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Communal Worship and Festivals 
in Chinese Villages  

    W ai  L un  T am    

     �Every � ve or ten miles, local customs are not the same.�       

   Introduction   

 The Chinese word  shehui,  which is used to translate the English word for  society , 
refers to a religious activity. The term is a combination of two characters: one 
meaning �the shrine of the earth god,� and a second meaning �an assembly.� In 
ancient China, the term  society  referred to the assembly for welcoming and parading 
the gods during the spring and autumn sacri� ce to the deity of the soil.   1    In short, 
the Chinese word for  society  means �temple festival��the temple festivals of the 
deity of the soil. Later it came to mean temple festivals in general. It is not acci-
dental that the Chinese coined the word for  society  on the basis of temple festivals. 

 Chinese religion has long been understood in terms of the Three Teachings: 
Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism. An obvious problem of subsuming Chinese 
religion under the category of the Three Teachings is that only a tiny minority of 
the Chinese population are formal members of the Buddhist or Daoist commu-
nities, while there is even less of a �Confucian� community. In this connection, the 
eminent Chinese scholar Hu Shih (1891�1962) claimed that China had no native 
religion, just customs, and that its only real religion was an import, namely, 
Buddhism. A deeper implication of representing Chinese religion as the Three 
Teachings is that it is compatible with a Western model of religion and is readily 
interpreted from a Eurocentric Christian perspective and, thus, serves to perpetuate 
Eurocentric values. This means that priority is given to canonical texts, to a focus 
on doctrinal belief, to an understanding that the goal of religion is transcendence, 
and to an emphasis on intellectual activity such as philosophy or theology.   2    
Proceeding from such a normative viewpoint will lead to a misunderstanding of 
non-Western traditions such as China�s (see chapters 4 and 10). 
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 In this chapter, we will explore an alternative way of studying Chinese religion. 
Recognizing the contextual nature of all cultural practices, including religion, we 
propose to examine Chinese religion in a local and rural setting. Inasmuch as 95% 
of the Chinese population traditionally lived in villages and, despite the rapid 
urbanization process, over half  of the population (57%) still live in villages, it is 
clear that any examination of Chinese religion sensitive to its context could lead us 
only to the countryside. If  elite traditions characterized by texts and philosophies, 
as represented by the Three Teachings, are not the dominant modality of Chinese 
religious expression and most religious behavior, an alternative way to study Chinese 
religion should be on-site ethnographical observation and description of religion at 
the grassroots level. The vast area and enormous diversity of culture in China, as 
well as our limited resources, however, prevent us from considering the whole of 
China. This chapter focuses on southeast China, especially the mountain areas of 
the provinces of Jiangxi, Fujian, and Guangdong, where the scale of destruction of 
traditions during the Cultural Revolution (1966�1976) was relatively smaller than 
elsewhere. The situation is signi� cantly different in other parts of China. 

 An important note on the use of vocabulary when doing � eldwork on Chinese 
religion in Chinese villages is that  customs  is a much more useful term to use in the 
� eld than  religion . As it is commonly known, the term  religion  in China is typically 
understood as referring to the � ve of� cially recognized institutional religions 
(Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, Catholicism, and Protestantism). Therefore, if  we actu-
ally visit a Chinese village and ask about  religion , we will never get to the real reli-
gious life of the villagers. Instead, we will be referred to a church or a monastery in 
the county seat. If, however, we ask the villagers about their customs, real 
conversation on religion and local community will begin. 

 As the saying goes, �So many countries, so many customs.� In China, we per-
haps should modify it to say, �So many villages, so many customs.� In fact, there is 
a Chinese idiom that says, �Every � ve or ten miles, local customs are not the same.� 
Sometimes it is not only customs that differ in two given villages; even their dialects 
are not the same. It would be an exaggeration to say that every village in China has 
its own customs and dialect, but it would not be dif� cult to � nd two neighboring 
villages that have different customs and dialects. This gives us some idea of the kind 
of diversity, complexity, and variety we are dealing with in Chinese villages.  

    Architecture, Fengshui ,  and the Use of Space in Chinese Villages   

 We will start our investigation by examining the structure and orientation of ver-
nacular houses in southeast Chinese villages. The � rst thing we notice when we visit 
a Chinese village is the buildings. Since the Reform and Opening policy was launched 
in 1978, Chinese villages, especially those in the South, have been  experiencing huge 
changes. These changes were brought about by the massive migration of the working 
population of the village to work in the factories in booming coastal cities such as 
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Shenzhen, Guangzhou, and Xiamen. Only old people and mothers with children 
are left in the village, and many of the village houses are virtually empty. In the 
course of time, those working in the factories of the coastal areas send remittances 
back to their villages to build new village houses of two to three stories. As a result, 
three types of houses can be discerned, standing side by side, in contemporary vil-
lages in the South: traditional ancient gray brick or stone houses built before the 
Communist liberation in 1949; old clay houses built during the 1960s and �70s; and 
new multistoried houses built in the 1980s, �90s, and after. Our estimation, however, 
is that over 60% of Chinese villages are still traditional in appearance, dominated 
by mostly single-story bungalow-style houses.  

 In the very appearance of a village, we see the major role played by Chinese geo-
mancy or fengshui. Fengshui represents the Chinese concept of space (see  chapter 
 7    ). It is a symbolic system for gaining and keeping control of land and water, 
resources that are critical to survival and prosperity in the agricultural society of 
traditional China. Manipulation of fengshui is said to bring the village prosperity 
and fertility. Lineage registers, in which lineages (extended families going back sev-
eral generations) record their genealogies, usually contain descriptions of the con-
� guration of the whole village and the grave of the ancestor from a fengshui 
perspective. The basic idea of Chinese geomancy, as indicated by the compound 
word fengshui, is about capturing chthonic energy (energy represented by  qi  or  feng , 
literally: �wind�) and water ( shui , literally: �water�). The chthonic energy to which 

    FIGURE 2.1   Donglong village, Jiangxi province. (Photo Wai Lun Tam)     
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