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Folk Culture, the Flowing Mother River
in Lieu of Preface

Our knowledge and appreciation of folk customs or folkways usually originate from our
childhood’s memories, experience and apperception. This is because we are born with the strong
impact of folk customs. Those who grow up in the rural areas naturally go with the influence of
folk customs, and those who grow up in urban areas are also influenced by their elders’ habits and
customs that have been developed or inherited from rural regions. So since childhood, our minds
have been soaked with the aroma of the clay of our rural native places, the aroma of pastoral
life. The old Chinese saying, “Parents long for spring farming and kids for the Spring Festival,”
associated with the rituals of the festival with parents’ bustling about and children’s joyful clamors,
enables us to taste all our life the Chinese people’s lifetime hope for better and new life, which is
characterized by affluence, peace, relaxation, contentment and happy family reunions.

From Grandmothers and Mothers’ stories of “The Herd-boy and the Weaving-girl” and “The
Lady of River Snail”, children would unconsciously develop the ambition of creating beautiful
lives with their untiring hands. “Row, row, row the boat, and-the boat gets to Grandma’s bridge;
Grandma then entertains me with rice cake...” The familiar melodies constantly take us back to the
sweet memories of our cradle time spent among the folks of our native rural towns and villages.
Traditionally, starting from childhood, Chinese girls learn from their mothers and grandmothers
skills of paper-cutting, embroidering, making clothes and shoes, which require skillful needlework
that gradually mould Chinese women’s typical temperament of valuing true affections and caring
for others. With the increase of age and experiences, one may realize that no matter how far away
he goes, he can never truly be out of his “native place” in the depth of his soul, the spiritual home
where his humanistic emotions have been nurtured.

When it comes to the definition of folk custom, views vary from person to person. In his works
entitled “Conspectus on Folklore”, Zhong Jingwen gives an interesting explanation on folk customs:
“Folk customs are folk traditions, practices and mores. It is a culture of life that is created, enjoyed
and inherited by the masses of the people in a country or nationality.” Very early in history, our
ancestors realized the social values and functions of folk customs and folklores. Confucius once
said, “Nothing is better than music to reform the ways and manners of the people; nothing is better

than rules of etiquettes to govern and appease the people. ” And there are also other popular Chinese



sayings with similar social values such as “One will never be a qualified general if he doesn’t know
much about astronomy and geography; one will never be a successful businessman if he does not
know folk customs”, “Wherever you are, follow local customs”, “Wherever you go, be aware of
local taboos beforehand”, etc.

Folk customs are closely related to the feelings of common people, reflecting true meaning
of their life, and therefore being true to life is the essence of folk customs. On the one hand, life is
the source of folk customs, which can be originated from every physical area of our life, including
production, trade, food, drinks, clothing, inhabitation, transportation, medicine, health care, etc.
On the other hand, folk customs are the distillation and mirror of life. Folk customs straightly or
indirectly reflect people’s lifestyles under various living conditions. It mirrors certain groups of
people’s ability and achievements of understanding and reforming the subjective and objective
worlds to certain extent. Thanks to folk customs, people’s life has become so colorful and vigorous.

Folk customs are the basis of a nation’s culture. The essence and wealth of the Chinese culture
not only exist in the classic books and records, but also root in various “folkways and local traits”.
If classic books and records could be described as reflecting the “father culture”, then folkways
could be the “mother culture”. The cultural tradition and spirit of the Chinese nation are actually
the integration of the two cultures. Compared with the systematic, orthodox and authoritative
characteristics of classic books and records, folk customs and folklores are more tolerant, vivid,
“amiable” and diversified in forms. The fairy tales, folklores, folk poems, slang, folk music, folk
dance, folk drama, fine arts and craftwork, games and sports, festivities, ceremony and propriety,
religions, manners and etiquettes, as well as catering, clothing, dwelling and transportation, all
convey and represent the unique values, thoughts, ethics, morals and aesthetic taste of the Chinese
nation. Containing broad and deep life experiences and cultural connotations, various forms of folk
customs have all been working together to develop the cultural ecology on which the nation and its
people have been depending for existence. In this sense, folk customs are like a mother river that has
so many genes of the Chinese culture in it, showing off the characteristics and nature of the nation
and nourishing imperceptibly the soil of Chinese culture from generation to generation.

Evergreen are life trees. Folk customs that root in common people’s life have the qualities of
continuity and stability. Good folk customs would not cease to exist simply because of social changes and
transformations. For example, the customs of touching doornails and setting off firecrackers during the
Spring Festival (the 1st day of the 1st lunar month), eating glutinous rice dumplings, displaying festive

lanterns and dancing the yangko dance on the Lantern Festival (the night of the 15th of the 1st lunar



month), and hanging moxa bunches on the entrance door, wearing sachets and holding boat races on
the Dragon Boat Festival (the 5th day of the 5th lunar month): as long as the traditional farming culture
doesn’t vanish from our memories, such festival customs with distinctive national features and local
cultural flavors will always be with us, followed by generation after generation.

Meanwhile, folk culture will change and evolve with the changing of social life. In recent years,
with economic development, social transformation and communication between eastern and western
cultures, folk customs of contemporary China have shown a pluralistic development trend, with
many new and fresh elements being infused into traditional folk customs. Many insightful people
in and outside the academia have realized the great value of folk customs in cultural development.
With research on various folk customs initiated and undertaken, a strong interest in the re-cognition
and revival of traditional folk culture can be felt today.

The core of folk customs is farming culture, and the vast rural areas are their birthplaces
and cradles. At present, a great campaign named “building a new socialist countryside” has been
initiated in rural areas of China. This unprecedented comprehensive social project, which is being
carried on at the grass-root level, will definitely exert a great impact on China’s agriculture, its
rural areas and people working and living in those areas. Meanwhile, it will also have historic
influence on folk customs existing in the rural areas. However, due to the possible incomplete
understanding and improper promoting of the campaign, it is possible that numerous items of folk
customs will face negative challenges. But on the other hand, the campaign may also bring golden
opportunities for inheriting and disseminating folk culture, as with the case of Zhejiang Province.
Located on the coastal line of East China, Zhejiang boasts diversified lifestyles, a long history of
humanistic tradition, and varied landforms with different topographical features. The folk culture
of the province, which vividly mirrors the character and life styles of its people, has inherited seven
thousand years of culture and history that have never died down. Many folk customs boast rich cultural
and historic values and contain talented creations, and many are unique in China. We must collect and
keep those rich historic folk customs for future studies, and we are definitely able to do so.

We are glad to see that in recent years, more and more people from Zhejiang are beginning to
realize the value of inheriting and disseminating folk culture in building a new socialist countryside
in an environment of industrialization, urbanization, commercialization and globalization. As a result
of this awareness, folk culture has been regarded as an important part of rural development that is
entering a new stage of development in Zhejiang. Many items of folk customs, which root deeply in

tradition, have absorbed new elements of the new era and are therefore starting their new burgeoning



period. In Zhejiang, where rich “cultural genes” can be found and strong creative energy felt,
colorful folk customs contribute a lot to the folk life, particularly to the campaign of “building a new
socialist countryside”. Folk handicrafts and fine arts, folk music, dramas and dances have become
important resources for the development of rural cultural industries and effectively promoted the
growth of rural economy as well as the increase of rural people’s incomes.

Most folk customs still prove themselves to be indispensable in the lives of rural people.
Ancient villages and ancient dwelling houses transmit various messages of Chinese traditional
cultures and arouse our memories of the old times. The “harmonious elements” in folkways, folk
religions, folk dramas, folklores and folk songs play a unique function of promoting the harmony
of rural lives. The frequent participation in the international cultural exchanges of folk arts, such as
sculpture, painting, festive lanterns, dances, music and dramas, have won high opinions of foreign
friends as well and the dignity and honor of the Chinese culture. Folk culture is no longer regarded
as “barbaric”, “uncivilized” or “behind the times”. It is a precious resource carrying forward the
splendor of the culture of the Chinese nation.

We are especially glad to see that the idea of “protecting intangible cultural heritages”,
proposed by the United Nations, has gradually won acceptance among people from various circles.
First and foremost, the central government in China has decided that the second Saturday of June
should be “Cultural Heritage Day”, which helps create a favorable atmosphere for protecting
and disseminating folk culture. In Zhejiang Province, three main forces, namely folk artists,
communities and governments at different levels, have been making joint efforts in this regard.
Folk artists are the key element in inheriting and developing folk cultures. Many folk artists work
quietly but persistently for the maintenance of folk arts. Take the art of Huangyan’s Bamboo Inside
Engraving, for example. The successors of this art set a base in a gallery that has trained a good
number of specialists in the line of bamboo engraving. Villages, towns and communities, as the
original places for protecting and reviving folk cultures, have been investing capital and manpower
for protecting and rejuvenating folk cultures. In protecting and developing the ancient Zhuge Family
Village in Lanxi City, the villagers’ committee mobilized local villagers and overseas descendants
of Zhuge family to donate money and antiques. So far the village has collected and invested more
than RMB 30 million to maintain the historic buildings. Governments at various levels are the
major coordinators and organizers in protecting folk cultures. In Zhejiang Province, governments at
various levels have made lists of intangible cultural heritages and taken special measures to protect

and preserve those outstanding items. The provincial government publicized successively a total of



275 items of intangible cultural heritage in two groups and recommended 87 items, including that of
“The Tales of the Ancient Beauty Xishi”, to be listed in the first group of state-level items. When the
result came out later, 39 were finally chosen and Zhejiang was therefore ranked No.1 in the country.
At present, eleven municipal governments and quite a few county and township governments
have made their own lists of representative items of intangible cultural heritage. In addition,
those governments have implemented large-scale general surveys of folk art resources and set up
different cultural protection bases at various levels. Numerous examples of folk-culture protection
have provided us with new perspectives for studying folk cultures, which has further enriched our
knowledge about folk culture and developed the relevant theories.

What is worth pointing out is that we have not been following the usual practice of the present
day to invite a venerable senior scholar or authority to write the preface for this book. This is simply
because we strongly wish to fully express to and share with our readers what we have felt and gained
from the preliminary investigation and research we have conducted of the folk cultures. Those
feelings and gains, though preliminary and unsystematic, are true and from deep thinking. As sparks
of speculation, they have inspired our enthusiasm for rejuvenating our national cultures. And it is the
great practice of building a new socialist countryside, the vitalities of folk cultures and the affection
for our national culture that have aroused our awareness of the value of folk culture and our wish
to compile this book. We have selected one hundred examples from the rich and colorful deposit of
folk culture in Zhejiang Province. We wish to demonstrate four factors of each example with simple
but precise words and pictures, namely “origin of the name”, “history and changes”, “cultural value”
and “inheritance and dissemination”, with the purpose of promoting people’s understanding of folk
cultures, their affection for them and interest in them. By doing so, it is expected that more people
will be involved in studying the development of folk cultures, supporting it and participate in it. We
have attempted to use relevant theories of folklore, cultural anthropology and sociology to explore
rules of the developmental trend of folk cultures on the basis of the specific practice of folk-culture
inheritance and dissemination. We know clearly that we have just set a half-wet foot in the sea of
folk-culture studies, but we are willing to voice our anticipation for the rejuvenation of the Chinese
culture with the little efforts we have been making. We hold the strong belief that the flowing “Mother
River” of folk cultures will not only nourish the Chinese nation generation after generation, but also
dutifully participate in the creation of rich and diversified cultures of our world today.
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