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Interlocking Governmental Jurisdiction in the Ming and Qing
Dynasty: The Case of the Tongguan Guard

Chih-chia Yue

Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

The principle of interlocking territorial administrative districts to demarcate the
boundaries between different regions of the empire has existed in imperial China since
the Qin Dynasty. The purpose of this system was to achieve a high level of centralized
governmental power. After successive developments throughout the centuries, the
rulers of the Ming Dynasty used the principle of interlocking governance for the
demarcation of military and administrative districts. The boundaries between
neighboring regional military commissions (dusi) and provincial administration
commissions (buzhengsi) were closely interlocked. In addition there were also some
interspersed military districts which were under the direct jurisdiction of the Five Chief
Military Commissions of the central government. One classic example of this is the
Tongguan Guard which was located on the border between the Henan and Shaanxi
Provinces, and which had been established in the ninth year of the Hongwu Emperor.
This article traces the development of the Tongguan Guard during the Ming and Qing
Dynasty, and the accompanying changes in power structures at the local and central
governmental level.

At first, the Tongguan Guard was under the jurisdiction of the Henan dusi, but in
the sixth year of the Yongle Emperor, it was put under the jurisdiction of the Beijing
Defense Branch Rear Chief Military Commission. After this office was abolished, it
was put under the jurisdiction of the Rear Chief Military Commission and finally under
the direct jurisdiction of the Center Chief Military Commission. The jurisdiction of the
Tongguan Guard changed repeatedly a phenomenon which was directly related to the
fact that the jurisdiction of these regions was too distant from Beijing, creating
enormous difficulties related to their management. These garrisons were originally
placed under the direct jurisdiction of the Five Chief Military Commissions of the
central government. This was done in an effort to assert central governmental power

and curtail local power structures. However, as the ruling power of the central
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government grew weaker, the garrisons could no longer strengthen central
governmental power but rather became dependant on local power bases for their normal
operation. Analysis of the transformations in the power structures of these garrisons
can thus be used to understand the rise and fall of centralized power in the Ming
Dynasty.

The system of interlocking districts of jurisdiction which served to check and
balance power was also clearly manifest at the boundaries between Military Farms and
civilian regions on the county and district level. The seventy-two military farms of the
Ming Dynasty Tongguan Guard were dispersed between two districts and seven
counties. In each of these districts and counties, interlocking power structures between
military farms and civilian areas were manifest. Owing to the intermingling of military
and civilians, and the superior strength of the army in relation to civilians, the
misappropriation of local resources by the military became common-place. After the
invasion of the Manchus, the Tongguan Guard was abolished and later replaced on the
county level. The garrisons of the Tongguan Guard were initially retained intact in
order to facilitate the dispensing of soldiers’ provisions, the stockpiling of grain, and
the collection of taxes. However, in the long run, the problems associated with the
dispersal of the military farms into two provinces and eleven scattered districts or
counties were difficult to resolve. Finally, the county-level Tongguan Guard was
relegated to the sub-prefectural level and its area of jurisdiction dramatically reduced.
After a long period of historical development, the early Ming Dynasty system of
interlocking jurisdictional regions which had been intended to check and balance power

gradually began to disintegrate.

Keywords: system of interlocking jurisdictional regions, Tongguan Guard, military

division of districts, military service
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