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When scholars write about economic exchange as total social phenomena they 
face a methodological problem: how does one assign emphasis to one 
particular strand or the other, especially when arguing that this phenomenon is 
relevant across domains of social practice? When done well, such studies can 
point out unexpected convergences in a critical fashion; when poorly 
executed, the network fails to reveal its composition. Periodic events, such as 
pilgrimages or fairs, highlight this problem for ethnographic writing and 
research design. Cooper’s The Market and Temple Fairs of Rural China takes 
on this problem, providing a detailed account of rural market fairs that have 
emerged in the wake of economic reforms in China. In doing so, Cooper 
shows the historical depth of market fairs and their relationships to popular 
culture and religious practices. He argues that secular market fairs valorize 
formerly proscribed religious practices and support the subsequent invention 
of popular religion as cultural heritage in contemporary China. Temple Fairs 
suggests a common tropology of market, festival, and ritual through the term 
red fire (honghuo), a cognate of the noisy heat (renao) well known to scholars 
of popular religious practice among ethnic Chinese people in Taiwan and 
Southeast Asia. This “sociothermic theory” (p. 53) of Chinese religion relates 
to popular culture: As Cooper argues, honghuo informs rural Chinese 
understandings of public life and thus the ways that rural Chinese people 
negotiate with the state. Unfortunately, however, Cooper fails to develop this 
tropology thematically, and the monograph makes crucial missteps in terms of 
analysis and organization.  
 
Temple Fairs gives a broad description of market fairs, their history over the 
centuries, and their offerings. As Cooper wends through several market fairs, 
he shows how the “effervescent” (p. 4) and “grotesque” (p. 95) features of 
market fairs create space for counterhegemonic discourses, like those features 
of carnival described by Bakhtin (pp. 95-97). Weighing in on arguments 
concerning resistance versus cooptation, Cooper argues that market fairs 
“involve the organized expression of sentiments and ideas disapproved of by 
the modernist, secular Communist state,” realizing “autonomous zones” in 
which a popular worldview opposed to the state might flourish (pp. 188-189). 
Moreover, Cooper shows that markets and temples represent funds of human, 
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cultural, and economic capital over which political factions at and across 
various administrative levels wrangle. For these reasons, the ethnography of 
market fairs in China could contribute to wider discussions in the discipline 
concerning social transformations in postsocialist states. 
 
Organizationally, the book is divided into a series of chapters that introduce 
the Jinhua region, popular religious practices in China, and the offerings of 
market festivals. Later chapters in the book take up the relationships between 
market festivals and traditional performance genres before moving to a 
consideration of how market festivals have been “resacralized” (pp. 194, 208) 
during the late 1990s.  
 
Cooper’s book disappoints largely when“unraveling the strands” (p. 63, 
passim) of the markets as total social phenomena. Long sections of Temple 
Fairs give what appear to be digests of official histories of the towns and their 
markets without careful analysis of these materials. Other sections describe 
performance genres or market offerings, leaving the reader to wonder how 
these elements support Cooper’s argument. Cooper’s analysis in the fairs 
seems superficial, largely because the book lacks an investigation of the social 
networks of those who work in the fairs or the lives of those who engage with 
them. Similarly, when he discusses performance genres, he pays little attention 
to actual performances or texts. Cooper touches on a number of important 
issues—the remarkable resurgence of religious practices in reform period 
China, the role of the state in post-Mao reconfigurations of popular culture, 
grassroots and official anxieties about the commercialization of everyday life. 
Yet he passes by them without sustained attention, as if browsing stalls at a 
temple fair.  
 
Scholars of political and legal anthropology will likely be interested in the 
shifting legality of market fairs and the pilgrimage sites connected to them, 
particularly as these shifts occurred in the interstices of administrative 
practice. Much recent scholarship on popular religious practices in 
contemporary China has recognized how governing religious practices in the 
post-Mao period has both reinvented these practices and reconfigured the 
state. Postsocialism has not represented the retreat of the state but a shift in the 
terms of engagement. Cooper does not actively engage with much of this 
scholarship, and ignores the voluminous scholarship on popular religious 
practices among Sinophone communities elsewhere. Lacking a more subtle 
paradigm, he seems committed to a state versus society model that cannot 
pose questions concerning how local state and governance is reconfigured, 
certainly an important feature of the market fair’s totality.  
 
Temple Fairs will be useful for scholars of traditional theatre in China who 
wish to see a catalogue of genres associated with Jinhua, but will disappoint 
those looking for an analysis of how market fairs might constitute a 
contemporary Chinese imagination of social life. Perhaps the problems of the 
monograph can be attributed to Cooper’s method. Cooper seems to have 
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visited several temple fairs in Jinhua, official handlers in tow; although he 
combines descriptions of the fairs with archival information, he reports data 
from these archives without subjecting them to critical examination. Moving 
from fair to fair, temple to temple, he does not follow the merchants, visitors, 
or other actors in ways that might illuminate connections between the market 
and the everyday social worlds these actors inhabit. What Cooper’s 
monograph lacks is the kind of ethnographic treatment that could ground his 
arguments. As one of the only book length monographs on temple fairs in 
contemporary China, Temple Fairs makes a small contribution. As a 
description of market fairs as total social phenomena, however, it falls short of 
the mark. 
  
 


