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Controversy over Current Issues

A Review of Social Functionalist Anthropological
Approach to Chinese Clan Studies

Liu Zhiwei

Abstract: Studies of clan in traditional Han-Chinese society have long been an important part of conversations
between social historians and anthropologists. Among anthropologists, approaches to clan studies develop two
lines. One approach holds that clan as a kinship organization is founded on the principle of bloodline which
in turn forms part of the structure of Chinese society. With the other approach, a functionalist perspective
1s adopted, which regards clan as a corporation to control and allocate resources in a local community. The
difference between these two approaches is highly relevant to the theories and methodologies of Chinese studies.
The latter approach is applied and elaborated on by the British social anthropologist Maurice Freedman, whose
works have had a far-reaching impact on subsequent studies. Freedman's research began with his critique of an
early essay of the Yixu Clan by Lin Yueh-hwa. He then further elaborated on his ideas based on the social structure
he derived from his reading of Lin's most renowned work, The Golden Wing. Freedman suggests that clan, as a
kinship organization, should never be studied per se but should be considered as a functional part of a complex
society like that of China. Freedman'’s functionalist approach opens up a paradigm that later research follows,
and yet also leads to a lot of criticism among more conventional anthropologists. Meanwhile, social historians
have examined the development of kinship organization among many other forms of social transformation which
took place in late imperial China. They demonstrate how different groups of clans emerged side by side with
changes 1n socio-economic relationship and pattern of dominances in local society. Hence, research of clan
which take the form of studies of local society are not intended to explain local history in accordance with the
principles of bloodline. On the contrary, it works to the contrary by asking how transformation takes place in
local society, which might help to explain the emergence of clan organization in one form or another in particular
historical episode. It is, however, undeniable that the language applied by Han-Chinese clan organizations is an
1deal expression of agnatic, matrilateral, and atfinal kinships, and that many operational principles of clan are
derived and modified from these ideals. Therefore, mingling the two approaches would allow us to study clan
as a social organization without ignoring the fact that clan also involves sets of ideal and rhetoric centering on
families, branches, and clans, which have long been embedded in the Han-Chinese society.
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(1)@ Maurice Freedman, Lineage Organization in Southeastern China, 7-8 ~ 69.
(3) David Faure, “The lineage as a culture invention: the case of the Pearl River delta”, Modern China 1 (Jan 1989) .
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