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Rice Gift and Miao Kinship Relations in
Eastern Guizhou:

A Study on the Ritual of Naming a Newborn Baby
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National Chiao Tung University

Abstract: Rice is the most significant food among the Monsoon Asia. It’s
very common that eating a rice meal together has particular significance con-
cerning kinship in many societies of this area. But for some societies, the
relation between rice and kinship is not only made from daily eating. The
gift of rice may display a prominent keying index within the gift set (rice,
wine and meat) exchanged between affine because of its variety (glutinous
rice and polished rice ) and its transformation by cooking. After
describing various forms of rice gift and exchanges of rice gift within a ritual-
ized setting for celebrating a newborn baby, this paper explains how the rice
gift indicates Miao kinship relations. One of the situations is that a matri-lat-
eral parallel relative (such as mother’s sister) presents glutinous rice as a gift
to the host of the ritual. This demonstrates she is different from a patri-lateral
parallel relative (such as father’s brother) for the host of the ritual. Besides,
the rice gift displays the multiplicity of affine: new affine, old affine and lat-
eral lined affine. Matri-lateral parallel and patri-lateral parallel kin do not dis-
tinguish each other by kinship terminology but they do by rice gift perform-
ance. Similarly, the multiplicity of affines could not be recognized by kinship
terminology, but it could be by diverse forms of rice gift. The rice gift makes
up a more precise kinship classification. How the form and substance of
“thing” commit social formation is an important issue for the study of materi-
al culture. In this paper I propose that the Miao design the gift of rice metic-
ulously as a keying index to kinship classification. For a society that values
affinal alliance, this classification through actions of gift exchange makes it
possible to recognize the pattern of kinship.

Key words: thing, life ritual, kinship, Miao.
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