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ABSTRACT
This dissertation is an empirical study of the revival and development of folk religion
in

contemporary

central

and

southern

Hebei

Province,

North

China.

Community-based local cults prevail in the rural areas of central and southern Hebei
Province, and xinghao de, namely, local folk religious believers, are enthusiastic in
holding religious festivals to worship their deities. Those folk religious activities were
prohibited in the Maoist era, but they have been revived and have thrived after the
reform and opening up.

After a general introduction to the folk religion and its revival in this region, this
dissertation focuses on the story of the revitalization and development of Dragon
Tablet Festival, a religious festival held annually dedicated to Dragon Tablet, a public
deity in a village in Zhao County. Considered as “a typical example of feudal
superstition,” Dragon Tablet Festival was banned in the Maoist era. After it was
revived in the reform era, Dragon Tablet Festival attracted lots of researchers after a
local scholar accidently discovered it and in turn introduced it to academia.
Subsequently, Dragon Tablet and Dragon Tablet Festival were reinterpreted as
“Dragon,” the common ancestor and totem of the Chinese Nation, and “the living
fossil of Dragon Culture,” respectively. Accordingly, Dragon Tablet Festival acquired
a great success: a temple to Dragon Tablet was officially permitted to build in the
name of “Dragon Culture Museum,” and Dragon Tablet Festival was listed as a
provincial level “intangible cultural heritage” and hence protected by the local
government. The revival process is generalized as “culturalization of a local cult,”
which may represent a developmental tendency of folk religion in contemporary
China. The completion of this process depends on the cooperation among local people,
outside researchers, local government officials, and journalists.

Based on ethnographic research, this dissertation examines three intertwined themes
and proposes some arguments. Firstly, the revitalization of folk religion is the
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outcome of various factors. Both internal factors, such as the pursuit of renao
(heat-noise) by folk religious believers and the resilience of folk religion caused by
the flexibility of religious festivals, and some external factors, such as the enthusiasm
of outside researchers and local government officials’ pursuit of local economic
interests, contributed to the revival and prosperity of Dragon Tablet Festival. Secondly,
legitimization is an important goal for these folk religious groups and believers in the
“gray religious market,” a transitional area existing between the legal and illegal
religious groups which is mainly caused by the current religious policy in China. To
achieve this goal, folk religious groups utilize different strategies to legitimize their
religious activities. Thirdly, the researchers who do field research on folk religion
need to adopt some strategies to legitimize their research due to the religious policies
and the related regulations of academic affairs in China, but meanwhile, their research
on folk religion can be utilized by folk religious believers and local government
officials to achieve their own interests. So eventually, the researchers and local
government officials are also involved into the process of the revitalization of folk
religion and to some extent promote this process.

This research not only provides a vivid picture of the revival of a local cult, but also
reveals some rules in the “gray religious market” in contemporary China. At the same
time, it illustrates that the revival and development of folk religion is not a process of
“folk resistance” but involves and requires cooperation among various actors and
stakeholders. The fundamental rule behind the cooperation is the rational choices of
different actors in this complicated and important process.

v

CONTENTS
Abstract --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ⅰ
Acknowledgements -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ⅲ
Contents --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ⅴ
Map, Figure, Tables, and Photographs ---------------------------------------------------------------------ⅶ
Chapter 1 Introduction---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------1
1.1 Revisiting Fanzhuang Village-----------------------------------------------------------------------------1
1.2 Revitalization of Chinese Folk Religion in the Reform Era------------------------------------------4
1.3 Literature Review: Revitalization of Folk Religion as Resistance or Cooperation? --------------5
1.4 Research Themes-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------12
1.5 Methodology and Methods------------------------------------------------------------------------------14
1.6 Outline of the Thesis-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------20
Chapter 2 Religious Market, Rational Choice, and Folk Religious Revitalization-------------24
2.1 Religious Market Model --------------------------------------------------------------------------------24
2.2 Rationality and Rational Choice in the Religious Market ------------------------------------------28
2.3 Application of the Religious Market Model in Chinese Societies and the Difficulties ---------31
2.4 Triple Religious Market: A Modified Model ---------------------------------------------------------37
2.5 An Implicit Analysis Framework of the Thesis ------------------------------------------------------40
Chapter 3 Xinghao de: Folk Religious Believers in Central and Southern Hebei Province--43
3.1 Hebei: “A Big Religious Province”--------------------------------------------------------------------43
3.2 Xinghao de: Folk Religious Believers in Central and Southern Hebei----------------------------47
3.3 Local Religious Tradition and Xinghao de in History-----------------------------------------------59
3.4 The Reappearance of Xinghao de in the Reform Era------------------------------------------------67
3.5 The Identity of Xinghao de------------------------------------------------------------------------------82
3.6 Conclusion-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------93
Chapter 4 Xinghao and Holding Festivals--------------------------------------------------------------95
4.1 Daily Religious Life of Xinghao de -------------------------------------------------------------------95
4.2 Holding Festivals ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------100
4.3 Religious Festivals and Renao (Heat-Noise) --------------------------------------------------------120
4.4 Humans, Deities, and Renao (Heat-Noise) at Religious Festivals -------------------------------133
4.5 Conclusion -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------143
Chapter 5 Dragon Tablet Festival in Fanzhuang Village ------------------------------------------145
5.1 Fanzhuang Village and Its Religious World ---------------------------------------------------------145
5.2 Dragon Tablet Festival ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------149
5.3 Historical Development of the Dragon Tablet Festival --------------------------------------------162
5.4 The Flexibility of Religious Festivals and the Adaptability of Folk Religion ------------------175
5.5 Conclusion -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------182

vi

Chapter 6 Dragon Tablet, Dragon, and “Dragon Culture” ---------------------------------------185
6.1 Intellectuals and Dragon Tablet Festival ------------------------------------------------------------185
6.2 What is Dragon Tablet? --------------------------------------------------------------------------------193
6.3 The Construction of “Dragon Culture” --------------------------------------------------------------201
6.4 Intellectuals and the Culturalization of Local Cults ------------------------------------------------207
6.5 Conclusion -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------219
Chapter 7 Building Temples: In the Name of “Culture” ------------------------------------------223
7.1 Village Temples in Central and Southern Hebei Province ----------------------------------------223
7.2 Rebuilding of Village Temples in Central and Southern Hebei Province -----------------------227
7.3 Building of Dragon Ancestor Hall in Fanzhuang Village -----------------------------------------232
7.4 Imitation in Nearby Villages --------------------------------------------------------------------------237
7.5 “Culture,” the Gray Religious Market, and Legitimization ---------------------------------------247
Chapter 8 Dragon Tablet Festival and “Intangible Cultural Heritage” ------------------------252
8.1 The Communist Regime and Religious Festivals in Central and Southern Hebei Province -252
8.2 Local Government and the Dragon Tablet Festival ------------------------------------------------264
8.3 Applying for Recognition as a National Level ICH: Contestations and Consensus -----------269
8.4 Whose Cultural Heritage? -----------------------------------------------------------------------------278
8.5 Conclusion -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------283
Chapter 9 Summary and Conclusion ------------------------------------------------------------------286
9.1 Main Arguments ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------286
9.2 Some Reflections ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------294
9.3 Weaknesses and Further Research Directions ------------------------------------------------------296
Bibliography ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------299
Appendix I --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------327
Appendix II -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------328

vii

Map, Figure, Tables, and Photographs
Map
Map 1 The geographic location of Hebei Province in the PRC ----------------------------------------43
Figure
Figure 4.1 Locations of domestic deities and home altar in the house of xinghao de ---------------96
Tables
Table 3.1 Official Statistics of Five Religions in Hebei Province and in China ----------------------45
Table 3.2 Deities on the Shen’an of Wu Cuihua ----------------------------------------------------------56
Table 3.3 Deities on a shen’an (Photograph 3.2) ---------------------------------------------------------57
Table 3.4 Deities on a shen’an (Photograph 3.3) ---------------------------------------------------------58
Table 3.5 Categories of Shi Based on the Records of an Incense Head -------------------------------80
Table 5.1 Comparing procedures of a household festival and a village temple festival -----------178
Table 6.1 Researchers at Dragon Tablet Festival in 2010 ----------------------------------------------188
Table 6.2 Statistics on publications about Dragon Tablet Festival -----------------------------------192
Table 6.3 Some examples of the culturalization of local cults in Hebei Province ------------------209
Photographs
Photograph 3.1 The shen’an of Wu Cuihua ---------------------------------------------------------------56
Photograph 3.2 A shen’an -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------57
Photograph 3.3 A shen’an -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------58
Photograph 3.4 One sheet of Guangcai’s records --------------------------------------------------------79
Photograph 4.1 The home altar in a xinghao de house --------------------------------------------------97
Photograph 4.2 Xinghao de chanting scriptures ----------------------------------------------------------99
Photograph 4.3 Xinghao de chanting scriptures at a peace and safety festival ---------------------106
Photograph 4.4 “Sweeping the hall” ceremony ---------------------------------------------------------109
Photograph 4.5 Cloth dolls ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------118
Photograph 4.6 A document “reporting death” ----------------------------------------------------------119
Photograph 4.7 Watching opera at a temple festival ----------------------------------------------------128
Photograph 4.8 Folk performing art attracts many villagers at a temple festival -------------------129
Photograph 4.9 An incense head is observing incense at a temple festival --------------------------130
Photograph 4.10 An invitation of a xinghao de association -------------------------------------------132
Photograph 5.1 Dragon Tablet in Fanzhuang Village --------------------------------------------------151
Photograph 5.2 Four used dragon tablets ----------------------------------------------------------------151
Photograph 5.3 Welcoming Dragon Tablet --------------------------------------------------------------159
Photograph 5.4 A dragon tablet worshipped in a xinghao de house ----------------------------------165
Photograph 5.5 The Dragon Tablet worshipped in Li Mutian’s house -------------------------------174
Photograph 6.1 A researcher at Dragon Tablet Festival in 2010 --------------------------------------190
Photograph 7.1 Three small “temples” built at the edge of a village ---------------------------------230
Photograph 8.1 A stele in front of Dragon Ancestor Hall ----------------------------------------------269

