
The World’s Youngest Political Prisoner 
 

By Jonathan Garfunkel 
 
 
This is a story about Gedhun Choekyi Nyima (Ge-duun Cho-kee Nee-ma), born in Tibet on April 25, 
1989, who at the age of six became the world’s youngest political prisoner, and has not been seen nor 
heard from by the since.  A political prisoner is someone imprisoned for his or her political beliefs. 
Gedhun Choekyi Nyima was not been imprisoned for anything he had done, but because of who 
people believe him to be.  This story is not only about the human rights of this one Tibetan.   The case 
of Gedhun Choekyi Nyima is about the future leadership and survival of his religion, Tibetan 
Buddhism.  It is also about the larger conflict between two countries, Tibet and China, which have 
been immersed in a tragic struggle since China occupied Tibet in 1950. 
 
Gedhun Choekyi Nyima, the son of horse-herders, grew up in Nagchu (Na-chew), in Central Tibet.  In 
May 1995, when was six years old, he was recognized as the 11th Panchen Lama, the second holiest 
religious figure in Tibet.  A lama is a religious leader and teacher of Tibetan Buddhism. The process of 
selecting a Tibetan lama is an tradition unique to Tibet, an ancient civilization which has thrived on the 
roof of the world for over 2000 years.   
 
Buddhism was founded in India during the 6th century BCE, and during the next thousand years 
spread throughout Asia, arriving in Tibet in the 7th century CE.  It is a religion grounded in values of 
compassion, mindfulness and non-violence.  Buddhism transformed Tibet from a warrior to wisdom 
society, and has played an inseparable role in all functions of Tibetan culture.  Ninety-nine percent of 
Tibetans are Buddhists. 
 
The Recognition of a Tibetan Lama 
The Panchen Lama, like most Tibetan lamas, is considered a tulku (tool-ku), an ancient tradition of 
special religious leaders and teachers that is unique to Tibet.  Tulkus live on in Tibetan society 
through reincarnation, the belief that when these lamas die they will reappear through rebirth in the 
body of a newborn who will eventually be recognized as the incarnation of the previous lama.   
 
The process of recognizing a tulku starts sometime after the previous lama has died and can take a 
number of years.  In the case of the highest lamas, like the Dalai and Panchen Lama, the process 
involves messages left by the previous incarnation, consultation with Buddhist oracles, seeking 
visions at a sacred lake, and astrological signs.  It also involves a search party led by a leading monk 
who was close to the previous lama, seeking signs from potential candidates such as similar physical 
markings, verbal expressions connecting himself to the lama, and eventually conducting a series of 
interviews with possible candidates.   The young boys are shown objects belonging to the 
predecessor, such as prayer beads, tea cups, and eye glasses, along with a number of similar 
objects.  The child who correctly selects the items which belonged to the previous lama is  
acknowledged as the true incarnation.   In the case of the Panchen Lama, the process has been 
finalized, in certain circumstances, by the selection of his name from a special urn.       
 
The Panchen Lamas 
The institution of the Panchen Lama, which means Great Scholar, was started by the Fifth Dalai in the 
17th century.   The unique relationship between these two Tibetan Buddhist leaders was established 
as one of mutual support and recognition.  Each lama in their lifetime would be involved in the search 
and selection of the other’s reincarnation.   Each lama would also be the student, and, later in life, the 
teacher of the other. The Dalai Lama resided in Tibet’s capital, Lhasa.  The Panchen Lama’s home 
was at Tashi Lhunpo Monastery, in Shigatse, Tibet’s second largest city. 
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After the failed Tibetan uprising against Chinese rule in 1959, The 10th Panchen Lama chose to 
remain in his homeland rather than follow the Fourteenth Dalai Lama into exile.   For the next 30 
years, he would be the most senior Buddhist monk in Tibet.  Early on,  the Panchen Lama felt that 
Chinese communism might bring positive change to Tibet.  Even though like many Tibetan leaders 
who stayed in Tibet,  he was imprisoned during the 1960’s and 70’s .  But during the last years of his 
life he was an outspoken critic of Chinese government policies in Tibet.  In one of his last public 
speeches, he stated that Chinese rule in Tibet had done more harm than good.   The 10th Panchen 
Lama died in 1989, at the age of 50 in what some Tibetan’s claim was a mysterious and sudden 
death. 
 
The 11th Panchen Lama is Chosen 
The search for the 11th Panchen Lama began after the death of the 10th Panchen Lama in 1989.   
The Abbot of Tashi Lhunpo (Ta-shee Lun-po) Monastery in Southern Tibet, home to the Panchen 
Lamas, led the search for the 11th incarnation.   After six years, the search party had narrowed the 
field potential candidates from twenty-eight to three.  Gedhun Choekyi Nyima, who was born three 
months after the death of the 10th Panchen Lama, was of the three candidates.   He is told to have 
similar physical markings to that of the 10th Panchen Lama.   It is also told that his first spoken words 
were “I am the Panchen,” and when he met the search party he greeted a monk as a familiar friend, 
who was an old friend of the 10th Panchen Lama.   
 
Based on a 400 year old tradition, the final candidates were presented to the 14th Dalai Lama, Tibet’s 
religious and political leader, who finalizes the selection process. For the last forty years, the Dalai 
Lama has lived in exile in northern India, due to  the Chinese occupation of his country.  On May 14, 
1995, the Dalai Lama declared six years old Gedhun Choekyi Nyima as the authentic 11th Panchen 
Lama. 
 
A Rival Panchen Lama 
When the Chinese government became aware of the Dalai Lama’s involvement in the selection of the 
Panchen Lama, they immediately stated the appointment as “fake” and “invalid”.  Claiming that as the 
ruling government, they have final approval over all religious affairs in Tibet (China), not the Dalai 
Lama in India.  The Chinese declared the original selection process null and void. Gedhun Choekyi 
Nyima and his family were taken from their home and detained by Chinese authorities. 
 
Soon after, the Chinese Government convened another group of Tibetan lamas in Beijing, forcing 
them to start a new search process for the 11th Panchen Lama.   Six months after the Dalai Lama’s 
selection of Gedhun Choekyi Nyima, the Chinese government announced their choice for the 11th 
Panchen Lama.  His name is Gyalsten Norbu (Gee-yal-tsen Nor-bu), then six year old, a Tibetan boy, 
also from central Tibet, who parents are said to be local government officials.  In December 1995, 
Gyalsten Norbu was publicly enthroned in a ceremony hosted by the Chinese government as the their 
version of the 11th Panchen Lama.    
 
Gedhun Choekyi Nyima and his parents are being held by the People’s Republic of China,  believed 
to be somewhere under house arrest in the capital of Beijing.   Since his abduction in May 1995, no 
one outside of the Chinese government has been able to see or talk to him or his family.  Over 60 
Tibetans involved in the search and selection of Gedhun Choekyi Nyima were arrested by Chinese 
authorities.  In May 1997, two years after Gedhun Choekyi Nyima was dethroned and detained, 
Chadrel Rinpoche (Cha-drel Rin-po-chay), The Abbot of Tashi Lhunpo Monastery and head of the 
search party, was sentenced by a Chinese court to six years in prison for “conspiring to split the 
country.”  He was also sentenced for “leaking state secrets,” presumably a charge for consulting the 
Dalai Lama in the selection process. 
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Gyalsten Norbu, touted by the Chinese government as the 11th Panchen Lama, does not live at Tashi 
Lhunpo Monastery.  He is being educated in Beijing and rarely visits Tibet.  Most Tibetans believe 
Gedhun Choekyi Nyima to be the authentic Panchen Lama, referring his rival as “China’s Panchen 
Lama.” 
 
These two Tibetan boys, now ten years old, one enthroned and one imprisoned, are innocent victims 
in a religious and political struggle over the future of Tibet. 
 
ChinaÕs Control over Tibet 
China’s claim to final approval of the 11th Panchen Lama is based historical events during the 18th 
century, when the Manchu Chinese emperor, during a political struggle with the government of Tibet, 
was given a role in the selection of the Panchen Lama of that time.  Since that period, the Panchen 
Lamas have maintained closer religious ties with China, but their ultimate selection has always been 
conducted and ordained by the Dalai Lama, who have been the religious and political leaders of Tibet 
since the 1600’s.   1n 1912,  the 13th Dalai Lama and his Tibetan government forced the Chinese out 
of Tibet, and reclaimed their status as an independent nation. 
 
When the communists took over China in 1949, they invaded their western neighbor, claiming Tibet 
was part of China.   After a failed Tibetan uprising against Chinese occupation in 1959, the 14th Dalai 
Lama, fearing for his life, fled to India.  Over 150,000 Tibetan refugees have followed their leader into 
exile.  The People’s Republic of China has used brutal force to combat Tibetan resistance to their 
rule.  The Dalai Lama’s Tibetan Government-in-Exile estimates that 1.2 million Tibetans have died as 
a result of Chinese occupation.  Over 6000 Tibetan monasteries were destroyed.  Chinese control 
over Tibet has led to tight restrictions on Tibetan all aspects of Tibetan life, including religion.  
 
The Dalai Lama and his Tibetan Government-in-Exile have been tirelessly working to regain their 
nation.  In 1989, The Dalai Lama was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his non-violent efforts to 
resolve Tibet’s conflict with China.  The Chinese government has refused his efforts to negotiate a 
peaceful settlement over Tibet. 
 
Religious Persecution in Tibet 
Starting in 1949, Chinese communist leaders have restricted, and sometimes banned, religious 
activity in their country.  They have tried to do the same with Buddhism in Tibet. Communism is an 
ideology without religious beliefs. It was Mao Tse Tung, father of  China’s Communist movement who 
led the invasion of Tibet.  He once told to the Dalai Lama that “religion is poison,” and a corrupting 
influence on society.  As a result of the early Chinese occupation of Tibet, all but a handful of the 6000 
monasteries were destroyed, monks and nuns suffered severe religious persecution, and there was a 
systematic to abolish religion in Tibet.    
 
It is only since the 1980’s that China has tolerated more religious freedom in Tibet.  Though, as a 
result of China’s policies in Tibet, religious and cultural identity continues to be severely threatened.  
The Chinese government strictly controls Buddhist practice in Tibetan monasteries and nunneries.  
(Other religious practice in China, including Christianity and Islam, is also tightly controlled.) Recently, 
there has been a systematic effort to ban devotion to the Dalai Lama, who Tibetans worship as the 
Buddha of Compassion, and forcing Tibetans to accept  China’s choice of the new Panchen Lama.  
Hundreds of Tibetan monks and nuns have been arrested for resisting a new Chinese Patriotic 
Education Campaign.  Religious repression has led to thousands of devout Tibetans to escape Tibet 
to India and the Dalai Lama where they can freely follow their religious beliefs. 
 
In today’s conflict over political control of Tibet, geography is a factor in this process of selecting 
important Tibetan Lamas.  While no one could predict what views the next Panchen Lama might hold, 
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being born in China’s Tibet could mean he would be more considerate to the politics of the ruling 
Chinese government, especially if his parents held these same feelings.   If the Panchen was born 
and recognized in the Tibetan Diaspora being born, his sentiments could be towards supporting The 
Dalai Lama’s Tibetan Government-in-Exile and independence from China.  These scenarios also 
apply to the 15th Dalai Lama.  However, under the current conflict with China, the 14th Dalai Lama 
has stated that he does wish to have a successor. Where is Gedhun Choekyi Nyima? 
There is only one picture of Gedhun Choekyi Nyima, which has been circulated around the world by 
those seeking his release from Chinese imprisonment.  In Tibet, his photograph, along with those of 
the 14th Dalai Lama, have been officially banned.  For the first year of Gedhun Choekyi Nyima’s 
detention, Chinese authorities claimed not to know of his whereabouts.  In 1996, they publicly stated 
he and his family were being kept in seclusion in Beijing for their own protection.  In a 1997 interview, 
a senior Chinese official stated that Gedhun Choekyi Nyima “has been placed under government 
protection to guard against the Dalai Lama sending teams into China to seek him out.”   
 
The United Nations, many foreign governments, and human rights organizations have spoken to the 
Chinese government on Gedhun Choekyi Nyima’s behalf, asking for his release.  Chinese officials 
have refused all requests by foreign leaders to meet with Gedhun Choekyi Nyima and his family 
during diplomatic visits to China.   This includes visits, most recently, from Mary Robinson, the United 
Nations Human Rights Commissioner, and Edward Koh, United State’s Assistant Secretary of State.  
In January 1999, when US State Department officials visited China, Chinese officials told Mr. Koh that 
the boy is fine, and that a meeting with Gedhun Choekyi Nyima was not possible because “the family 
does not wish to be disturbed.”  At the same time, Chinese authorities stress that  outside pressure 
about human rights issues, such as the case of the Panchen Lama,  is interference in the internal 
affairs of the People’s Republic of China. 
 
The WorldÕs Youngest Political Prisoner 
The saddest part of this story concerns the human rights of Gedhun Choekyi Nyima, who for the last 
four year of his life has been imprisoned in an unknown location.   Who is protecting his rights as a 
child?  He was detained by the Chinese government who claim to be holding him for his own 
protection, yet, since 1995, they have refused to publicly demonstrate that he is safe or even alive.  
Gedhun Choekyi Nyima has no legal representation within China, the country where he is being held.  
The only voice that can currently speak for his well being is the same government that is detaining. 
 
And what about the rights of Chadrel Rinpoche, and may others, who have been sentenced by 
Chinese courts to prison terms for their role in the religious process of identifying the reincarnation of 
a Tibetan Buddhist monk.  Is this freedom of religion? Is the selection of the Panchen Lama, the 
second holiest figure to Tibetan Buddhists, a “state secret” as the Chinese authorities claim?  Was the 
fact that Gedhun Choekyi Nyima’s selection was approved by Dalai Lama an attempt to “split” Tibet 
from China? 
 
The situation of the Panchen Lama is not only about the future of Tibet Buddhism, but the future of 
Tibet.  Tibetans Buddhist leaders, including the Dalai Lama, say that identifying a reincarnation is a 
religious, not political matter. Critics question why an officially atheist (non-religious) government 
choose to take control of a an exclusively religious process?   This situation would be similar to 
President Clinton being in charge of the process of selecting the next Pope, the Roman Catholic 
leader.  Tibetan leaders in exile feel China is trying to use the leadership of the 11th Panchen Lama to 
replace that of the Dalai Lama, who most Tibetans, in and out of Tibet, view as their chief religious 
and political leader.  Why would the Chinese government feel so threatened by the Dalai Lama’s 
involvement in what has been a Tibetan Buddhist tradition for centuries?  The Chinese government 
has accused the Dalai Lama of leading an effort to “split Tibet from the Chinese Motherland.” That is 
why, critics say, the Chinese government wanted final approval over this selection of the Panchen 
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Lama.  If they can control the selection and grooming of this Tibetan Buddhist leader, they might be 
able to do the same with the next Dalai Lama.  This might give China greater control over a Tibetan 
population that has overwhelming resisted their rule in Tibet.   
 
Gedhun Choekyi Nyima and his family have been imprisoned because of what people believe him to 
be, not because of what he himself has done.   
 

• How could a young boy be perceived to be such a threat to the Chinese government?  
 

• Why do they need to keep this Tibetan boy in hiding?   
 

• Who is Gedhun Choekyi Nyima being protected from?   
 

• Why will the Chinese government not let those who care about his well being and protecting 
his human rights see him or his family?  

 
• What will be his future? 

 
It seems, that whether or not Gedhun Choekyi Nyima is able to fulfill his role as the 11th Panchen 
Lama, he is destined to have a great influence over his followers, his lineage of Tibetan Buddhism, 
and the future of Tibet. 
 
 
 
 
 
[Note: This story was initially written for FACES magazine in October 1999] 
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion 
 
What do you think about this situation?  
 
 
 
 
Who is rightful Panchen Lama? 
 
 
 
 
What about the future of Gedhun Choekyi Nyima? 
 
 
 
 
Should people be imprisoned for their religious beliefs? 
 
 
 
 
Read the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights and see what it states about 
freedom of religion. 
 
 
 
 
What about children’s rights?  Read the United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the Child and 
see what it states about the situation of the Panchen Lama. 
 
 
 
 
What can you do to help Gedhun Choekyi Nyima?   
 
 
 
 
What you can do to help the Tibetan situation? 
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Learn More about The Panchen Lama, Tibet, and What You Can Do To Help: 
 
Tibetan Government in Exile's Official Website: http://www.tibet.com/PL/index.html 
 
 
The Chinese Embassy (Washington DC): www.china-embassy.org/ 
 
 
The International Campaign for Tibet (Washington, DC): 
http://www.savetibet.org/campaigns/pl/index.php 
 
 
Panchen Lama Website (Sponsored by the Canada Tibet Committee): www.tibet.ca/panchenlama 
 
 
The Search for the Panchen Lama, by Elizabeth Hilton, WW Norton & Company, New York, 1999 
 
 
The Boys Who Would Be Lama, by Elizabeth Hilton, Independent (London), April 21, 1996 
 
 
The Lives of the Panchen Lamas, Lungta, Vol. 10, Winter 1999, Published by the Amne Machin 
Institute, Dharamsala, India (available through Snow Lion , (800) 950-0313 
 
 
Sun Without a Moon, by Alex Shoumatoff, Vanity Fair, No. 432, August 1996 
 
 
One Boy’s Arrest Shows a Broad Repression in Tibet, by Seth Faison, The New York Times, March 6, 
1996 
 
 
Tibet’s Stolen Child, Documentary by Garthwait and Griffen Films and The International Campaign for 
Tibet, 1999, 56 minutes.  Contact ICT at www.savetibet.org 
 
 
Faces: People, Places and Cultures, October 1999 issue on Tibet, Cobblestone Publishing 
  
 
For more about the study of Tibet in K-12 education, visit Tibet Education Network at Global Source 
online at: http://www.globalsourcenetwork.org/tibet.htm 
 
 
 


