M. Slobodník 

TIBETAN BUDDHIST REUNCARNATIONS 

AND THE CHINESE STATE: PAST AND PRESENT
The unique feature of the traditional, i. e. pre-1949, Tibetan polity was the dominant role of Buddhist dignitaries in both politics and economy and it also influenced the relations with Imperial China. In traditional Tibet the Chinese authorities had to cope with a distinctive socio-political system characterized by the close relationship between religious authority and political power in Tibet. From the 13th century, when the institution of reincarnation (Tib. tulku, Chin. huofo, literally «living Buddha»), lineages of Tibetan religious teachers, was established by the Karma-Kagyu (karma bka’ brgjud) Tibetan Buddhist school (Samuel 1993: 493 – 494)
, the dignitaries of various Buddhist schools started to play an influential role in Tibetan politics. This tendency reached its height with the assumption of political power by the 5th Dalai Lama Ngawang Lozang Gyatsho (ngag dbang blo bzang rgya mtsho, 1617–1682) in 1642 in Central Tibet [Shakabpa 1988: 61–124]. The traditional political system of Central Tibet in the years 1642–1950 is often described in Tibetan as «having two [powers]: religious and political» (Tib. chos srid gnyis ldan)
 which reflected the fact that the supreme political and religious power rested in the hands of the successive reincarnations of the Dalai Lama [Phuntsog Wangyal 1975: 78–81]
. The ecclesiastical elite of Tibetan society played an important role in the government and therefore the Tibetan polity is often characterized as theocratic. The influence of Buddhist clergy in Tibet is also obvious from the structure of government agencies, where the so-called monk officials from the biggest Gelugpa (dge lugs pa) monasteries occupied crucial posts [Goldstein 1989: 6–19]. However, in the central Lhasa government, their influence was counterbalanced by lay officials, which was not the case in the peripheral areas of Tibet where the local reincarnations were the de facto rulers of the area and their political influence were not limited by any secular power holders
.

<…> 
This understanding of the role of reincarnations is reflected also by the statement of a SARA official after the announcement of the MMR: «The government only administrates religious affairs related to state and the public interests and will not interfere in the pure internal religious affairs» (Xinhua, 4 August 2007). Thus the selection of a new tulku is for Chinese authorities an affair related to the state which should be therefore in complete charge of it. The future will show whether after the implementation of the MMR there will be left enough space to accommodate both the interests of the local community of believers and the state authorities in order to select a consensual candidate, as was the case for instance in the selection of the 7th Gungthang Rinpoche. The MMR may also serve as another demonstration that after the disputes about the selection of the 11th Panchen Lama in 1995, the Beijing government strives to have a firm grasp over the future search for a new Dalai Lama in order to prevent possible tensions within Tibet which are, however, inevitable
. 
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� The institution of succession by reincarnation reflects the Buddhist concept of «three bodies» (Sans. trikāya) in which Buddhas manifest themselves. The third body, nirmānakāya («the transformation body») represents the material form, earthly body in which Buddhas and Bodhisattvas appear to ordinary human beings in order to liberate all sentient beings from the sufferings of samsāra [Samuel 1993: 281–283].


� In Chinese sources this system is characterized as the «union of politics and religion» (Chin. zheng jiao heyi) which is in direct contradiction with the «principle of the separation of politics and religion» (Chin. zheng jiao fenli de yuanze) which stands at the core of religious policy in the People’s Republic of China [Jiang et al. 1996: 96].


� This model of the concentration of political power in the hands of a Buddhist hierarch was later established (with some modifications) also in other part of Inner Asia were Tibetan Buddhism had spread, e. g. in Inner and Outer Mongolia – see: [Rahul 1969].


� This was the case for instance in the area around the Labrang (bla brang) monastery in northeastern Tibet where traditionally the tulku Jamyang Zhepa (‘jam dbyangs bzhad pa) independently administered the neighboring area.


� In order to diminish the role of Chinese authorities, the 14th Dalai Lama mentioned the possibility to appoint a successor during his lifetime (AFP, 20 November 2007), but his remark was immediately condemned by Chinese authorities as a violation of religious rituals and historic conventions (Reuters, 22 November 2007).





