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The Jimi System and the Evolution of Frontier Governance in Ancient China
He Jun Zhu Yitian

Abstract: The Jimi System (a “loose rein” policy of indirect governance) , a cornerstone of ancient China’ s frontier administra-
tion, reshaped the trajectory of frontier governance models. Its institutional innovations held crucial value for understanding the histori-
cal logic of China’ s ethnic integration and territorial consolidation. Emerging during the Qin—Han—Wei-Jin eras amid military and ad-
ministrative pressures, early Jimi frameworks like dao (frontier circuits) , shuguo (tributary vassal states) , and Zuojun Zuoxian ( semi
—autonomous f{rontier prefectures) combined hereditary chieftain titles, cultural autonomy, and a dual bureaucracy ( “central-appoint-
ed and indigenous officials” ). This system strategically co—opted ethnic militias via the Tuntian Garrison System ( military —agrarian
colonies) while practicing adaptive governance through “custom—based rule” and collaborative border security. Tang—Song refinements
expanded its scope: Tang protectorates ( dudufu military—governed zones) and Song jimi zhoufu (frontier prefecture system) down to
dong (valley communities) standardized co—governance ( Huaguan Canzhi, Han—indigenous joint administration) , legal oversight, and
tributary obligations. These measures accelerated socio—cultural integration, advancing China’ s “pluralistic unity”. Post—Song centrali-
zation eroded Jimi’ s relevance. Yuan—Ming initiatives like provincialization ( xingsheng), the Tusi System ( hereditary chieftain
posts) , and garrison networks ( weisuo, military colonies) transitioned toward direct rule. Gaitu Guiliu ( bureaucratization of native of-
fices) in the Qing Dynasty abolished hereditary privileges, marking the system’ s end. The Jimi System’ s 1,500-year operation
bridged core—periphery disparities, enabling a shift from “differentiated control” to “integrated governance.” Its legacy lay not in per-
manence but in demonstrating adaptive statecraft to harmonize diversity with unity.

Key words: Jimi System;Jimi Fuzhou; frontier governance
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