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Prisoners of Shangri-La, The Myth of Shangri-LaE Thevery word (Bhangri-LaOhas
become an academic shorthand for the trope of Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism (or Tibet as
Buddhst paradise) as Western projection. The nameitself was coined by English
novdist James Hilton, whase Lost Horizon (1933)combined pulpy adventure with
scholarly flourishes to achieve popular success. Culturd critic Peter Bishop describes the
novd as neof themost complete enbodments of Tibet as a sacred placein the
Western imaginationO(Bishop 19). Thenowd is the story of four Westerners who are
brought viaa hijacked plane to amountin monastery high above an isolated valey village
in remote Tibet. There one of their number eventudly meets the mysteriousHigh
LamaOof Shangri-La, who turns out to bea Catholic missionary from Luxemboug, and
who adong with other inhabitants has experienced amiraculouslongevity andis now
roughly 250 years old. Themonastery has become a depository of civilization®@
treasuresN Chinese, Tibetan, but most surprisingly, Western, especidly in thelibrary:
Orheworld@ best literature was there, it seemed, as well as agreat dedl of abstruse and

curiousstuffE Volumesin English, French, German, and Russian abounddE (Hilton
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78). Inthenowd, as Dondd Lopez putsit, Qvhat makes Shangri-Lainvauableis not the
indgenousknow edge of theindgenouspeople, but that over the centuries of hislong life,
aBegian Catholic missionay had gathered dl that was goodin European cultureN first
editionsof great books, priceless works of art, musical scoresN and tha a brotherhoodof
foreignersE  protected them from theimpending world conflagrationO(Lopez 5). This
aspect of thenovd represents oneextreme, perhaps, of the Western capecity to project
on Tibet its own cultura fantasies, thereby effacingindgenousredities; or aliterary
aspect of Orientalism, as Edward Said would describe it: Ga Western style for dominating,
restructuring, and having authority over the OrientO(Said 3).

But such an understanding of thereationship between Tibean Buddhism and the
West can be taken too far. As Said himsaf putsit, Ot would be wrong to conclude that
the Orient was essentially an idea, or acreation with no corresponding redityO(5). This
isapoint that Richard King seems to pick up onin his Orientalism and Religion,
applying it specificaly to Buddhsm: Q do not accept the extreme view that modern
notions of Buddhsm are merely imaginary projections or Western fantasies that bear no
relationship to, or correspondence with, Buddhist texts or actud Buddhst practicesE
We should acknowledge theways in which Buddhists have respondel to the Orientdist
gaze and thereby contributed to Orientalist representations of @uddhsm@®(King 149)
What | will articulate in what follows are some way's in which aWestern-favoured
condruction of Buddhsm (that could be construed by purists as a distortion or
misrepresentation of lived Eastern traditiong is not purely aWestern projection but has

been shaped, encouraged, and indeed sold to the West by key Eastern figures, especidly
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theDala Lama. Lopez haslisted a number of aspects of the modernist Buddhsm which
hesays was Qunknown in TibetOprior to the diaspora of 1959but of which the famous
prindpa monk of the Gelugpaorder is now the Qeading proponentO(185) These
include Buddhism as: Qvorld religionOanaogousto Christianity; in QlialogueOwith
Christianity rather than proselytizing; ethica/nonviolent, thereby condugve to soda
reform; athastic/rationa and fully compatible with science; and having meditation asits
essentid practice.

Buddhsm as practiced in Tibet isamuch different picture. Perhaps the most
detailed anthropological study on thetopic is Geoffrey Samue® Civilized Shamans, in
which he contrasts the Qxlerical Okind of Tibetan Buddtism, which centers around
Gscholarship, philosophical analysis, and monastic disciplineO(Samuel 10) and the
GshamanicOkind, which Qvorksin terms of arelationship with an aternative mode of
redityQ(9). This aternative mode may beevoked through Tantric ritud Gor the
achievement of ultimate Enlightenment or BuddhdioodOor it may beto Gbring about
effectsE  such aslong life and health, protection from misfortune or asuitable rebirth in
ond3 next life.O The sdient point for Samud is that, while shamanic tendencies tendin
generd to befoundin Gmall-scale pre-literateOsodeties, and clerical tendencies tend to
predominate in literate, centralized, bureaucratic states, OTibet sodeties are unusud in
that the shamanic complex has a strong and autonamousrole within what is undoultedly
aliterate and sophisticated cultureO(10). What this meansis that, while a Tibetan lama
will present the purpose of Buddhst practice as the attainment of Enlightenment or

Buddhanood,thesocial function of lamasis primary as shamans Thus Qhe specific form
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tha Buddhism has taken in Tibet is boundup with this nexus between the pursuit of
Enlightenment by aminority and the desire for shamanic services by the mgjorityO(9).
Samud says that it isthe Dala Lama@® Geugpaorde tha have pushed thecdlerica point
of view thefurthest, keeping Tantric invocationin a Qélatively restricted role®(23). But
Buddhist history and practicein Tibet can be ®eadCby the Tibetans themsalves in terms
of derica Buddhism or of shamanic Buddtism.O

When bringing Tibetan Buddhism concernsto a Western audience, whichisnow a
central task of the Dalai Lamaand other representatives of the diaspora, maintaining
clericd Buddtism@ hermeneutica upper handis cruda. Thecdlericd side of Buddtism
represents its most philosophica/universa, and therefore exportable, representation. A
good example of this kind of Gelugpasynthesisisthe simply-titled Tibet, aBuddhst-
centric history co-written in English by Thubten Jigme Norbu, elder brother of the Dalai
Lama, and Colin Turnbul. Throughoutthebook Norbu (athough Turnbul islisted as
co-author heis effectively aghost-writer, telling thestory in the singular voice of the
Tibetan monk) takes pansto distance what GveQ(the Buddhsts of Tibet) bdieve and
practice from the more primitive and shamanistic religious modes, especidly those of the
B3n. QWe have exorcisms, symbolic ones,Ohe writes. (Bometimesit is donewith the
buming of an effigy representing evil. But we believe that the power of such
performancesisin ourminds and theevil tha exists, and must bedriven out, lies thereO
(131) ThustheBsn religion isrepeatedly cast in this text as onein which the shamanic
sideof religionisinappropriate overemphasized, or is out of (clericd) control. When

Norbu describes how Tantricism came from certain schools of North India, he writes,
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Or hese teachingswere close enowgh to the practices, if not the teachings of the BSnpoba
that they foundaready welcomein TibetO(147) But hefollows his tacit, low-key
acknowledgement of theimportance of Tantricism/shamanism to the people of Tibet with
animplication that it isandllary to Buddhism itself. Qn origin they were Hindurather
than Buddhist,Ohe writes (italics added), but in north India the two had become much
mixed, and they came to Tibet as oneand gave Tibetan Buddhem its particular shape
when combined with the origina B3n beliefs.O
So too, on the question of Buddhism as aworld religionin didogue with, rather
than proselytizing from, other world faiths, does Norbu wak atricky line between the
portraya of Tibet as completdy open to al other faiths and the unquestioned supremacy
of Buddhsmitself. QVedo not mind people of other religionsin Tibet,Ohe writes.
Outside Tibet everyonethinks tha we have kept our doors closed to
foreigners. That isnot so. People have come to our courtry fromall over
theworld, for many centuries, and foundwelcomethere. Eight hunded
years ago we received a Muslim delegationin Lhasa, and there has been
oneever since. They have thar mosgueand worship as they choase,
following thar faith in peace. So we have had Hindus and Christiansfor
hundedsof years. Thewaysall look different, but we bdieve thegods to
bethesame. (27)
Later in the same chapter, Norbu picks up thediversity theme againN Qe have
many different kindsof peoplein Tibet,Ohe writes (45). But now, Christianity and Islam

have dropped out of the picture, and the variousdivisions and ethnicitiesN CM ongolian
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customs,O0nany thingstha are Chinese, OGG0ds in common with the Gods of the
Hindus,O0nany sects,OGven those who still practice theancient religion of the BESnON
arefolded into nepeople, a people who love our country, and who bdieve tha no
matter what disaster strikes we will be saved in theend by our protector, Chenresig
[Avadokiteshvarg. All we haveto doistry andfollow theway of life taught by the
BuddhaO

But the Buddhst way of life, as alived Tibetan cultural experience, and the
Buddhst way of life, repackaged by the Dda Lamaand others as a exportable Tibetan
cultura 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 Buddhsm
is QHelp othersif you can; if not, at least refrain from harming othersO(Daa Lama 166)
which leads Dondd Lopez to comment that Qunde such aformulaany physician who
has taken the Hippocratic Oath would be a BuddhistO(Lopez 186). Further, the centra
religious practice of this modernist Buddhsm is not, as for thetypical/historica Tibetan,
theritud propitiation of deities, but rather meditation, Qvhich is to be practiced by
monksand laity alike, leading to salubrious psychologica effectsO(Lopez 186). Here, it
seems to me, thegroundhas been laid by such previousdevel opments as Daisetz
Suzuki@ representation of Zen which Qprovided a (portableCand exportable version of
[an] indigenousAsian [tradition] in terms of a non-specific reigiogty that explicitly
eschewed inditutiond conrections, ritudized forms and traditiond religious affiliationgO
and thus became ore of the Oded Asian exports to the disaffected but spiritudly inclined

Westerner searching for an exotic aternative to ingtitutiond Christianity in therdigions of
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(he Mystic East@(King 156). Theexiled Tibetan community andits spiritud leader
have been highly responsive to those Western quests. One of the best examples of thisis
thereatively recent appearance of Tibetan environmenta awareness. Ol here are no
referencesto it in exile publcationsprior to 1985E Since then the depiction of Tibet asa
sodety tha was dso environmentally enlightened has become a standard component of
Tibetan independence literatureO(Lopez 199).

What seems to happen over and over, as King says, is Qhefailure of the West to
recognize its own reflectionin themirror being held out to it.O But every oncein awhile,
wein the West can catch a (orief glimpseOof what lies behind that mirror, including what
transpires as the Daa Lamaexercises hisrole as spiritud leader of the Tibetan Buddhst
commurityN or so Lopez says as heintroduces his accountof the Gshugden affairO(188).
In 1976,the Dalai Lama Qliscouraged the propitiation of [the Tibetan protector dety
Gyalchen] Shugden, saying that he persondly disapproved of the practice and would
prefer tha those who were assodated with him, either as his disciples or as members of
his government, not publicly worship ShugdenO(190). This renurciation let to much
controversy anongs the Gelugpaorder, of which Shugden had been achief protector for
centuriesN with some going Go far asto claim that the Daa Lamawas not the true Dalai
LamaO(191)N but did not cause many ripplesin theWest. AsLopez putsit, Orhe
Tibetan Buddhsm practiced by Western adherents was generdly of the Buddhst
modernist variety, with an emphasis on meditation, on emptiness and on compassion, and
did not includeritud offeringsof fire from alamp made of human fat with a wick made of

human hairO(191). But in 1996the Dalai Lamatook his opposition further and Qefused
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to give tantric empowerments to devotees of Shugden.OHis administration asked
propitiators of Shugden not to receive his teachings, and QM onks of the six mgor
[Gelugpd monasteries in the refugee community were asked to sign a statement
supporting aban on @ubousdeties®(192). Thisled to a Kadampacommurity that had
been established in EnglandN  headed by a devotee of ShugdenN actudly picketing againgt
the Dalai Lamaduring his 1996British visit, Gaccusing him of intoleranceO(193) The
British press, especidly thetraditiondly progressive/left-leaning Guardian, flew to the
ddense of the Dda Lama, portraying the protesting group as acult out to smear the
rationdlist reputation of Tibetan Buddtism, Gasif in testimony to the Dala Lama@
success in representing his religion as a variation on Buddtist modenismO(195) Inan
oddand sad postscript to this affair, several months later GesheLosang Gyatso, a 70-
year-old schdar, monk, and longtime defender of the Daai Lama@ anti-Shugden position,
Quwas stabbed to death dorg with two his students, apparently by Tibetan supporters of
ShugdenO(196).

As Onany intheWestE set about mapping thelast unknown and previoudy
ignored or rejected landscapes of the earth,Owrites Peter Bishop, Orhe symbolic power
which had previoudy been spread throughout Tibet became focused and concentrated
into thecity of Lhasa, and thence on to the Potalapaace. This process of imaginative
concentration eventudly led to theisolated personage of the Daa Lama becoming the
embodment not only of al Tibet® paradaxicad mysteries and forces but of those of the
wider worldO(Bishop 243). Theland of Tibet itself, according to Bishop, became

simultaneoudy demythologized by exploration, mapping, and other pragmatic activities,
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while made smultaneoudy more vague in the Western imagination as a spiritud utopia.
(Hilton® image of Shangri-Lawas a fitting conclusion to this dud process of symbolic
concentration and geographical abstractionQ(243. That image has since evolved into a
highly idedlized traditiond Tibet, onefrom which the Tibetan diaspora has been gected
into time and history, Qvhere timeis coming to an end, and with it, ther wisdomO(Lopez
8). If theDda Lamahas re-shaped and re-deployed thaose mythologies, making them a
skillful meansto a better future for a people who died by the hundeeds of thousands due
to China@ intervention and policies, for that he can hardly becriticized. But what if
Dondd Lopez is right, and Qhe continued idedlization of TibeN its history and
religionN may ultimately harm the cause of Tibetan independenceO(11)? In Lost
Horizon, the protagonist Conway remainsunde thespell of Shangri-La until chalenged
by the yourg Mallinson: QAfter al man, you®e acritical sort of personE | redly can®
see why you should jump at everything just because you@ein Tibet!O(Hilton 171). Itis
then that Conway knows that hemust leave his Western dream of an Eastern utopia

Ot came to him that a dream had dissolved, like dl too lovely things at thefirst
touch of redityE Hewas only partly unhapy, but hewasinfinitely and rather sadly
perplexedE Clenched for action, he faced Mallinson with a suddenly new aertness.O

(173)
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