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Prisoners of Shangri-La, The Myth of Shangri-LaÉ The very word ÒShangri-LaÓ has 

become an academic shorthand for the trope of Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism (or Tibet as 

Buddhist paradise) as Western projection.  The name itself was coined by English 

novelist James Hilton, whose Lost Horizon (1933) combined pulpy adventure with 

scholarly flourishes to achieve popular success. Cultural critic Peter Bishop describes the 

novel as  Òone of the most complete embodiments of Tibet as a sacred place in the 

Western imaginationÓ (Bishop 19). The novel is the story of four Westerners who are 

brought via a hijacked plane to a mountain monastery high above an isolated valley village 

in remote Tibet.   There one of their number eventually meets the mysterious ÒHigh 

LamaÓ of Shangri-La, who turns out to be a Catholic missionary from Luxembourg, and 

who along with other inhabitants has experienced a miraculous longevity and is now 

roughly 250 years old.  The monastery has become a depository of civilizationÕs 

treasuresÑ Chinese, Tibetan, but most surprisingly, Western, especially in the library: 

ÒThe worldÕs best literature was there, it seemed, as well as a great deal of abstruse and 

curious stuffÉ Volumes in English, French, German, and Russian aboundedÉ Ó(Hilton 
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78).  In the novel, as Donald Lopez puts it, Òwhat makes Shangri-La invaluable is not the 

indigenous knowledge of the indigenous people, but that over the centuries of his long life, 

a Belgian Catholic missionary had gathered all that was good in European cultureÑ first 

editions of great books, priceless works of art, musical scoresÑ and that a brotherhood of 

foreignersÉ protected them from the impending world conflagrationÓ (Lopez 5). This 

aspect of the novel represents one extreme, perhaps, of the Western capacity to project 

on Tibet its own cultural fantasies, thereby effacing indigenous realities; or a literary 

aspect of Orientalism, as Edward Said would describe it: Òa Western style for dominating, 

restructuring, and having authority over the OrientÓ (Said 3). 

 But such an understanding of the relationship between Tibetan Buddhism and the 

West can be taken too far.  As Said himself puts it, ÒIt would be wrong to conclude that 

the Orient was essentially an idea, or a creation with no corresponding realityÓ (5).  This 

is a point that Richard King seems to pick up on in his Orientalism and Religion, 

applying it specifically to Buddhism: ÒI do not accept the extreme view that modern 

notions of Buddhism are merely imaginary projections or Western fantasies that bear no 

relationship to, or correspondence with, Buddhist texts or actual Buddhist practicesÉ 

We should acknowledge the ways in which Buddhists have responded to the Orientalist 

gaze and thereby contributed to Orientalist representations of ÔBuddhismÕÓ (King 149).  

What I will articulate in what follows are some ways in which a Western-favoured 

construction of Buddhism (that could be construed by purists as a distortion or 

misrepresentation of lived Eastern traditions) is not purely a Western projection but has 

been shaped, encouraged, and indeed sold to the West by key Eastern figures, especially 
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the Dalai Lama.  Lopez has listed a number of aspects of the modernist Buddhism which 

he says was Òunknown in TibetÓ prior to the diaspora of 1959 but of which the famous 

principal monk of the Gelugpa order is now the Òleading proponentÓ (185).  These 

include Buddhism as: Òworld religionÓ analogous to Christianity; in ÒdialogueÓ with 

Christianity rather than proselytizing; ethical/non-violent, thereby conducive to social 

reform; atheistic/rational and fully compatible with science; and having meditation as its 

essential practice. 

 Buddhism as practiced in Tibet is a much different picture.  Perhaps the most 

detailed anthropological study on the topic is Geoffrey SamuelÕs Civilized Shamans, in 

which he contrasts the ÒclericalÓ kind of Tibetan Buddhism, which centers around 

Òscholarship, philosophical analysis, and monastic disciplineÓ (Samuel 10) and the 

ÒshamanicÓ kind, which Òworks in terms of a relationship with an alternative mode of 

realityÓ (9).   This alternative mode may be evoked through Tantric ritual Òfor the 

achievement of ultimate Enlightenment or Buddhahood,Ó or it may be to Òbring about 

effectsÉ such as long life and health, protection from misfortune, or a suitable rebirth in 

oneÕs next life.Ó  The salient point for Samuel is that, while shamanic tendencies tend in 

general to be found in Òsmall-scale pre-literateÓ societies, and clerical tendencies tend to 

predominate in literate, centralized, bureaucratic states, ÒTibet societies are unusual in 

that the shamanic complex has a strong and autonomous role within what is undoubtedly 

a literate and sophisticated cultureÓ (10).  What this means is that, while a Tibetan lama 

will present the purpose of Buddhist practice as the attainment of Enlightenment or 

Buddhahood, the social function of lamas is primary as shamans.  Thus Òthe specific form 
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that Buddhism has taken in Tibet is bound up with this nexus between the pursuit of 

Enlightenment by a minority and the desire for shamanic services by the majorityÓ (9).  

Samuel says that it is the Dalai LamaÕs Gelugpa order that have pushed the clerical point 

of view the furthest, keeping Tantric invocation in a Òrelatively restricted roleÓ (23). But 

ÒBuddhist history and practice in Tibet can be ÔreadÕ by the Tibetans themselves in terms 

of clerical Buddhism or of shamanic Buddhism.Ó 

 When bringing Tibetan Buddhism concerns to a Western audience, which is now a 

central task of the Dalai Lama and other representatives of the diaspora, maintaining 

clerical BuddhismÕs hermeneutical upper hand is crucial.  The clerical side of Buddhism 

represents its most philosophical/universal, and therefore exportable, representation.  A 

good example of this kind of Gelugpa synthesis is the simply-titled Tibet, a Buddhist-

centric history co-written in English by Thubten Jigme Norbu, elder brother of the Dalai 

Lama, and Colin Turnbull.  Throughout the book, Norbu (although Turnbull is listed as 

co-author he is effectively a ghost-writer, telling the story in the singular voice of the 

Tibetan monk) takes pains to distance what ÒweÓ (the Buddhists of Tibet) believe and 

practice from the more primitive and shamanistic religious modes, especially those of the 

Bšn.  ÒWe have exorcisms, symbolic ones,Ó he writes.  ÒSometimes it is done with the 

burning of an effigy representing evil.  But we believe that the power of such 

performances is in our minds, and the evil that exists, and must be driven out, lies thereÓ 

(131).  Thus the Bšn religion is repeatedly cast in this text as one in which the shamanic 

side of religion is inappropriate overemphasized, or is out of (clerical) control. When 

Norbu describes how Tantricism came from certain schools of North India, he writes, 



 Covey 5 

ÒThese teachings were close enough to the practices, if not the teachings, of the Bšnpoba, 

that they found a ready welcome in TibetÓ (147).  But he follows his tacit, low-key 

acknowledgement of the importance of Tantricism/shamanism to the people of Tibet with 

an implication that it is ancillary to Buddhism itself.  ÒIn origin they were Hindu rather 

than Buddhist,Ó he writes (italics added), Òbut in north India the two had become much 

mixed, and they came to Tibet as one and gave Tibetan Buddhism its particular shape 

when combined with the original Bšn beliefs.Ó 

 So too, on the question of Buddhism as a world religion in dialogue with, rather 

than proselytizing from, other world faiths, does Norbu walk a tricky line between the 

portrayal of Tibet as completely open to all other faiths and the unquestioned supremacy 

of Buddhism itself.  ÒWe do not mind people of other religions in Tibet,Ó he writes.   

Outside Tibet everyone thinks that we have kept our doors closed to 

foreigners.  That is not so.  People have come to our country from all over 

the world, for many centuries, and found welcome there.  Eight hundred 

years ago we received a Muslim delegation in Lhasa, and there has been 

one ever since.  They have their mosque and worship as they choose, 

following their faith in peace.  So we have had Hindus and Christians for 

hundreds of years.  The ways all look different, but we believe the goals to 

be the same.  (27) 

 Later in the same chapter, Norbu picks up the diversity theme againÑ ÒWe have 

many different kinds of people in Tibet,Ó he writes (45).  But now, Christianity and Islam 

have dropped out of the picture, and the various divisions and ethnicitiesÑ ÒMongolian 
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customs,Ó Òmany things that are Chinese,Ó ÒGods in common with the Gods of the 

Hindus,Ó Òmany sects,Ó Òeven those who still practice the ancient religion of the BšnÓÑ

are folded into Òone people, a people who love our country, and who believe that no 

matter what disaster strikes we will be saved in the end by our protector, Chenresig 

[Avalokiteshvara].  All we have to do is try and follow the way of life taught by the 

Buddha.Ó 

But the Buddhist way of life, as a lived Tibetan cultural experience, and the 

Buddhist way of life, repackaged by the Dalai Lama and others as a exportable Tibetan 

cultural good, are necessarily two very different things.  In The Good Heart: A Buddhist 

Perspective on the Teachings of Jesus, His Holiness writes that the essence of Buddhism 

is ÒHelp others if you can; if not, at least refrain from harming othersÓ (Dalai Lama 166) 

which leads Donald Lopez to comment that Òunder such a formula any physician who 

has taken the Hippocratic Oath would be a BuddhistÓ (Lopez 186).  Further, the central 

religious practice of this modernist Buddhism is not, as for the typical/historical Tibetan, 

the ritual propitiation of deities, but rather meditation, Òwhich is to be practiced by 

monks and laity alike, leading to salubrious psychological effectsÓ (Lopez 186).  Here, it 

seems to me, the ground has been laid by such previous developments as Daisetz 

SuzukiÕs representation of Zen which Òprovided a ÔportableÕ and exportable version of 

[an] indigenous Asian [tradition] in terms of a non-specific religiosity that explicitly 

eschewed institutional connections, ritualized forms and traditional religious affiliationsÓ 

and thus became one of the Òideal Asian exports to the disaffected but spiritually inclined 

Westerner searching for an exotic alternative to institutional Christianity in the religions of 
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Ôthe Mystic EastÕÓ (King 156).  The exiled Tibetan community and its spiritual leader 

have been highly responsive to those Western quests. One of the best examples of this is 

the relatively recent appearance of Tibetan environmental awareness. ÒThere are no 

references to it in exile publications prior to 1985É Since then the depiction of Tibet as a 

society that was also environmentally enlightened has become a standard component of 

Tibetan independence literatureÓ (Lopez 199). 

What seems to happen over and over, as King says, is Òthe failure of the West to 

recognize its own reflection in the mirror being held out to it.Ó  But every once in a while, 

we in the West can catch a Òbrief glimpseÓ of what lies behind that mirror, including what 

transpires as the Dalai Lama exercises his role as spiritual leader of the Tibetan Buddhist 

communityÑ or so Lopez says as he introduces his account of the ÒShugden affairÓ (188).  

In 1976, the Dalai Lama Òdiscouraged the propi tiation of [the Tibetan protector deity 

Gyalchen] Shugden, saying that he personally disapproved of the practice and would 

prefer that those who were associated with him, either as his disciples or as members of 

his government, not publicly worship ShugdenÓ (190).  This renunciation let to much 

controversy amongst the Gelugpa order, of which Shugden had been a chief protector for 

centuriesÑ with some going Òso far as to claim that the Dalai Lama was not the true Dalai 

LamaÓ (191)Ñ but did not cause many ripples in the West.  As Lopez puts it, ÒThe 

Tibetan Buddhism practiced by Western adherents was generally of the Buddhist 

modernist variety, with an emphasis on meditation, on emptiness and on compassion, and 

did not include ritual offerings of fire from a lamp made of human fat with a wick made of 

human hairÓ (191).  But in 1996 the Dalai Lama took his opposi tion further and Òrefused 
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to give tantric empowerments to devotees of Shugden.Ó His administration asked 

propitiators of Shugden not to receive his teachings, and ÒMonks of the six major 

[Gelugpa] monasteries in the refugee community were asked to sign a statement 

supporting a ban on Ôdubious deitiesÕÓ (192).  This led to a Kadampa community that had 

been established in EnglandÑ  headed by a devotee of ShugdenÑ actually picketing against 

the Dalai Lama during his 1996 British visit, Òaccusing him of intoleranceÓ (193).  The 

British press, especially the traditionally progressive/left-leaning Guardian, flew to the 

defense of the Dalai Lama, portraying the protesting group as a cult out to smear the 

rationalist reputation of Tibetan Buddhism, Òas if in testimony to the Dalai LamaÕs 

success in representing his religion as a variation on Buddhist modernismÓ (195).  In an 

odd and sad postscript to this affair, several months later Geshe Losang Gyatso, a 70-

year-old scholar, monk, and longtime defender of the Dalai LamaÕs anti-Shugden position, 

Òwas stabbed to death along with two his students, apparently by Tibetan supporters of 

ShugdenÓ (196). 

 As Òmany in the WestÉ set about mapping the last unknown and previously 

ignored or rejected landscapes of the earth,Ó writes Peter Bishop, ÒThe symbolic power 

which had previously been spread throughout Tibet became focused and concentrated 

into the city of Lhasa, and thence on to the Potala palace. This process of imaginative 

concentration eventually led to the isolated personage of the Dalai Lama becoming the 

embodiment not only of all TibetÕs paradoxical mysteries and forces but of those of the 

wider worldÓ (Bishop 243).  The land of Tibet itself, according to Bishop, became 

simultaneously demythologized by exploration, mapping, and other pragmatic activities, 
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while made simultaneously more vague in the Western imagination as a spiritual utopia.  

ÒHiltonÕs image of Shangri-La was a fitting conclusion to this dual process of symbolic 

concentration and geographical abstractionÓ (243).  That image has since evolved into a 

highly idealized traditional Tibet, one from which the Tibetan diaspora has been ejected 

into time and history, Òwhere time is coming to an end, and with it, their wisdomÓ (Lopez 

8).  If the Dalai Lama has re-shaped and re-deployed those mythologies, making them a 

skillful means to a better future for a people who died by the hundreds of thousands due 

to ChinaÕs intervention and policies, for that he can hardly be criticized.  But what if 

Donald Lopez is right, and Òthe continued idealization of TibetÑ its history and 

religionÑ may ultimately harm the cause of Tibetan independenceÓ (11)?  In Lost 

Horizon, the protagonist Conway remains under the spell of Shangri-La until challenged 

by the young Mallinson:  ÒAfter all man, youÕre a critical sort of personÉ I really canÕt 

see why you should jump at everything just because youÕre in Tibet!Ó (Hilton 171).  It is 

then that Conway knows that he must leave his Western dream of an Eastern utopia.   

 ÒIt came to him that a dream had dissolved, like all too lovely things, at the first 

touch of realityÉ  He was only partly unhappy, but he was infinitely and rather sadly 

perplexedÉ  Clenched for action, he faced Mallinson with a suddenly new alertness.Ó 

(173) 
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