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Hierarchy and Power within an “Egalitarian” Society:
Social Relations among the Kam People in China

Shu-jung Lin
Graduate Institute of Anthropology
National Tsing Hua University

The Kam people of Guizhou Province in China historically established a
long tradition of egalitarian self-government without formal political institu-
tions known as Kam kwuan K. Kuan referred not only to alliances and politi-
cal meetings, but also to Kam common law. There were four levels of kuan
organization: village kuan, minor kuan, middle kuan, and major kuan. At all
levels, village elders were on the top as the natural village leaders who made
decisions and handled public affairs. The kuan soldiers, volunteer men aged
between 16 and 36, executed various jobs (including maintaining public order
and repelling intruders) under the command of the elders. However, the Kam
society has not been a homogenous one. We still can see various asym-
metrical and hierarchical categories of social relations in the society today:
early arrivals/late arrivals, big surnames/little surnames, clan villages/seg-
mentary villages, and marriageable/unmarriageable, etc. It seems that both
the principles of egalitarianism and hierarchy exist in the society.

The paper examines how the Kam people differentiated various social
relationships based on the origins, migratory narratives, oaths, written laws,
and symbolism inscribed on human bodies and in their daily lives. By
comparing and discussing various asymmetrical and hierarchical categories
of social relations, I suggest that the Kam people highly valued the “egalitar-
ian” ethos for legal and political affairs. In the context of social affairs such
as marriage exchange, however, the Kam in the past established various
ways of displaying hierarchy and power for controlling and regulating the
marked social groups such as late arrivals, little surnames and the unmar-
riageable. They developed different mechanisms to differentiate and regu-
late the marked groups. Therefore, it is in the contexts (James Fox’s con-
cept) rather than the levels (Dumont’s model) that the Kam people operated
their concept of hierarchy.

Keywords: egalitarian, hierarchy, symbolic power, social relation,
the Kam people




