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Abstract: Research on the Guangxi Tusi System during the Ming and Qing dynasties has
long focused on macro-level institutional evolution and the grand narrative of “Replacing
Indigenous Chiefs with Imperial Officials,” with insufficient attention paid to the internal
mechanisms of social mobility within the system. To address this, this study shifts its
perspective downward, focusing on the dynamic process of promotion from ‘Tumu’
(local chieftain) to “Tusi” (chieftain) among the grassroots backbone of the Tusi regime.

By integrating institutional history with social history methodologies, this study
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systematically examines multiple pathways for Tumu elevation to Tusi status in Guangxi
during the Ming and Qing dynasties. It analyzes the complex operational mechanisms
underlying these promotions and their profound institutional implications through a
comprehensive review of official histories, local gazetteers, archival records, and folk
documents. The research reveals that Tumu primarily achieved promotion through four
pathways: military merit, flexible inheritance practices, administrative loyalty, and the
accumulation of cultural capital. This process was jointly driven and shaped by three
mechanisms: institutional regulation by the central dynasty, power struggles within local
society, and the construction of legitimacy by the actors themselves. The existence of these
promotion channels not only injected essential flexibility into the hereditary Tusi system,
sustaining its vitality, but also became a key strategy for the central dynasty to deepen its
rule over the frontier and advance the process of “internalization.” At its core, this
represented the micro-level implementation of the state's governance strategies of
“governing the frontier through indigenous elites” and “using the Chinese to transform
the barbarians.” Objectively, it facilitated the penetration of state power and mainstream
culture into the grassroots of the frontier, reshaping local power structures and social
frameworks. Analyzing the social-political mobility phenomenon of “promoting local
chieftains” sheds light on the complex dynamics of interaction and adaptation between
Ming-Qing state institutions and frontier local societies. This offers a fresh analytical
perspective for understanding the operational resilience of the Tusi system and its

transformation into a modern state governance framework.

Keywords: Guangxi Tumu; Tusi; Promotion; Social Mobility; Frontier Governance
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