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Ruling the Land of the Yellow Lama: Religion, Muli, and
geopolitics in the 17th century Sino-Tibetan borderland

Xiaobai Hu

ABSTRACT
The author scrutinizes the history of Muli (木里) as a semiautonomous pol-
itical entity in the 17th century southern Sino-Tibetan borderland. By trac-
ing Muli’s improvization in the face of multiple powerful regimes such as
the Naxi kingdom, the Geluk Tibetans, the Khoshut Mongols, and the
Chinese dynasties, the author explores how an indigenous notion of power
took shape in the wake of geopolitical turbulence. Before 1580, Muli was a
colony of the Naxi kingdom and dominated by the Kagyu school of
Tibetan Buddhism. After 1640, it became a stronghold of the Tibetan
Buddhist Geluk school and was deeply involved in the power struggles
between the Geluk and Kakyu schools as well as the Tibetans and
Mongols. Despite of acknowledging multiple sovereigns, Muli rulers utilized
various tactics to hold on to power and prioritize local interest. The
nuanced, yet creative, strategies Muli people adopted showcases the sig-
nificant role border regimes played and their agency in shaping the power
dynamics in pre-modern Eastern Asian borderlands.

KEYWORDS
Muli; Tibetan Buddhism;
agency; rulership

In the present article, I examine how Tibetan Buddhism was disseminated, received, and per-
ceived in the 17th century Sino-Tibetan borderland through the lens of Muli (木里). Located in
the deep mountain of present-day southern Sichuan, Muli is a small county in the outermost
eastern reaches of the Tibetan plateau and considerably disconnected from the soaring socioeco-
nomic sphere of southwest China. Yet in the 17th century, Muli was one important stronghold of
Tibetan Buddhism in eastern Tibet and played significant role in regional geopolitics. By investi-
gating how Muli rulers strategically participated in the religious competition between different
Tibetan Buddhist schools and played different powers off against each other, I trace the power
dynamics of a turbulent regional geopolitics and highlights a rulership-building process that
prevailed in many late imperial Chinese and Inner Asian borderlands.

Land of the Yellow Lama

Joseph Rock, one of the earliest Westerners who traveled within the mountainous Sino-Tibetan
borderland, was likely the first to introduce Muli to the American general audience. In one of his
popular articles published in National Geographic, Rock colorfully depicted his striking experien-
ces in the early 1920s of traveling through snow ranges to meet with the great Lama of Muli,
who sat quietly amidst remote mountains to contemplate the world. Rock writes: “I doubt
whether until that time he had known of the discovery of America. He did not have the slightest
idea of the existence of an ocean, and thought all land to be contiguous, for he asked if he could
ride horseback from Muli to Washington, and if the latter was near Germany!”1
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Probably we should not be surprised at some misperceptions an indigenous leader of a deep-
mountain society had about global geography. As “one of the least-known spots in the world,”2

Muli, sitting in the mountainous Sino-Tibetan borderland, was greatly isolated from the outside
world due to its geographical and topographical features. Even today, it takes at least eight hours
under perfect road conditions from the provincial borders of Yunnan and Sichuan just to make a
200-km journey to Muli. Roughly the same size as the state of Maryland, in 1953 Muli was home
to only 50,000 inhabitants, yet Tibetan Buddhist lamas made up two percent of the overall popu-
lation.3 In Muli’s Donglang district, as much as 20% percent of the male population were lamas.4

It is no small wonder then that Rock styled Muli “the land of the yellow Lama.”
Questions naturally emerge from the complex geographic and religious landscape of Muli.

Why did a small county in the outermost eastern reaches of the Tibetan plateau, and thus so
difficult to access, become fertile ground for the growth of Tibetan Buddhism? What were the
on-the-ground perceptions of the arrival of Tibetan Buddhism? How did the locals react? In the
present article, I address these broader questions by tracing how Tibetan Buddhism was intro-
duced to, took root in, and gradually transformed Muli into a “Lama’s land” in the 17th century.
Although Muli might be treated as a peripheral region either in contemporary sources or with a
present-day view, its rulers in the late imperial period conceived of their domain as a center lying
between potentially threatening powers. Despite the great Lama of Muli had less knowledge of
the changing world in the early 20th century, Muli rulers back in the 17th century were crystal
clear about the changing geopolitics they were facing. Investigating how Muli rulers strategically
participated in the religious competition between different Tibetan Buddhist schools and played
different powers off against each other, I trace the power dynamics between the alleged “center”
and “periphery” to highlight a rulership-building process that prevailed in many late imperial
Chinese and Inner Asian borderlands.

Such investigations would be impossible without the detailed accounts in The Religious History
of Muli, 1580-1735 (Ch. 木里政教史 , Tb. Mu Li Chos ‘Byung). The book was written by
Ngawang Khenrab, a Muli native and Geluk Tibetan Buddhist, during the middle 18th century in
a specific genre in Tibetan historiography called chos ‘byung (History of Buddhism). Although
heavily influenced by the hegemonic discourse of the Geluk school Tibetan Buddhism and thus
demonstrating biases in its narrative, the text encompasses a wealth of information concerning
Muli’s social structure as well as its political and religious interactions with the outside world.
Ngawang’s work is invaluable because there exist only a few studies dedicated to Muli within
English language scholarship. Besides Joseph Rock’s substantial field trip logs and ethnographic
records, Koen Wellens’ work on the religious revival of the Premi people, an ethnic group in the
contemporary Chinese minority register, briefly touches on the history of Muli. However, due to
his anthropological focus, Wellen merely summarizes the major historical events that occurred in
premodern Muli to pave the way for his ethnographic accounts.5 In contrast, Peter Schwieger, a
renowned Tibetologist, discusses Muli from a historian’s perspective and employs a macro-history
viewpoint to examine Muli in a broader context.6 But because Schwieger’s main purpose was to
use Muli as a case study to prove the intensity of Qing-Tibetan contestation over Southeastern
Tibet in the late 17th century, he leaves Muli’s agency in reshaping geopolitics underexplored. As
such, I seek to intervene in the study of the Sino-Tibetan borderland from a bottom-up perspec-
tive and unshroud Muli from the mists of both Chinese frontier history and southwest China’s
untraversed mountains.

Muli as a Naxi kingdom colony

The history of Muli prior to 1580 remains largely obscure due to the dearth of historical records.
From the 8th century on, the region later known as Muli was successively part of the Nanzhao
and Dali kingdoms, and it was integrated into the Mongol Yuan Empire territory in the middle
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13th century.7 After the late 14th century, Muli became one of Ming China’s tributary states, and
was later annexed by the Naxi kingdom in the 16th century.

During the Chinese Ming dynasty (1368–1644), the most influential border regime in
Southwest China was the Naxi kingdom, whose major base was located in Lijiang, northern
Yunnan. Established by the non-Han Naxi people, the Naxi kingdom was authorized by the Ming
court to govern the region connecting the Tibetan Plateau and the Dali Basin and, more import-
antly, to check Tibet from growing stronger.8 The Ming court believed that the stronger the Naxi
kingdom became, the less powerful Tibet would be. Therefore, from the early 16th century, the
Ming consented to, if not supported, the Naxi kingdom’s military campaigns against various local
polities, especially those adjacent to Tibet, including Muli.

Muli was important for the 16th century regional geopolitics mainly for two reasons. First, it
was a region rich in resources with many gold mines scattered throughout. Scholars argue that
the precious metal buried under Muli constituted the main reason for the protracted skirmishes
between the Naxi kingdom and Tibet.9 This is a bit ironic in retrospect, as according to a social
survey conducted by the Chinese government in 1953, the annual purchasing power per capita
for Muli people was a mere 1.8 USD.10 Second, Muli’s strategic importance lies in its vital pos-
ition along major transportation routes. It was one of the three entrances through which the Naxi
army could march north toward Tibet. The other two entrances were Changdu and Batang, both
of which have been called “a door to Tibet.”11

The economic and strategic potential of Muli rendered it a hotspot over which Tibet and the
Naxi kingdom clashed intensely. Historical memory of these violent confrontations was still pre-
served in local epics and tales.12 In the end, the ruling house of the Naxi kingdom won out and
became Muli’s new sovereign. After annexing Muli, the Naxi rulers implemented a three-step col-
onization project to consolidate their territorial control over the region. First, the Naxi rulers
assigned their own people to govern Muli and encouraged military migration. Village leaders in
Muli today are still referred to as mu gua(n), meaning “headman” in the Naxi language,13 and
such titles are found in use across a wide range of territory that was under the Naxi kingdom’s
control in the 16th century.14 Naxi migrants, predominantly soldiers, were also dispatched to
Muli.15 One survey conducted in 1961 indicates that more than 10% of the overall population of
Muli identified themselves as Naxi descendants.16 Most of them lived in the southwest part of the
county, midway between Lijiang and Muli.17 Second, the Naxi kings extensively extracted and
exploited local resources, particularly gold from Muli. Gold mines opened up during the Naxi
kingdom’s occupation have already been identified,18 and anthropologists have discovered local
tales and stories of bridge construction projects for the sake of gold panning in Muli rivers.19

Third, once taking over Muli, the Naxi rulers resorted to cultural means to assimilate Muli and
considerably reshaped the local sociocultural landscape. The Dongba scripts were their most
important vehicles. According to Christine Mathieu, the Dongba scripts, a pictographic letter sys-
tem exclusively used by Naxi people in particular for religious reasons, are only found in the ter-
ritories that the Naxi rulers acquired during the 15th and early 16th century.20 In recent years,
many Dongba inscriptions have been found in Muli,21 indicating the Naxi rulers’ clear agenda to
integrate the cultural and political boundaries of their kingdom.

A Geluk enclave in a Kagyu land

If not for geopolitical changes in Tibet and the eastward movement of the Geluk school of
Tibetan Buddhism,22 Muli likely would have remained part of the Naxi kingdom and assimilated
into Naxi Dongba culture. Since the collapse of the Tibetan empire in the 9th century, the
Tibetan plateau had experienced centuries of turmoil. Different Tibetan Buddhist schools, with
the support of various secular powers, clashed frequently with each other for religious and polit-
ical influence. In the early 15th century, a new sect, the Geluk school, began to burgeon during
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its founder, Zongkaba, and his disciples’ time. Famous for its strict adherence to disciplines, the
Geluk school expanded quickly and thus no doubt harmed other religious sects’ interest.
Therefore, from the early 16th century, the Geluk school found itself besieged by other religious
rivalries, particularly the Kagyu school, with the help of many secular regimes in central Tibet.
What was worse is that the power of Geluk school supporter in central Tibet, the Phagmodrupa
regime had begun to diminish by then and was gradually replaced by the Rinpungpa force that
supported the Kagyu school. In response to such unfriendly environment, Sonam Gyatso, the
Geluk school leader and the future Third Dalai Lama, traveled beyond central Tibet to seek exter-
nal religious and political support for his sect.23 In 1578, Sonam Gyatso made one of his most
significant alliances with Altan Khan, the de facto leader of the T€umed Mongols.24 With the help
of Altan Khan, Sonam Gyatso was also able to successfully develop diplomatic relations with
Ming China, establishing a new historical paradigm for Sino-Tibetan relations.25

In addition to his travels to the Mongol steppe and China proper, Sonam Gyatso also jour-
neyed to eastern Tibet to spread Geluk doctrines and seek additional allies. In 1580, he built a
monastery in Litang, a strategic location along the vital Sino-Tibet transportation route. The con-
struction of Litang Monastery itself exerted significant trans-regional influence, as the project
involved craftsmen from Nepal, as well as financial backing and corv�ee labor from Naxi kingdom
rulers.26 It was also through the Litang monastery that Geluk Tibetan Buddhism was introduced
to Muli.

Litang Monastery held different political and religious meanings for Sonam Gyatso and the
Naxi rulers. For Sonam Gyatso, eastern Tibet was an ideal place to avoid the political struggle
that the Geluk school faced in central Tibet. Meanwhile, the establishment of Champaling
Monastery in Changdu, a significant eastern Tibet town, had already laid a foundation for the
development of the Geluk school in the region.27 Therefore, it was quite reasonable for Sonam
Gyatso to continue moving east of Changdu to Litang, where he could contribute to the further
spread of Geluk doctrines.

Although Naxi rulers had a much closer relationship with the Kagyu School since the early
15th century, the Geluk School did not present a threat to the Naxi polity in 1580 and thus was
allowed to spread its teachings in the region.28 As Karl Debreczeny convincingly argued from an
art historical perspective, the Naxi ruling house inclusively patronized many religions across eth-
nic, sectarian and political boundaries.29 In other words, the Naxi ruling house in the late 16th
century did not seek an exclusive bond with a single sect, but maintained relatively friendly
relationships, if not patronage ties, with different Buddhist schools. It is against this backdrop
that the introduction of Geluk doctrines into eastern Tibet took place.

In the late 16th century, the Naxi kingdom allowed for the dissemination of Geluk doctrines
in its Muli colony.30 The spatial distribution of the Geluk monasteries showcases how the Geluk
school expanded its influence in Muli in its early stage. As soon as Litang Monastery was com-
pleted, Sonam Gyatso dispatched Ch€okyi Sangye Gyatso from Changdu to preach in Muli.31 Four
years later, Ch€okyi Sangye Gyatso initiated the building of Waerzhai Monastery (Wachin Gompa,
full name: Lhakhangteng Ganden Dargye Ling).32 Waerzhai Monastery was situated in northern
Muli—in close proximity to Litang Monastery, the source of the former monastery’s religious
authority. When Ch€okyi Sangye Gyatso passed away, Sonam Gyatso sent Neten Tsyltrim Sangpo
as his next successor. In 1604, Tsyltrim Sangpo successfully built Kangwu Monastery (Khe-’ong
Gompa, full name: Debachen S€onam Dargye Ling), the second Geluk monastery in the region
that was approximately 200 miles south of Waerzhai Monastery.33 Such a pattern indicates that
the general strategy for Geluk monks at the time was to spread southward. On the one hand, this
enabled the Geluk monks’ access to the Yalong river, the major waterway in the region, and a
large population among whom they could build a sphere of influence. On the other hand, the
further south the Geluk school moved, the more difficult things became, as it was closer to places
where the Kagyu influence was stronger.34 Therefore, when the third successor of this regional
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lineage, Ngari Penjor Gyatso, chose a location along the south bank of the Yalong river to build a
third Geluk monastery in Muli, the project ultimately failed.35

The difficulties in disseminating Geluk doctrine in Muli should be put back to a broader geo-
political context. From the early 17th century onward, changes in central Tibet began to affect
micro-regional power dynamics in other parts of the greater Tibetan region. The Tsangpa regime
that newly rose to power in central Tibet supported the Kagyu school and adopted radical poli-
cies to curb the Geluk’s development. In 1635, the Tsangpa leader called up an anti-Geluk alli-
ance consisting of Kagyu school supporters to completely eliminate the Geluk sect.36 Because the
Mongols were major supporters of the Geluk school at the time, multiple Mongol forces were
thus dragged into the Tibetan civil war that generated extensive turmoil not only in central but
also eastern Tibet. Although maintaining a relatively friendly relationship with the Geluk school
previously, the Naxi kingdom eventually decided to exclusively patronize the Kagyu school.37

Therefore, once they detected that Geluk forces were still spreading within their domain, the
Naxi rulers immediately laid their hands on the newly constructed monastery. Moreover, the
development of the Waerzhai and Kangwu monasteries was greatly checked as well.
Infrastructure was destroyed and monks forced to flee into exile. The Naxi rulers even threated
local Geluk believers that sending their sons to a Geluk monastery would result in the return of
their children’s corpses without heads and limbs.38 Under such persecution, the Geluk monks rec-
ognized the need to adopt new strategies for survival.

Training the locals

To continue spreading Dharma seeds in Muli, the Geluk monks changed their approach: rather
than sending scions from Tibet to establish footholds in the Naxi kingdom, they started to seek
out local agents. At this time, a boy from the Bar family was identified as the most suitable candi-
date. Although we lack detailed historical records, it is enough to know that the Bar family was
not at all a common lineage in Muli. It must have enjoyed great local prestige, as the Bar patri-
arch was the bearer of the golden seal bestowed by the Ming court, signifying that the Ming court
recognized the Bar family as the legitimate ruler of Muli.39 Peter Schwieger has demonstrated
how the Ming titles conferred on the Phagmodru Rulers in Central Tibet strengthened their
authority over Tibet’s internal affairs.40 In Muli, more interestingly, the prestige the Bar family
gained from the Chinese emperors was in turn taken advantage of by the Tibetan Geluk monks
to justify the authority of the local agents they selected. In this way, the Tibetan religious institu-
tion inserted itself into the local power structure through a hierarchical framework created by
the Ming.

Jamyang Sangpo was the Bar family boy picked by Tsyltrim Sangpo, who was responsible for
both the Waerzhai and Kangwu monasteries at the time.41 The boy spent his early years in Muli
studying the fundamentals of the Geluk teachings. At the age of 20, he was encouraged by his
mentors to travel to central Tibet for further training.42 On the one hand, having Jamyang
Sangpo receive authentic training in central Tibet would by any measure bolster his understand-
ing of Geluk doctrines. On the other hand, this was also one way to keep the young Muli leader
away from politics and potential danger in Muli, particularly threats stemming from the souring
relationship with the Kagyu school under the Naxi kingdom’s patronage.

Spending many years at several prestigious Geluk monasteries in Lhasa and Zhikats�e, Jamyang
Sangpo gradually acquired rich knowledge and attained the high Buddhist scholarly degree of
geshe (Ch. 格西 Tb. dge bshes). Meanwhile, Jamyang Sangpo dedicated himself to public service.
He endeavored to raise donations and build dormitories and hostels in Central Tibet for the
young monks and pilgrims from eastern Tibet, particularly those coming from Batang, Litang,
Muli, Yongning and Zhongdian. By making accommodations more accessible, Jamyang Sangpo
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greatly facilitated and strengthened the weak connections between southeastern and cen-
tral Tibet.43

Jamyang Sangpo was not trained for purely academic or religious reasons. Therefore, when
hearing of his plan to spend the rest of his life in retreat, the fifth Dalai Lama immediately sum-
moned him and reminded him of his mission: “It is your mandate, Jamyang Sangpo, to destroy
the Naxi kings and take Muli back. It is your duty to spread Geluk teachings there. Go back to
Muli and use every means to fight the Naxi kings!”44 Convinced by both the Dalai Lama and
Panchen Lama, Jamyang Sangpo finally returned to Muli.

Although the anti-Geluk alliance had already been destroyed with the help of Gushri Khan of
Khoshut (和碩特部固始汗) in 1642, the pro-Kagyu force signified by the Naxi kingdom rulers
was still quite strong in southeast Tibet.45 Therefore, after he came back from central Tibet,
Jamyang Sangpo could stay only shortly at Muli before leaving again to avoid capture by troops
sent by the Naxi ruler.46 Jamyang Sangpo spent another several years in hiding in Yanjing, until
he heard of the civil strife within the Naxi kingdom—a seemingly good opportunity for the
Geluk school to grow—and rushed back to Muli in 1648.47 But as soon as he arrived, Jamyang
Sangpo came to a shocking revelation: the only two Geluk monasteries in Muli were in great pov-
erty; the monastery abbot, his previous mentor, was old and weak; and the authority of the Bar
family was extensively damaged.48

Jamyang Sangpo had to start building Geluk influence again from the ground up, but the pol-
itical environment was not exactly friendly. At that time, the monk did not enjoy solid local
authority because both the Ming and the Geluk school, the sources of his legitimacy, were experi-
encing great difficulties. The Ming’s hegemonic status was crippled by domestic rebellions as well
as the external threat coming from the Manchus. Meanwhile, the Geluk school in southeast Tibet
was still checked by the strong Kagyu presence, which was further strengthened when the Kagyu
school leader Ch€oying Dorje fled to Lijiang and started his decades’ stay there. Therefore,
Jamyang Sangpo had to reconsolidate his power over local political and cultural affairs with force.

Jamyang Sangpo resorted to bloody tactics to settle the confrontations he encountered with
the local society. By ripping out the heart of his opponents and scalping captives, he ruthlessly
suppressed those who dared to challenge him.49 Scholars such as Koen Wellens tends to interpret
this violence as a form of religious conflict,50 which is essentially the message that the historical
material intends to convey,51 but I argue that economic concerns were in fact the underlying
rationale for Jamyang Sangpo’s aggressive actions. In Muli, Jamyang Sangpo not only had to col-
lect funds to reinstall Geluk institutions locally, but it is also quite possible—according to subtle
hints in historical sources—that he was required to share the economic burden of the newly
established Geluk government in Lhasa. As Jamyang Sangpo began to visit his relatives when he
went back to Muli, what he cared about most was not which religious sect they followed, but
rather to whom they paid taxes. As such, the content of his preaching during this period was
mainly concerned with persuading locals to pay tax to him instead of the Naxi kings.52

Following this reasoning, the violence sparked between Jamyang Sangpo and the local estab-
lishment derived from the tax issue as well. It was because of the Naxi kingdom local agents’
intervention in Jamyang Sangpo’s tax collection that the monk finally decided to resort to military
action.53 In these cases, religion was seldom the catalyst of the bloody conflicts. When new oppo-
nents surrendered, the first thing Jamyang Sangpo did was to divide up the new territory and
clarify tax duties among the new subjects.54 The fact that Muli had many gold mines, and local
tax was usually paid with pure gold, was probably the reason why the Fifth Dalai Lama was so
eager to hear from Jamyang Sangpo.55 As soon as Jamyang Sangpo reclaimed power in 1648, two
officials were immediately dispatched from Lhasa to Muli to collect taxes and conduct a popula-
tion census.56

During the period following Jamyang Sangpo’s return, the basic contours of a post-Naxi king-
dom rulership in Muli took shape. Politically, Jamyang Sangpo held both administrative and
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military powers. Many parts of the region fell under Jamyang Sangpo’s direct control,57 yet he
still kept some headmen—be they Naxi, Tibetan, or Han Chinese—in position and granted them
certain executive rights.58 To avoid the centrifugal effect such a feudalist structure might create,
the monk rotated his office through different parts of Muli to effectively supervise his multiethnic
confederation.59 Culturally, Jamyang Sangpo converted many B€onpo believers and followers of
the Kagyu school to Geluk Tibetan Buddhism.60 Although folk religions were very likely still in
practice at the grassroots level, Geluk Tibetan Buddhism had by any measure become the domin-
ant religion. Economically and diplomatically, Jamyang Sangpo distributed labor and tax respon-
sibilities, particularly gold and grain, to multiple local headmen and shipped a large fortune to
central Tibet.61 Because of the changing geopolitical situation at the time, Muli also started to
play an intermediary role in Sino-Tibetan trade and provided translators to facilitate Sino-Tibetan
diplomacy.62 As new regimes took shape in the 1640 s in both China and Tibet, Muli entered a
new era as well.

Local ramification of a great game

The mid-17th century geopolitical turmoil in East Eurasia had an overwhelming impact on Muli.
From the 1650 s to 1710 s, the back and forth conflicts among Geluk Tibetans, Khoshut Mongols,
and Manchu Qing in southeast Tibet greatly affected the character of Muli rulership. How did
these exogenous powers project themselves into Muli society? How did the Muli rulers respond
to such penetration while maintaining their local authority? There are the central questions the
following sections will answer.

Jamyang Sangpo died in 1656. During his short yet influential reign, Jamyang Sangpo consoli-
dated his rulership under the acknowledgement of the Geluk government in central Tibet. This
connection was inherited by Samten Sangpo, Jamyang Sangpo’s successor, who also came from
the Bar family.63 Samten Sangpo’s recognition of the Geluk school as the source of his political
and religious legitimacy is best shown through the construction of the Muli Monastery (Muli
Gompa, full name: Ganden Shedrub Namgyel Ling). The monastery was built in 1656, and with
its completion, the so-called “three great monasteries of Muli” finally took shape.64

While the official claim for building the monastery was likely to commemorate Jamyang
Sangpo, I argue that it also arose from Samten Sangpo’s intention to further confirm the Muli-
Lhasa linkage at the cosmological level. In Lhasa, the religious complexes of Ganden, Drepung,
and Sera constituted the “three great monasteries of Lhasa” and together represented the para-
mount power of Geluk doctrine. In Muli, the three monasteries functioned in a similar way just
on a smaller scale. Moreover, the monastic population of the Muli and Lhasa monasteries were
proportionally parallel, and they were paired up in administrative and religious interactions such
as clergy exchange or abbotship recognition.65 When using his “galactic theory” to illustrate the
functioning of Southeast Asian Buddhist society, Stanley Tambiah emphasizes that religious ritual,
rather than realpolitik indicators, held the centers and their vassal satellites together.66 In Muli,
we see how a spiritual network was formed between center and periphery in the Tibetan world.

Although Samten Sangpo inherited local leadership from Jamyang Sangpo and managed to
consolidate connection with Lhasa, his authority was still not as well recognized as was that of
his predecessor. One local figurehead called Jamyang Penden was one among many who con-
stantly challenged Samten Sangpo’s rule.67 Jamyang Penden was not from the Bar family. In fact,
he was not a Muli native at all and had no prestigious family background of which to speak;
instead, his power directly derived from Jamyang Sangpo’s endorsement. Having had a miserable
childhood, Jamyang Penden was fostered by Jamyang Sangpo when he was a homeless boy on
the street. Later, he became Jamyang Sangpo’s footman and was sent to learn Geluk doctrines in
central Tibet, where he received the title sngags rams pa, meaning learned Vajrayana scholar.68

Upon completing his study and returning to Muli, Jamyang Penden began to take on diplomatic
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tasks, particularly those related to the Han Chinese.69 Later, he was also responsible for dealing
with Muslim merchants doing business in Muli.70

When Jamyang Sangpo died in Waerzhai Monastery, Jamyang Penden was with him. To
Samten Sangpo, despite being the legitimate heir, Jamyang Penden was still a potential and
powerful threat: he was close to the deceased sovereign, knowledgeable about Geluk teachings, in
charge of significant secular affairs, and recognized by a considerable number of locals. To under-
mine his rival’s power, Samten Sangpo attempted to remove Jamyang Penden from his stronghold
in Waerzhai Monastery, but he failed.71 In contrast, Jamyang Penden managed to sow discord
between Jamyang Sangpo and his allies and successfully damaged the new leader’s reputation.72

Probably one of the most important reasons that Jamyang Penden was able to check Samten
Sangpo’s power was his close association with the Khoshut Mongols. After eliminating the anti-
Geluk forces in the 1640 s, the Tibet-Mongol alliance divided their sphere of influence into two
parts: the Tibetans presided over the central Tibet region, while the Mongols occupied eastern
Tibet.73 Such a twisted power structure was projected into Muli as well. While Muli’s religious
legitimacy came from the Dalai Lama’s government, its daily politics were very much affected by
the Mongols’ hegemony. In the 1650s, the Khoshut Mongol army was proactively launching mili-
tary campaigns in eastern Tibet to eliminate anti-Geluk remnants. Muli troops were frequently
summoned to join the campaigns, and Jamyang Penden was always the military leader. In 1658,
Jamyang Penden joined the campaign led by King Kazhuo (Ch. 卡卓 Tb. mkha’ ‘gro) against the
Kagyu believers of Acai in present-day Daocheng. King Kazhuo refers to Handu (Ch. 罕都 Mo.
Qantu), the grandson of Gushri Khan, who was responsible for the Khoshut Mongols’ military
actions in eastern Tibet.74 After the battle, the Mongol leader bestowed on Jamyang Penden the
title spelled as Ja sang in Tibetan and Jiasang in Chinese (加桑),75 which I believe is a corruption
of “ja’i sang” from Mongolian �̊aiisang meaning minister (宰相), a high official title.76 Such mili-
tary cooperation by any measure paved the way for Jamyang Penden and Handu’s future inter-
action. Mu Li Chos ‘Byung even blamed Jamyang Penden for Handu’s later abandoning of Geluk
doctrines and conversion to Kagyu school.77 Although there is no other material to attest to
Jamyang Penden’s role in Handu’s betrayal, which was considered significant in mid-17th century
Tibet-Mongol relations, the close relationship between Jamyang Penden and the powerful Mongol
leader is evident.78

Likely out of respect for their shared past on the battlefield, Jamyang Penden did not fight
against Handu after Handu’s secession from the Tibetan-Mongolian alliance although he was
ordered to do so. In 1674, the allied Tibetan-Mongol forces marched toward Handu’s stronghold
in Yunnan for the final battle. The Muli army made a great contribution in defeating Handu;79

however, despite having a huge army under his command, Jamyang Penden declared that he was
sick and withdrew his troops without informing his allies.80 Because of his long military service,
Jamyang Penden accumulated considerable authority in local society. Even facing the troops sent
by the Geluk government with the intention to take him down, Jamyang Penden was able to rally
a local militia and stand up to the Tibetan army.81 However, with the suppression of Handu,
Jamyang Penden finally disappeared from historical memory.

As one of the Geluk government’s subordinating regimes, Muli’s fate was extensively entangled
with the Tibet-Mongol clash in the 1650s. The bifurcated legitimacy generated great political tur-
bulence in Muli, and even rendered its rulership unstable. To avoid being dragged too deep into
others’ wars, Muli rulers started to prioritize their local interests by tactically managing their rela-
tionship with Tibet.

An indigenous notion of power

Seeking patronage from different parties in a regional power struggle to gain advantage for local
political competition, Muli leaders’ primary goal was to serve their own self-interest. By
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responding to requests imposed by central Tibet, reconceptualizing the essence of the Muli ruler-
ship, and reacting to the triangular relationship among Geluk Tibet, Manchu Qing, and the
Yunnan Wu Sangui regime, Muli people gradually developed an indigenous notion of power.

From the late 1650s to the early 1660s, the Fifth Dalai Lama paid close attention to eastern
Tibet affairs. This was mainly due to two reasons. The first, as aforementioned, was related to the
growing tension within the Tibetan-Mongol alliance in which the Fifth Dalai Lama sought a
greater voice in eastern Tibet affairs.82 Second, in 1659, the Manchu Qing general Wu Sangui
(吳三桂 ) took over Yunnan and greatly weakened the Naxi kingdom’s local authority. But
instead of completely incorporating Yunnan into the Qing’s administrative system, Wu Sangui
retained considerable agency and even established diplomatic relations with the Mongols in
eastern Tibet by himself.83 All of a sudden, the geopolitical situation in eastern Tibet became
quite complicated.

As such, in 1665, the Fifth Dalai Lama spent many days in a row learning the history of east-
ern Tibet.84 This was a direct indicator of the Fifth Dalai Lama’s intension to solidify his presence
and control over eastern Tibet. In 1666, during a regular pilgrimage in Lhasa, Samten Sangpo
was interrogated by the Fifth Dalai’s Dharma protector. The Dharma protector questioned him in
a harsh tone: “With the predestined affinity blessing, you are finally here. But why didn’t you
come when you were thirteen? Has Jamyang Sangpo reincarnated? Is his reincarnation taking
charge of things now? You must have known that I am always with you like a shadow. Do you
still remember all the oracles and divinations?”85 From Samten Sangpo’s answers, it is clear that
he was quite surprised by these out-of-nowhere questions and had no idea about the reincarna-
tion issue at all.86 Later summoned by the Fifth Dalai Lama, Samten Sangpo was given clear
information on the location of Jamyang Sangpo’s reincarnation boy and how to find him.87

Daring not to disobey the Dalai Lama’s order, Samten Sangpo agreed to try his best to find the
boy who fit the description of Jamyang Sangpo’s reincarnation when he returned to Muli.

The strangeness about this meeting lies in the way it is told. It appears that the Fifth Dalai
Lama forced Samten Sangpo to find Jamyang Sangpo’s reincarnation, while that was obviously
not part of Samten Sangpo’s plan. It was not part of Jamyang Sangpo’s plan either, because other-
wise he would have directed his own incarnation before his demise. In that case, why then did
the Fifth Dalai Lama make such a request all of a sudden?

Considering the specific political context of the mid-1660s, I argue that the Fifth Dalai Lama’s
insistence on finding a reincarnation for Jamyang Sangpo derived from his resolution to substan-
tiate his power in eastern Tibet. As Max Oidtmann put nicely, for many Tibetan Buddhist
schools, the idea of finding a reincarnation for a tr€ulku, who was usually informally designated as
the living Buddha (活佛), “represented a means of reproducing religious and political authority
in a manner at least somewhat independent of aristocratic households and lay rulers, whose
whims might be fickle and whose fortunes could wax and wane.”88 Therefore, in the Muli case,
finding a reincarnation for a tr€ulku could help to maintain the hegemony of the Dalai Lama’s
government in Muli, and enabled a remote control of the region through religious means.

From the Dalai Lama’s perspective, this was a reasonable request because when Jamyang
Sangpo was chosen, he was deemed the reincarnation of Ch€okyi Sangye Gyatso, who was not
only the third Dalai Lama’s disciple that came to Muli to spread Geluk doctrine, but also the
reincarnation of Lodro Chokyong, the Geluk school founder Tsongkhapa’s great disciple.89

Therefore, such religious mandates should be passed further down to continue the sectarian lin-
eage. But Jamyang Sangpo did not do so at all; instead, he chose someone in his own family as
the successor and converted the religious authority entitled to a privileged Geluk lineage into
prestige that was tied exclusively to his own family. Such a concentration of power could prevent
the Dalai Lama from further strengthening his hegemony over Muli affairs. Therefore, the Dalai
Lama intended to take religious authority back by assigning a separate agent in the local society,
as the source of secular authority was already beyond his control.
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From the Tibetans’ perspective, taking over religious hegemony, which was usually viewed as
superior to secular power was an efficient way to maintain authority in Muli. But the Muli people
knew how to negotiate such impositions. Despite receiving instructions and promising the Dalai
Lama on spot, Samten Sangpo still spent two years looking for the reincarnated boy. In 1668, he
finally found one and sent his name to Lhasa for official recognition.90 Although there are no
detailed records of how Samten Sangpo found the boy, no doubt he made good use of this two-
year interval and played a crucial role in identifying the “right” candidate. Here, I put “right”
inside quotation marks because in practice, the oracles containing the information of the deceased
tr€ulku’s reincarnation are usually quite obscure. Many instructions may sound like “to the west of
the region with four rivers and six peaks, a boy was born by a lake.” The geographical informa-
tion in these prophecies can be quite vague and thus open to interpretation. Therefore, in the
case of Muli, who should be and where to find the “right” boy was totally subject to Samten
Sangpo. Indeed, as Koen Wellens pointed out, the Bar family not only intervened in the proce-
dures of selecting the tr€ulku, but also intentionally picked those from rather poor backgrounds,
such as farming and herding families, to diminish their influence among local society.91

Moreover, from then on, the tr€ulku were restrained from directly interfering in politics and
required to focus only on religious affairs. 92 As the seat of the Bar patriarch rotated among the
three monasteries of Muli to supervise the districts under his reign, the tr€ulku was always
required to follow as one way to monitor him closely. 93 Oidtmann noted that although reincar-
nation initially appeared as an elegant solution to the problems posed by prior methods of repro-
ducing religious and political authority, in practice it quickly engendered its own unique
dilemmas.94 While it is the case in Tibetan history that reincarnation became an incentive for
political contests or a tool by which lay powers hijacked the religious apparatus, in Muli it created
a space where Muli leaders could comply overtly, but transgress covertly.

Samten Sangpo’s manipulation of the tr€ulku selection derived from and simultaneously rein-
forced an indigenous notion of power in Muli. Having joined forces with the Geluk school to
overthrow the Naxi kingdom’s colonization, Muli people’s ultimate goal lay in self-strengthening
and self-government. The fact that Tibet constituted of an important source of legitimacy did not
necessarily preclude the formation of an indigenous approach to Muli rulership: for Muli people,
the legitimate ruler should come from the Bar family, and his legitimacy was built on the premise
of prioritizing Muli interests.

The indigenous notion of power in Muli was demonstrated through both narratives and
actions. When Samten Sangpo passed away in 1678 and both of Muli’s religious and secular rul-
ers were in Lhasa, two usurpers took advantage of the power vacuum and seized control of
Muli.95 However, they were harshly criticized by the locals for their non-Bar identity and thus
not qualified to be the rulers of Muli.96 The rhetoric here is worth particular attention: lines and
phrases such as “the tr€ulku and lay successor from the Jamyang family,” “ancestral property left
by Jamyang Lama,” “servants of my family,” and “not members of the Jamyang lineage” come up
recurrently in the locals’ narrative.97 In 1683, the Muli elites, after eliminating the usurpers, called
for a gathering and swore everlasting loyalty to the Jamyang family’s religious and secular rulers
forever. They also took a vow that whoever dared to challenge this principle would be the last of
his family line.98 From a retrospective standpoint, such local laws were indeed effectively carried
out, as from 1683 on Bar family members had held the post of Muli leader for a total of 21 gen-
erations, until the mid-20th century.99

Reaching a consensus on the absolute power of the Bar family was an important step in Muli
rulership building. At the same time, Muli leaders’ prioritization of local interests was demon-
strated through their response to the changing geopolitics, which was most typically demonstrated
through their ever-shifting attitude toward Wu Sangui. After taking over Yunnan for the Qing
dynasty in 1659, Wu Sangui soon decided to abandon the Manchus and create his own independ-
ent regime. During this process, he established multilateral diplomatic relations with the Geluk
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school Tibetans, the Kagyu school Tibetans, the Khoshut Mongols and the Lijiang Naxi people.
Muli was part of his diplomatic network as well. At first, Muli functioned as the intermediary
between Wu Sangui and the Dalai Lama, and received lavish gifts from Wu for delivering mes-
sages between them.100 Such friendly terms did not change even after Wu Sangui’s independence
in 1674. In 1675, to have Muli pacify the border, Wu Sangui sent an official called Lord Jiang to
settle a conflict for Muli, and to help Muli to subordinate a long-term regional rival.101 For Muli,
to whom Wu Sangui pledged loyalty was not important as long as Muli was the favorite.
Therefore, the Muli leaders maintained friendly terms with Wu Sangui until 1678. However, Muli
leaders immediately turned their back on Wu Sangui when the geopolitical situation changed. As
the Qing continued to request military support from the Tibetan government, and the Dalai
Lama had to order Muli to cut off interactions with Wu Sangui, Muli soon captured Lord Jiang
and his underlings and sent them to the Qing for rewards.102 But suppressing Wu Sangui for the
Manchu emperor does not necessarily mean that Muli had shifted their loyalties completely to
the Qing side. In 1701, when the Qing and Tibet began to fight over the eastern Tibet region,
Muli leaders chose to stay neutral because the situation was hard to judge.103 Muli’s political
action was always carried out according to meticulous calculation.

Faced with the complicated power struggle among the Qing, the Tibetans, the Mongols, and
the Wu Sangui regime, Muli elites carefully examined, reacted, and adjusted their position to the
changing political environment. In his study on the political investment of the frontier generals
in the 7th century China-Inner Asian borderland, Jonathan Skaff argued that it is “self-interest,
rather than ideologies of loyalty, [that] generally determined political allegiances.”104 This is also
the case for late 17th century Muli. Political allegiance was no more than a strategic narrative
that could be rephrased easily, and it only served to justify the pursuit of specific self-interests.
Although acknowledging dual authority, Muli’s subordination was actually quite contingent, or
simply nominal, because what really mattered to Muli rulers was the benefits one could provide,
no matter if the provider was Tibetan, Mongol, Manchu, or Chinese.

Conclusion

Scholars have long debated the nature of local regimes such as Muli in the Sino-Tibetan border-
land in a modern nationalism framework. While Chinese scholars tend to highlight Chinese sov-
ereignty over Muli, Tibetologists like Shakabpa prefer to use accounts in Tibetan to negate the
Chinese claim.105 I disagree with both the China-centric and the Tibet-centric viewpoints because
they both downplay the local agency of the Muli elites regarding how they understood and
responded to the changing power dynamics.

I showcase the careful and creative strategies Muli leaders adopted to resolve the inter-regime
relationship. One should not assume that the power projected by various exogenous authorities
was automatically translated into local legitimacy; instead, it was filtered, negotiated and digested
in specific cultural and political contexts. In Muli, local rulers frequently reformulated their iden-
tity in order to adjust to the changing geopolitical situation. The way Muli constructed itself as a
center surrounded by multiple powerful regimes indicates a sense of local consciousness. Muli
people had their own definition of “the land of the Yellow Lama,” and the 17th century was
merely the first stage of an ongoing process through which such an indigenous notion
took shape.
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