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Ethnic Politics in the Ailao Mountains:
Reforms to the Native Chieftain System in the Early
to Mid Qing Dynasty and the Mobilization of the Lahu Identity

Jianxiong Ma
Division of Social Science, the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology

In the early to mid Qing Dynasty, as increasing numbers of Han Chinese moved away
from the inner provinces and migrated to middle and southern Yunnan, the Qing
government began to carry out reforms of the native chieftain system ( Gaitu Guiliu, @
4 8}if.) in the Ailao Mountains (¢*'[']) , in order to control local resources such as
silver mines, salt wells, and tea plantations. The reforms of the native chieftain system and
the accompanying redistribution of natural resources in ways beneficial to the Qing
Dynasty created many ethnic conflicts in the region, and dramatically changed the region’s
local political economy. In the early years of the Yong Zheng reign, the Qing government
established the Pu Er (lF“} 17')  Prefecture. The native chieftain system was transformed by
establishing administrative offices in the Zheng Yuan (£&ix) and Wei Yuan (‘@35 )
prefectures which incorporated these previously remote regions into the state’s
administrative system. In reaction to these developments, the local Dai chiefs built alliances
with the Luo Hei ( {f{f1) ethnic group in the mountainous areas to resist the extension of
Qing Dynasty power into these regions in the 1720s. However, the local Dai chiefs and the
Luo Hei were suppressed. After the suppression of these local ethnic groups, the Qing
Dynasty transformed the local economy and politics which changed the interaction between
various ethnic groups in fundamental ways. In the 1790s, under the Jia Qing reign, the Luo
Hei rose again in rebellion against the Qing Dynasty’s exploitative salt policy, and were
again suppressed and then driven away to the western part of the Lancang River (the
Mekong). From the reign of Yong Zheng to the reign of Jia Qing, the Zheng Yuan and Pu
Er Prefectures were incorporated into the Qing Dynasty administrative power and were
thus no longer remote border regions but regions under Qing administrative control.
However, the incorporation of these outlying areas into regions under Qing state control

created social crisis within these ethnic groups since the Luo Hei and other ethnic groups
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were repressed by local authorities and were often discriminated against by newly arrived
Han immigrants. This social crisis spurred religious movements when some immigrants or
marginal elites who called themselves Buddha became leaders of religious movements.
They mobilized the Luo Hei ( Lahu, }'\fﬁﬁ) , and other ethnic groups in the mountainous
regions to resist the Qing state, the Dai chiefs, and the Han migrants. The religious
movement spurred social restructuring, and the Luo Hei came to the fore as the indigenous
tribe which resisted the intrusion of Qing state power most fiercely. Throughout this
process of mobilization and resistance, the Luo Hei became known as the Lahu. Among the
Lahu, the continually reborn E Sha (’=j};) Buddha was seen as the savior and the
master of the Lahu people who would return time and again throughout history to save the
Lahu people. The history of resistance, banishment, and upsurge in religious fervor was
incorporated into the Lahu religious rites and mythology, as shown in the ceremonial

prayer which prays for the “return of the lost world” to the Lahu people.

Keywords: native chieftain system, ethnic conflict, Lahu, religious movement,

Yunnan border regions
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