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Abstract

Throughout much of Chinese history, various political systems were
formed in the geographic area that now constitutes southwest China. Their
histories were written either from a Chinese-centric perspective, or
constructed in the framework of indigenous ideologies. This study examines
historical accounts and fieldwork data from Dali, Lijiang, Yongsheng, and
Yao’an to examine the question of how local peoples responded to and
negotiated with imperial rules regarding legitimate succession that differed
from the norms of indigenous politics. In this paper, | will focus on the rise of
cross-ethnic marriages between Bai (nobles of Dali kingdoms) and their
neighbors, discussing the process by which they adjusted themselves to Ming
rule by utilizing kinship and marriage strategies. This paper will explore
several cases to demonstrate the following points: (1) Cross-cousin marriage
and matrilocal residence were commonly utilized to consolidate local

political power and property. (2) Political conflicts surrounding the
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succession of legitimate heir to the native official position frequently arose
between wife-takers and wife-givers. (3) To protect a legitimate male heir
from contests of authority between brothers, the role of the wife giver, the
chieftain’s mother, became more and more important in local politics. (4)
Native officials adopted cross-ethnic marriage as a strategy to establish
extensive political alliances and consolidate their political status. (5) Shaped
by the imperial system, the importance of the wife-giver shifted from
daughter to mother as the political center of the borderland shifted from Bai
to Moso people. In concluding, | emphasize the historical role of women in
native politics by demonstrating how the wife-giver played a key role both in

political alliance and social stratification.

Keywords: Southwest China, Ethnic Politics, Marriage and Social Alliance, Bilateral Decent,
Mother and Daughter.
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