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Abstract

This is an anthropological study of the social structure and village rituals of the Yao people in the
mountain arcas of Guangnan County, Yunnan Province. Basing on previous ethnographic studies and his
fieldwork, the author introduces the basic conditions of the patrilineal kinship system among Yao villagers
and their annual ritual activities, and clearly illustrates the mechanism of traditional authority construction
through analyzing the mutual relations between the kinship system and village rituals. The author found
that though the structure of social power is based on the patrilineal kinship organizations, but the
construction of the traditional authority and the realization of its role depend on village rituals. Among
various collectively held rituals, “cunmiaoji” (ritual for village god) is the most important one since it
provides necessary cultural circumstance with village elders to construct their traditional authority.
Through frequently-held cunmiaoji, the village elders display their controlling power and get their
authority recognized by symbol operations during the ritual process. The author concludes, in Yao
villages, the ritual traditions are not only old customs but also have the role of symbolizing and
constructing traditional authority, therefore making smooth the role of the social controlling of village
elders.
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