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Abstract: This paper, by analyzing the processes by which indigenous
spirits were transformed into ritually orthodox guardians, examines on
how religious life in late imperial Dali K (Yunnan) ended up being
reconstructed due to the impact of ethnic politics. During the Ming dy-
nasty, local spirits of various origins became worshipped as guardian
deities of the Buddhist religion and subsequently incorporated into the
state cult. By analyzing four such cults located in the southern area of
the Dali plain (a water spirit, the Blue Dragon Goddess, the ancient hero
Duan Chicheng F¢/R¥§, and the Tang general Lee Mi ), this paper
considers the historical processes by which they were converted into
Dragon Kings (“nagas”) by Buddhist monks as well as state cult deities.
At the same time, however, this paper also examines how different
groups of Dali people (including indigenous ritual clans, native soldiers,
Han military forces, and local officials) competed to have their spirits
recognized as a means of legitimizing their status and influence in local
society. By highlighting the processes of agency through which ritual
orthodoxy could be defined, this paper demonstrates that the historical
development of these four cults can help shed new light on local strate-
gies of negotiation and social mobility, all of which contributed to the
development of Dali’s vibrant religious life.

Key words: spirits, Dragon Kings, state cult, Dali, local society.



