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Abstract: Both Fetes et chansons anciennes
dela Chine( 1919) and La polygynie sororale et so—
rorat dans la Chine féodale( 1920) are doctoral dis—
sertations of the famous French social anthropolo—
gist and sinologist Marcel Granet. These works are
classics produced by French Annales School. Both
of them focus on Chinese marriage customs before
the Qin and Han Dynasties. The former from the
perspective of sociology reconstructs the mode of
ancient marriage among peasant society based on
the interpretation of some classics such as the Shi—

Jing ( The Book of Songs)

sing the perspective of anthropology analyzes mar—

whereas the latter u-

riage customs among feudal nobles using volumi-
nous histories and annals.

Discussing the formation of society and states
by means of different forms of polygamy in ancient
society was a classic topic in anthropology at the
end of the 19" century and the beginning of the
20" century. In the history of anthropology it is
J. F. McLennan who first considered that the shift
from polygamy was a key to state formation. His
research on the transformation of forms of marriage
influenced all scholars involved in this field in later
times. Granet came to China for his research in the
early 20" century. He regarded Chinese polygyny
practiced at that time as a remnant from ancient
marriage institutions and asserted that ancient
Chinese literature could be used to explore issues
related to the evolution of polygamy discussed by
J. F. McLennan W.R. Smith J. G. Frazer and

others.

Granet’s research of ancient Chinese sororal
polygyny took the Ba‘al marriage found in ancient
Arabia as a comparative focus. In ancient times
both sororal polygyny and Ba‘al marriage represen—
ted different ways to unite societies which was one
of the most important issues related to the analysis
of civilizations in ancient times .

From Granets view in ancient China the
shape of noble and peasant society were different.
Peasant society and its marriage rules were con-
nected with the rites of holy mountains and sacred
places whilst those found among nobles were de—
veloped from the forms formed in peasant society.
The nobles monopolized the “holy places” and
as a result then formed “Mountain Confedera—
tions”  which were superimposed upon peasant so—
ciety. Finally the concept of the Son of Heaven e—
volved which monopolized the entire heaven and
sun in the cosmos. In addition the Son of Heaven
dominated the entire universe by linking itself with
earth.

If we compare Granel’s investigations of the
festivals linked with sacred spaces of ancient Chi-
nese peasant society with Emile Durkheims re—
search of Totemic holy places in Australian primi—
tive society we can see that these two paradigms
represent two different kinds of marriage institu—
tions. Durkheim believed that religion originated
from exogamy while Granet believes that religion
originally derived from the worship of the sacred

space found in endogamous circles. Therefore the

exogamous confederation of nobles in Chinese feu—
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dal times was actually a “Mountain Confedera—
tion” and this endogamous circle of intermarriage
which symbolized itself as a "Mountain Confedera—
tion” is “Huaxia” .

In Granet’s opinion it is worth comparing
ancient Chinese society with Totemic Society.
Durkheim takes elementary society as a two totemic
clans exchanging women. Granet on the other
hand believed that even before the emergence of
nobles in feudal society two patrilineal lineages
would marry in order to form an alliance. Howev—
er afterwards with the rise of feudal power the
system of sororal polygyny served to readjust coali—
tion relationships. From then on the center in the
whole system shifted from relationships based on
consanguinity to ones based upon alliances.

We can find that a similar phenomenon exists

the Arabi-

an early form of group marriage linked matrilineal

in the ancient Arabia. However there
descent developed into polyandrous form of mar—
riage with agnatic descent. From Smith’s point
group marriage evolved to the beena marriage first
and then developed into the baal form and the le—
virate. Both Granet and Smith noted the signifi—
cance of marriage institutions in early civilizations.
In ancient China as political power developed and
matured domestic authority was transferred to coa—
lition and alliance relationships. Within the alli-
ance the exchange of woman was concentrated
within the authority of lineage groups. As such
patriarchal power benefited from polygyny. Howev—
er in the ancient Arabia the regime and the ag—
natic kinship structure was so undeveloped that
tribes formed themselves into fraternal relationships
based upon physical or virtual blood relationships.
As such  polygamy was well suited for the evolu-
tion of political power.

The ancient Chinese or the Huaxia Confeder—
ation is essentially an endogamous circle and so—
roral polygyny is a means to maintain the relation—
ships within this feudal confederation. Granets i—
deas regarding Chinese ancient marriage institu—

tions originates from both the exploration of the

French Annales School” of the institutions of feu—
dalism and an anthropological investigation of the
basic theories of state and society.
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