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Why did the Headmen Revolt Against the Native Chieftains ( Tusi) :
A Reconceptualization of Southwest Frontier Politics in the Late Qing
and Republican Periods from the Perspectives of Kingship Theory

Zheng Shaoxiong

Abstract: During and after the reforms to the native chieftain system that took place during the
periods of late Qing and the Republican in Sichuan and Western Kham’ s Tibetan areas it was quite
common in political field to see the headmen rise up and oppose squeeze and replace the native
chieftains ( Tust) . Inspired by theories of divine kingship and based on available materials of Social
and Historical Survey of China’ s Ethnic Minorities in the 1950s and the local cultural and historical
materials ( especially published by the local CPPCC) this paper points out that the Tusi were the
kings in the perception of local society while the headmen should be classified as part of the
people they respectively referring to the foreign rulers and indigenous people in the concept of
“stranger—kingship ”. The revolt of the headmen was an attempt to maintain the social vitality and to
seek the internal integrity and external uniqueness of the frontier societies at the time of the demise of
the Tusi system. The discussion of the sacralization of kingship points out that the power of the Tusi
was subject to multiple limitations and that the Tusi system had become a vessel for accommodating
and reconciling both the dynastic orthodox ideologies and the uniqueness of frontier societies. This
effort of re-theorization of Tusi system as kingship partly solves the deficiency of the kingship theory
and also provides insights for understanding the historical process of reforms to the Tusi system and
social governance of frontier societies.

Key words: native chieftains ( Tusi) ; headmen; divine kingship; sacred kingship; reforms to

the Tusi System ( Gaitu Guiliu)
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