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Between Nagas and Dragons: The Historical and Religious Meanings of Tibetan
Rainmaking Rituals on the Sino-Tibetan Borderland

Throughout history, mankind has attempted various types of rainmaking
activities as a countermeasure against drought, one of the most ever-present natural
calamities. In the multicultural setting of the Sino-Tibetan border region, people have
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developed diverse measures to cope with drought based on the lines of their
respective belief systems, sometimes harmoniously and sometimes competitively.

As one of the most dominant belief systems in the region, the Tibetan form of
Buddhism has also provided the local populace with the traditional basis for facing
natural disasters, either as a conceptual tool for understanding disasters or a ritual
apparatus for averting them. My study looks into an important phase of providing a
ritual apparatus of Tibetan Buddhism for people’s rainmaking activities in the Sino-
Tibetan borderland in the late pre-modern period.

The main three aspects for discussion are as follows:

First, although rainmaking attempts existed throughout history, we can witness
a new appropriation of intellectual assets from Indo-Tibetan Buddhism for the
weather-controlling purpose in the borderland during this period.

Second, dovetailed with the aforementioned phenomenon, the practical use of
Tibetan Buddhism contributed to the popularization of the religion among all the
strata of people in the borderland, and this became one of the most important driving
forces for the second wave of Buddhist conversion of Mongols and Inner Asian
people that began in the 16th century.

Third, this religious and historical development shared its context with the
broader maturation and innovation of the Buddhist knowledge system in the
borderland and beyond during the 17th century onwards.

In conclusion, all of these aspects associated with the new development of
rainmaking activities of the Sino-Tibetan borderland demonstrate the vitality and
resilience of Tibetan Buddhism, as its ongoing influence is still felt today.
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