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From a modern point of view, Chinese festivals may be grouped into two large categories: festivals based on the traditional lunar calendar (calendar and chronology) with religious elements woven into them; and festivals set up by the state, based on political considerations. The first category reflects the richness of traditional Chinese culture which highlights local custom, fantasy, and religious beliefs; it demonstrates how fundamental these festivals are in structuring the life of the people. The second category appeared most markedly with the founding of the Chinese Republic in 1912. Politically motivated, these festivals and celebrations mark a new relationship between the state and its citizens, as well as a new relationship between the state and traditional culture. The intended effect of these political celebrations is to build a national identity with the state at its center. Although many of the local festivals were greatly effected by this new development and quite a few were censored by the state, they have survived as elements of the old tradition and now by and large coexist side by side with the state sponsored festivals.

Traditional festivals and celebrations vary between regions and between nationalities. For Han Chinese, the most important festivals are the Chinese New Year, the day to honor the dead (Qingming), the Dragon Boat Festival (Duanwu), a celebration with a multiple origin and purpose, and the Moon (Mid-Autumn) Festival (Zhongqiu). All of these events continue to be celebrated in China today.

The Chinese New Year is now referred to as Spring Festival, Chunjie. Each year it falls somewhere between late January and mid-February in the Western calendar. Crossing regional boundaries, it is the most important collective event for the Han people as a whole, and is also celebrated by other nationalities in China and in many countries in Southeast Asia. It is the main event bringing the families together, and the days before and after this festival are the busiest travel season in China. The preparation for the coming of the New Year celebration is an important part of the festival itself. It entails many activities such as the buying of special foods and goods, referred to as 'getting the new year's goods ready', ban nianhuo; there is also the making of new clothes, dusting of the house, holding ceremonies for house deities and for one's ancestors. On New Years eve, there is the family dinner after which all stay up to see the old year pass and welcome the new (shouye). There are also other events associated with the New Year celebration, such as putting up auspicious New Year couplets written on red paper at the entrance of the house, and hanging up in the house a new New Years calendar illustrated with auspicious and often symbolical images (nianhua). During New Year's eve and New Year's day, firecrackers are lit that are traditionally meant to ward off evil spirits. During the New Year period, family and friends pay visits to each other (bainian). In villages, towns, and cities, communal ceremonies include Dragon and Lion Dances. Traditionally on New Years day at the family gathering, the younger generation would pay their respects to the family elders and are given money as a form of blessing. The New Year period begins seven or eight days before New Year proper and continues until the fifteenth of the first lunar month.

The Qingming festival falls into the middle of the third month, few days before or after April 5 in the Western calendar. It is also known under names such as "Tree Planting Festival" (Zhishu jie), and "Walk on Green Festival" (Taqing jie). Scholars have shown that another festival has been merged with it: the "Cold Meal Festival" (Hanshi jie), a festival traditionally set two days before Qingming during which it was prohibited to light fire. Food is prepared ahead of time and eaten cold, thus the term "cold meal." During the Tang and into the Song period these two ceremonies and some other regional variations gradually transformed Qingming into a festival that included tree planting, transplanting of willow branches, visits to the graves, and going for a spring outing. The planting of trees and willow branches may be interpreted as symbolizing the extinguishing and rekindling of fire. During the Tang period visits to the graves became a social custom. By the Song period, this custom was further stabilized by an edict issued by the court. This stipulated that during the three days between Hanshi and Qingming, the entire country should pay respects to the dead. In a custom already present during the Tang period, this visit to the graves was linked to a spring hiking or spring outing referred to as Taqing. By the Yuan period, many collective activities were connected with this festival such as tug of war, flying kits, and swings. During the Ming and Qing periods, the "Festival of Intelligence" (Congming jie) also became part of the celebration in some regions, perhaps based on the fact that the pronunciation of qingming is close to that of congming. Today the festival is celebrated with part of the tradition still intact. Government and Communist Party also now use this day to publicly commemorate martyrs of the revolution, and on many occasions the day has seen political protests against the central government in the form of commemoration activities for deceased political leaders, such as Zhou Enlai in 1976 (April Fifth Movement) and Hu Yaobang in 1989, who were held up as better than the present leadership, and, since 1989, for protesters who had been killed by security forces in Beijing (student protest).

The Mid-Autumn Festival or Moon Festival (Zhongqiu jie), is also known as the Festival of Reunion (Tuanyuan jie), or the August Festival (Bayue jie). It falls on the fifteenth of the eighth month, and into the "middle of fall," thus the term zhongqiu. On this night the full moon is especially bright. It is celebrated by a happy gathering of the full family in a symbolic reflection of the fullness and brightness of the moon. The moon cake which is made and eaten during this period also gets its round shape and the auspicious characters written onto it from this association. On this evening families would sit outside, drink wine, and enjoy the view of the moon. Much traditional poetry has been devoted to this theme, often evoking loved ones who are far away during that night but might also be looking at the same moon. During the Qing period various ceremonies developed around this festival, such as making offerings to the moon, and lighting pagoda-shaped incense; these ceremonies were depicted in many illustrations at the time. After the founding of the People's Republic, the festival continued and with it some of the traditional activities such as family gatherings, viewing the moon, and eating moon cakes.

The Dragon Boat Festival (Longchuan jie), also known as Double Five Festival (Duanwu jie), or Festival of the Poet (Shiren jie), falls on the fifth day of the fifth lunar month. This festival has an especially rich folklore and diverse historical origins. Among the various historical records, the story of the poet Qu Yuan is most widely known. A minister in the kingdom of Chu during the Warring States period, Qu Yuan threw himself into the Xiang river after the emperor listened to slanderous accusations against him and dismissed him. To commemorate Qu's patriotism and loyalty, local people threw rice-filled bamboo baskets into the river and asked the boats on the river to save him. This later led to the eating of ricecake and the "dragon boat" race on the day of this festival.

To a certain extents some ethnic groups have included some of the Han festivals into their calendar; but as is the case with regional variations they have developed their own versions. As a consequence the festivals all vary according to region and ethnicity. In turn, different regions and ethnic groups also have their particular festivals.

The biggest disruption and suppression of traditional festivals came with the founding of the Republic of China in 1912. The government's intention to eradicate what it saw as popular superstition became a central cultural policy. Especially after the 1919 May Fourth New Culture Movement (May Fourth Movement), a harsh and radical suppression of local religious cults, festivals, and celebrations was carried out. Many temples and shrines were demolished or turned over to other purposes, and many cults and religious ceremonies were forbidden. After the establishment of the People's Republic of China in 1949, this policy was continued with even harsher measures, reaching its height during the Cultural Revolution. These actions by the state and young activists led to the demise and, to a large degree, extinction of much of local festival activity. In their place the Republican and Communist governments established festivals inspired by the new state they had set up.

National Day (Guoqing ri), also known as Double Ten Festival, Shuangshi jie, on October 10 was established by the Guomindang (GMD) to commemorate the founding of the Republic. The date is based on the Wuchang Uprising which led to the Revolution of 1911. It was, and still is in Taiwan, a national event, celebrated with ceremonies and parades attended by high ranking state officials.

National Day (Guoqing jie), also simply referred to as October 1 (Shiyi), was established by the Chinese Communist Party to celebrate the founding of the new state People's Republic of China. On this day in 1949, Mao Zedong, the Chairman of the CCP, had officially proclaimed the new state at a rally on Tiananmen.

There are other state-sponsored national celebrations in the People's Republic of China, for example May 4 as Youth Festival, June 1 as Children's Day, the celebration of the founding of the CCP on July 1, and that of the founding of the People's Liberation Army on August 1. These celebrations are part of the efforts by the CCP to consolidate statehood and the role of the CCP through recurring celebrations of their success in overthrowing the GMD government.

The traditional festivals which survived had to make certain compromises with the state. The religious elements which once had played an important role in almost all the festivals had to be suppressed, at least on the surface. There is little mention now of the rich religious ceremonies and rituals formerly connected with these festivals, and on the whole they survive on the mainland by the fact that they are nationally celebrated and by and large secular in nature.

The economic and political reforms since 1979 with their partial decentralization have brought a significant revival of local festivals and cults together with a new prosperity that created wealthy sponsors eager to enhance their community standing. Although the conflict between the state and local custom continues, these festivals have taken on a bolder stance with ever increasing popular participation in the different regions.
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