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“Three Demonesses of Kham” or “Three taras of Kham” :
A Study of the Female Elite in Modern Kham

Yudru Tsomu

( Sichuan University Chengdu Sichuan China)
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NO.3 28 -43 2020 ( CN51 —1731/C in Chinese)

DOI: 10. 3969 /j. issn. 1674 —9391. 2020. 03. 004

Abstract: In social and economic domains
Tibetan women were actively involved as the main
workforce. In particular at the end of the 19" and
beginning of the 20" centuries they also began to
play a more prominent role in the political life of
Kham. Yet

written

in Tibetan oral tradition and in rare
sources representation of strong female
characters is rather limited. What exists is also
contradictory. The oral tradition in Kham some-
times depicts them as goddesses ( sgrol ma) or de-
monesses ( bdud mo) or denigrates them as evil
and seductive. Representations of the three most
prominent female figures in the Kham region from
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
examined in this paper follow this same pattern.
The fact that we do not have enough sources about
Tibetan female leaders is closely related to the
dominance of the traditional patriarchal inheritance
system in religion politics and other areas in tradi—
tional Tibetan historiography and oral traditions.
Such male — centered ideas led to an absence of
discussion on the role played by women in politics
in the domains of the various indigenous leaders in
modern Kham and as such their role has also
been marginalized.

This article initiates a preliminary discussion
of the role of Khampa women in political life by
looking at the following three prominent Khampa
women who lived at the end of the 19" century and
in the first half of the 20" century namely Khang—
sar Yangchen Khendro ( also known as Yangchen
1854 — 1935) from Kardzé

wang Drolma from Dergé and Gyari Chimé Drolma

(1905 — 1939) from Nyarong. They were known

Drolma Jago Tse—

as the Khampé diimo sum ( khams pa i bdud mo
gsum; the three demonesses of Kham) and also
referred to as the Khampé drélma namsum ( khams
pat sgrol ma rnam gsum; the three taras

of Kham) .

This paper draws mainly on a few scattered

goddes—

S€es

accounts of these three Tibetan women found in Ti-
betan sources such as the "Ju chen Thub bstan
rnam rgyal gyi sku tshet lo rgyus ( The Life History
of Juchen Tupten Namgyel) by Juchen Tupten
Namgyel; the Sde dge i lo rgyus ( History of
Dergé) ; and the Ngai mi tshei lo rgyus( My Life
Story) by Nyarong Aten. In addition the paper
also uses accounts of the historical situation and in—
formation about these three Tibetan women found
in periodicals of the Republican period ( 1912 -
1949)

lected Cultural and Historical Materials of Kardzé

the Ganzi zhou wenshi zliao xuanji ( Se—

Prefecture) and the gazetteers of Kardzé Dergé
and Nyarong counties.

First this paper will examine the socio — po—
litical milieu in which these female rulers rose to
power. Then it will review the rules for inherit—
ance in Tibetan society. In order to elucidate the
status role and agency of female political leaders
in local and regional politics it will also briefly re—
fer to two other prominent female political figures
whose circumstances and paths to power and au—
thority were similar to the particular leader under
discussion. It will also consider how each woman
negotiated the limitations she encountered in her
rise to and exercise of power and authority in run—
ning her domain. Finally it will discuss the possi—

ble implications that these case studies might have




JOURNAL OF ETHNOLOGY

2020/03 59

for understanding the roles and status of Tibetan
women in Kham during the late Qing and the Re-
publican period and will offer an analysis of the
gendered representation and treatment of women
leaders in contemporary historical narratives of
Kham.

The stories of these three women demonstrate
the contradictory and tenuous status of Khampa
women. Birth into a tusis ( native officials) family
situated them in a privileged position but their
gender placed them at a disadvantage. Biases a-
gainst female political leaders placed limitations on
and obstacles to their access to and exercise of
power. If a family had no male heir traditional
rules of inheritance mandated that the son — in -
law become the head of the family. Yangchen and
Chime were unwilling to accept the subservient role
expected of their gender; and both resisted pres—
sures to relinquish what they saw as their birth
right to inherit the family title by divorcing their
husbands.

The case studies presented here also demon-
strate that there were different paths for women to
rise to power. Yangchen and her granddaughter
Dechen Wangmo rose to power because they were
sole heirs. Tsewang Drolma and Jamyang Pelmo
became political rulers after their husbands passed
away; and both succeeded to official positions be—
cause their children were too young to assume au-
thority. Once Tsewang’s son Jagd Topden became
the head of the family

written or oral sources. Jamyang Pelmo’s regency

she no longer appears in

also met with opposition and her legitimacy to ex—
ercise power was frequently challenged by Jago
she found

winning the common people s support challenging.

Topden. As a female political leader

Chimes ascendancy in Nyarong and Kham politics
was tied to her aged fathers need for her to deal
with local affairs on his behalf. Her ability to lead
troops on various expeditions and her active in—
volvement in the “Khampa rule of the Kham ”
movement allowed her to play a prominent political
role in both Nyarong and the Kham region. But to

legitimize her leadership she had to dress in mens

clothes and assume a male persona. Despite her
success as a leader and having played an instru—
mental role in restoring the Gyari family s power
and fortune she was outranked by her young
nephew.

In all three of these cases at the key juncture
when a family faced a crisis during the turbulent
late Qing and Republican periods it was a female
ruler who exercised power and authority and saved
the family. Their assumption of power was made
possible by traditional customary law in Kham-
which allowed women to inherit titles and positions
when male heirs were lacking and by the laws of
the late Qing and Republican periods. The use of
traditional law was related to the desire to maintain
the rule of local polities by local rulers in Kham
and this in turn required Republican authorities
to continue the fusi system of the Qing that relied
on these local leaders to administer various regions
in Kham. These women were caught up in power
struggles between multiple forces notably male
leaders within their lineages competing males from
the Central

other lineages provincial warlords

government and sometimes the Local Tibetan gov—
ernment itself. Their situation demonstrates how
the fragmentary decentralized nature of interstitial
polities opened up some space for local leadership
and particularly for female leadership. It also re—
veals how such polities allowed customary biases to
curtail the role of women.

Female leaders did wield power at crucial po—
litical moments in many Gyarong tusi region and
the laws in these Gyarong tusi region stipulated that
both men and women could inherit the “kingship”
and property. Based on available sources concern—
ing the numerous tribes in the Amdo area 1 have
only identified two female chiefs. Whether female
or

leadership existed in Amdo and Central Tibet

was a unique phenomenon in Kham awaits further

research.
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