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Senl: Organizational Mechanism of the Kam

Society in Southwestern Hunan Province

Juanting WU
Department of History

Sun Yat-sen University

Abstract

The traditional Kam society in southwestern Hunan province
established an egalitarian self- government without central power and
hierarchy. The basic unit of the Kam society is called Senl, which is a
Duans ( [#]) alliance formed by conducting Abskuan ( & #X). The
organizational mechanism of Senl is embedded with a substantive
economy logic of rice- growing agriculture in the Xidong (J&lf) area and
is closely related to the Douc( %) - centered kinship of the Kam people.
The membership of Douc means the right to inhabitation in Senl. On the
one hand, with this membership, the Kam people could access the
resources of land, rivers, and mountains for residence and be part of the
labor and marriage community. On the other hand, all of the Douc
establish a reciprocity network of Senl by building multi- line cross- cousin
marriage. The network keeps the resources, labor force, and products
circulating within the same Senl in the form of gifts. As a result, the
circulation of gifts at ceremonies and festivals shows that the form of
reciprocity is closely relevant to kinship distance and implies the purpose

of reproduction of social relations. In a word, from Douc-centered
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kinship to a reciprocity alliance of Duans, the Kam people make Senl an

integrated kinship-economic group.

Keywords: Senl, the Kam society, stateless society, kinship

relationship, the economy of reciprocity





