British and U.S. colonialism.261 The Dalai Lama has also 
said that “Eastern culture and tradition are mainly concerned with men-
tal health and mental development and Western civilization concentrates 
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mainly on technology and scientific development,”262 even though Asia and 
Africa contributed greatly to the West’s technological development.263 When 
asked in mainly white countries about “overpopulation,” he has said it is a 
“very serious” problem, although it is typically deemed a “problem” because 
populations in many nonwhite countries are increasing, while populations 
shrink in many mainly white countries.264

Although he has received the Museum of Tolerance Peace Award as “a 
leader who transcends all racial and religious lines,”265 the Dalai Lama does 
not see racism as structural, as do most specialists.266 Instead he holds that 
“discrimination and racism is just a matter of ignorance.”267 That converts 
to Buddhism in the West are overwhelmingly white268 may also explain 
why his compassion focuses less on oppressed peoples than on those associ-
ated with their subordination. That conclusion is indicated by remarks he 
made on a visit to Australia. Arriving in Melbourne, he noted that “he had 
flown over ‘a large empty area’ of Australia that could house millions of 
people from other densely populated continents.” The area is not empty, as 
it contains Aborigines. To them, the Dalai Lama proffered the advice that 
“black people ‘should appreciate what white people have brought to this 
country, its development.’ ”269 In fact, the Dalai Lama seems to believe that 
indigenous people in Western countries are not badly off. He has said of 
New Zealand and Canada, which have the largest (15%) and second largest 
(3.8%) percentage of indigenous people in their populations, that the Maoris 
are “very successfully preserving their language and habits” and Canada’s 
First Nations are “very fortunate” because they “have every right to pre-
serve [their culture].”270 The 2006 censuses in New Zealand and Canada 
show however that only 24 percent of Maoris and 21 percent of First Nations 
people can speak their indigenous languages.271

Another example concerns Israel’s occupation of Palestinian lands since 
1967, an act implicated in several subsequent wars. The occupation has elic-
ited widespread criticism and there is broader international agreement than 
in the case of Tibet that an occupation exists in Palestine and should end. In 
Israel in 2006 the Dalai Lama again essentially told a native people that they 
have benefited from a settler influx. “ ‘The white people murdered millions 
of Native Americans when they came to that land . . . and that is very very 
sad. But it happened. It not realistic to expect the white people to leave . . . 



positions 18:1  Spring 2010	 110

after all how would that small number of Native Americans handle those 
big cities?’ As the audience chuckled he said more seriously, ‘To the Arabs 
I say it is sad sad what happened to you. But look at what the Jewish people 
have done here. Take the good.’ ”272

He lauds Israelis for their “very strong spirit”273 and “lavishly praises 
Jews,”274 but not Palestinians. His comments on the Israel-Palestine issue 
have mainly been criticisms of Palestinian violence but not of Israel’s forc-
ible occupation.275 He has denounced Hamas and said that to pressure it 
to recognize Israel and end violence is acceptable, but he has not criticized 
Israel’s use of violence.276 Asked how Tibetans could look to Jews to pre-
serve their culture in exile and regain a country, he said, “We need a Moshe 
Dayan!”277 — the Israeli general whose victory created the occupation.

Among Tibetans in India there is also a sense of racial hierarchy and 
disparagement of and apartness from Indians. Asa Tiljander Dahlstrom 
reports that Tibetans regard Indians as lazy and cheats and themselves as 
hardworking and honest.278 Surveys by the Indian scholar Girjia Saklani 
showed many Tibetan exiles view Indians as lethargic and lazy. He notes 
“Tibetans’ sneering upon and denigrating India and belittling her material 
and cultural standards” and judges that “there is every possibility that such 
dystopian outlook upon India and Indians might be widespread among the 
educated Tibetans, though they discreetly never publicize it.”279 The U.S. 
anthropologist Keila Diehl found that “relations between the two groups are 
generally restricted to the economic sphere (mostly between Indian shop-
keepers and their Tibetan customers and between Tibetan families and 
their Indian servant boys).”280	

Many Tibetan exiles live in better conditions than local Indians and Nep-
alese, due in large part to funds provided by Western governments, nongov-
ernmental associations, and converts.281 Local resentment of poverty relative 
to Tibetan settlers has been attributed to Indians’ having less education, 
skills, and political privilege, but also to Tibetan ethnic disparagement, 
which resulted in anti-Tibetan riots in Dharamsala in 1994.282 There has 
also been communal violence between locals and Tibetans in Arunachal 
Pradesh. In Himachal Pradesh in the late 1990s, “there were continuous 
conflicts between the Tibetans and the local Indian communities.”283 An 
Indian teashop owner “complained about [Tibetans’] having land and 
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owning shops. And we work for them. They have the wherewithal to run 
establishments. Not an eyebrow is raised if they encroach [on forests].”284 
Dharamsala Indians have said, “Often Indians are treated shabbily by shop-
keepers and hoteliers at Tibetan-controlled McLeod Ganj, while in sharp 
contrast the foreign tourists are favored.”285 An Indian taxi driver said of 
the exiles, “They treat us local Indians like dirt and look up to Westerners 
because they receive so much aid from them. . . . Today most are economi-
cally much better off than us.”286

Conclusion

I myself am just a human being, and incidentally a Tibetan, who chooses to be a 
Buddhist monk.
—The Dalai Lama, Freedom in Exile

Tibetan exile leaders assert that “His Holiness has no reason to correct his 
political stance. All his actions absolutely match his words.”287 The claim that 
he consistently upholds nonviolence is intended to show that, unlike Chinese 
leaders, he is moderate and benevolent. It is one of many such problematic 
assertions. For example, his top aides claimed the Dalai Lama “always sup-
ported that China should hold the much waited Olympic Games”288 and 
“supported the Olympics from day one.”289 He stated that “I have been a 
supporter of China’s right to host the Olympics from the very beginning”290 
and claimed that “he always supported China’s bid for the 2008 Beijing 
Olympics.”291 China was awarded the Olympics in July 2001 at an Interna-
tional Olympics Committee meeting in Moscow. When asked in April 2001 
whether he supported Beijing’s bid, he said there were reasons to have reser-
vations about it.292 In May he noted that the TGIE opposed the bid, but said 
he was “indecisive.”293 He made up his mind in July, however, and “issued 
a statement saying he had been misquoted when earlier media reports said 
he supported China’s bid.” He concluded that “the human rights situation 
in both China and Tibet is deteriorating by the day. . . . It is not appropriate 
to award the Olympic Games to Beijing at this time.”294

The Dalai Lama’s construction of a moderate, benevolent image is often 
belied by the more strident, unsupported statements of his associates. For 
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example, the Dalai Lama praised Chinese authorities’ response to the 2008 
Sichuan earthquake.295 At the same time, however, Thubten Phalgey, head 
of the TGIE Solidarity Committee, said, “We have reason to believe that the 
Government of China is carrying out relief and rescue efforts in the Chinese- 
affected areas on a warfooting, and where the Chinese people are concen-
trated. The Tibetan areas and the Tibetan people are being neglected.”296 
No evidence of neglect was offered.297 In fact, due to the quake relief efforts, 
an improvement in the government’s image among ethnic minorities has 
been noted.298

The Dalai Lama’s contrast of his benevolence with that of China’s leaders 
requires that he charge the latter with malevolence, although usually without 
evidence. In 2008 he said, “Half-a-million Chinese people are already there 
[in the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR)] and there are plans to settle over 
one million Chinese people after the Olympic Games.”299 The most recent 
census is the 2005 Tibet Regional Bureau of Statistics and National Bureau 
of Statistics 1 percent sample, which concluded that 180,000 Han, 4.2 per-
cent of its population, had resided in the TAR for six months or more before 
the November 1 census.300 The claim that 1 million Han are to be settled in 
the TAR after the Olympics resembles earlier claims: in 1993 Tibetan exile 
sources said “some one million Chinese ‘flood victims,’ expected to come in 
batches, [would] soon be resettled in the area of Gongkar Airport, Lhoka 
and Kongpo in southern Tibet.”301 The TGIE noted in 2000 that 1.2 million 
people were displaced by the Three Gorges Dam and claimed that “sources 
within Tibet say at least one million Chinese will move to Tibet’s southern 
Kongpo region because of its climatic similarity with Yangtze region from 
where they are being displaced.”302 Neither “resettlement” materialized.

The Dalai Lama’s charges are often so far off the mark that they can be 
refuted by anyone with basic knowledge of the topic; yet the Western media 
seldom provides such knowledge. For example, receiving honorary citizen-
ship in Venice, the Dalai Lama, stated that China is “deliberately seeking to 
eliminate Tibetan people, culture, and religion,” and that “monks in Lhasa 
now only numbered ‘around 50,’ down from 100 a couple of years ago and 
thousands in 1959.”303 Yet Tsering Woeser, a Tibetan writer sympathetic to 
the émigré cause, has stated that “thousands of monks in Lhasa” staged a 
March 2008 protest and Students for a Free Tibet claimed that more than 
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one thousand monks from Lhasa were imprisoned.304 There are in fact 
thousand of monks in Lhasa and a total of about 150,000 Tibetan monks 
and nuns in China.305

There have been scattered efforts to disestablish political cults built 
around “men of peace,”306 but these fail where evidence is questionable 
or a balanced appraisal of their subject’s varied roles is not made.307 Even 
where there is solid evidence, his persona may still be deemed unassailable. 
The Dalai Lama is in that position. His top representative has stated that 
he agrees with Tibetans who have told him that even if the Dalai Lama 
were to give them permission to criticize him, they still should not do so.308 
Behavioral science experiments also show that most people display great 
resistance to information that does not accord with their preconceived ideas 
and that resistance is likely to be stronger still where religious beliefs come 
into play.309

Because of the Dalai Lama’s followers’ devotion, their unwillingness to 
distinguish his political and religious roles, and the symbiotic relationship 
of the “Tibet Lobby” and Western elites, it is difficult to decenter the Tibet 
question from the Dalai Lama’s persona. While he may focus on Tibet’s sta-
tus and Tibetan interaction with the Chinese state, his followers unfailingly 
bring the issue back to him,310 typically idolizing him and thus inducing 
Chinese government demonization, especially when Tibet is unstable. His 
persona, rather than knowledge about Tibet, is likely why most Westerners 
believe Tibet should not be part of China.311

The Dalai Lama has said “it will be a great setback” when he dies.312 
TPIE Speaker Karma Choephel has stated that “after [the Dalai Lama’s] 
passing away, for the next 50 years Tibetans will not be able to bring any 
sort of momentum for their struggle and the Tibetan issue will be lost.”313 
Samdhong Rimpoche has told exiles they should “ ‘be prepared for the worst 
eventuality, whereby the Tibetan movement has to be sustained indefinitely, 
for centuries, until the last Tibetan.”314 For there to be a compromise settle-
ment while the Dalai Lama is still around to make it, the Tibet question 
has to be reshaped into one that fixes on how Tibetans’ political participa-
tion, economic status, and cultural preservation can be enhanced within the 
context of Chinese sovereignty, a position to which the Dalai Lama himself 
has, at times, alluded.315 That can happen, however, only by challenging 
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central aspects of the Dalai Lama’s political cult, which remains an obstacle 
to achieving negotiations.
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