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The Concrete Manifestations of Rural Transformation and the Expression of
National Identity: On the Writing of “Rural Temples” in Contemporary

Novels and Its Cultural Politics

LEI Ming
(School of Liberal Arts, Northwest University)

Abstract: The depiction of rural temples in contemporary novels concretely narrates the cultural
politics of China’s rural transformation and the construction of national identity. By dramatizing rit-
ual performances within village temples, these narratives generate contrasting images of peasant
livelihoods, thereby illustrating the inevitability of modern-state penetration into the country-
side. The renovation of temple spaces and the diffusion and redirection of their functions signify the
evolution of various forms of the new rural community, implicitly revealing the logic of governing
presence. Rural temples may be metaphorically framed as the negative residues of traditional culture
in need of critique, as markers of “ethnic” cultural identity, or as cultural heritage subject to devel-
opment. The dynamic shifts in these metaphorical connotations demonstrate the nationalization of
“local knowledge” reproduction and reflect the state’s ambivalent engagement with local culture and
traditional resources. Engaging with the literary representation of rural temples in contemporary fic-
tion thus not only offers a concrete perception of rural reform histories and the modalities of nation-
al identity construction but also illuminates how authors strategically craft narrative spaces and se-
lect imagery to forge intimate and profound connections with their subject matter.

Key words: Contemporary fiction; Rural transformation; Village temples; Local belief; National i-

dentity



