Importance of rituals in Popular religion
In recent years, Chinese reform regarding the practicing of religion has caused a wave of revived interest in religion throughout China. These reforms had impacts across the country, however, rural China responded with the most enthusiasm which resulted in approximately two million village temples being built.[footnoteRef:1]  Urban Chinese areas such as Wenzhou have an extensive history of spirituality, dating back to the 9th Century Tang dynasty.[footnoteRef:2]  While the large officially recognized religions (Buddhism, Confucianism, Daoism, Christianity, and Islam) all saw upsurges in religious uptake, and traditional folk religions resumed their activities in large numbers.  Folk religion, or sometimes known as ‘popular religion’, can be identified by their spiritual practices including spirit possession, lunar calendar festivals and obituary rituals. [footnoteRef:3] [1:  Yongjia Liang, ‘Religious Revival in Rural China and the Fate of “Religion” in China’, Chinese Journal of Sociology, 3 (2017), p.269.]  [2:  Mayfair Meihui Yang, ‘Popular Religiosity: Deities, Spirit Mediums, Ancestors, Ghosts, and Fengshui’, in ‘Reenchanting Modernity: Ritual Economy and Society in Wenzhou, China’ (Durham: Duke University Press, 2020) p.51.]  [3:  Yongjia Liang, ‘Religious Revival in Rural China and the Fate of “Religion” in China’, Chinese Journal of Sociology, 3 (2017), p.269.] 

The significance of popular religion can be seen from a sociological perspective, religion in China has a social divide which commonly determines which religion, if any they subscribe to. For example, high economic growth areas such as Beijing with a high-earning population, are more likely to follow Chinese philosophical or meditational schools. However, there may be some of those who follow more ‘respectable’ religious orders such as Buddhism or Christianity.  In comparison, popular religion is practiced by those in poverty and low economic areas such as Wenzhou. Social studies also indicate that there is an intellectual dimension to which religion you decide to follow. For example, the well-educated middle-class are more likely to go for philosophical religion, rather than the hyper-spiritual rituals of popular religion. However, this does not mean that elites did not hold any superstitious beliefs which were associated with popular religion.  For example, funeral rites, or giving offerings or donations.
· Spirit Mediums
· 1.1 spirit medium possession
· 1.2 The spirit medium in a temple context
· 2. Funerary rituals									
· 3. Temple festivals  
· 3.1 The Wandering Ghost festival
· 4. Religious theory discussion   
· 4.1 Relational modality for popular religion
· Bibliography

[bookmark: _1._Spirit_Mediums][bookmark: 1]1. Spirit Mediums
Spirit mediums traditionally come under the umbrella term of Shamanism or in Chinese ‘Wushu’ 巫術. Yang defines a shaman as anyone who claims to have the ability to ‘communicate’ with the spirits of their ancestors, or other deities through possession.[footnoteRef:4] Spirit mediums are a version of shamanism which focuses on communication between spirits and living people. The medium’s role is to become a vessel in which the spirit can communicate with local deities to ask them why they are ill, for financial and medical advice or anything in their life they wish to resolve.[footnoteRef:5] Spirit mediums are ingrained within the system of popular religion, with 80 percent of the villages population believing that spirit mediums can connect with deities.[footnoteRef:6] These figures reflect the popularity of Popular religion in rural areas such as Wenzhou. Interviews conducted by Yang suggest that while, most people do believe in spiritual mediums, there exists some people who pretend to possess this power, by falsely claiming to be possessed to make financial gain. Based on Yang’s interviews, it appears that the Chinese locals can understand the difference between a real and fake medium. [4:  Yang, (2020) p.81.]  [5:  Yang, (2020) p.81.]  [6:  Yang, (2020) p.82.] 

[bookmark: _1.1_[spirit_medium][bookmark: 1.1]1.1 spirit medium possession
During the process of the possession of the spirit medium, there are some common themes that occur to the medium. For example, accounts of the mediums suggest that one of the reasons that their body is easily possessed is because they are often frail, or sick, or unwell.[footnoteRef:7] One example is by a local Wenzhou sprit medium named Cao Jinling who Yang defines as the ‘reluctant spirit medium’.[footnoteRef:8] Cao did not work, due to her ill health, and Chinese and western doctors could not find a sufficient reason why she was ill. Later in her life, she became worse and began to be possessed.[footnoteRef:9] Cao noted that prior to the possessions, she felt as if she was drunk, for example, being unsteady or showing behaviors which one might associate with being under the influence. The most distinctive sign of the possession is the constant shaking. To the rural community in Wenzhou, they call this seizure like, shaking “coming on to the body”.[footnoteRef:10] It is understood to be the defining feature, that the spirt is trying to possess the medium. However, once the ‘take-over’ had been completed and the deity successfully possessed Cao, her body was calm. For the believer, this is the moment, which is most sacred, they are now in the presence of a spirit. [7:  Yang, (2020) p.82.]  [8:  Yang, (2020), p.82.]  [9:  Yang, (2020), p.82.]  [10:  Yang, (2020), p.81.] 

During her possession, her eyes were closed, as if sleeping, but her body was not shaking convulsively, nor did she have saliva or foam flowing out of her mouth… In her possessed state, people would talk with her and she would reply, in a strange, eerily low voice, that she was the goddess Mother Chen the Fourteenth. Sometimes a voice would also tell Cao that she was the goddess Li the Thirteenth, the “shamanic sister” (tongmei, 僮妹) of Mother Chen.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Yang, (2020) p.83.] 

The passage above reveals that the relationship between the medium and the deity cannot be strictly ‘possessive’. Cao reveals that she can remember voices telling her that she was these deities, this means that the spirit does not only take hold of the conscience of the medium and use them as a mouthpiece, but the spirit can also influence and relay thoughts to the medium. 

[bookmark: _1.2_[The_spirit][bookmark: 1.2]1.2 The spirit medium in a temple context
In Chinese Popular religion, temples are one way that the medium connect to the spiritual realm. The Tai Wong Ye Temple in Hong Kong provides an example of how Spirit Mediums can be organized into groups.  The temple is made up of ‘kei tung’, those who have the powers of a spirit medium and can speak to spirits. However, the temple is strict on who they accept into their temple as a spirit medium, in order to pass the entrance exam, the person must be able to be possessed, without feeling any pain or discomfort.[footnoteRef:12] However, after this has been achieved, the temple does still not let the newcomer deal with worshippers in public ceremonies. Instead, he will have to undergo training by a senior kei tung, who will continue this indefinitely, and will only be when the senior specialist deems them ready.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  John T Myers, ‘A HONG KONG SPIRITMEDIUM TEMPLE’, Journal of the Hong Kong Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, 15 (1975), p.22.]  [13:  Myers, ‘A Hong Kong Spirit-medium Temple’, (1975), p.22.] 

One of the main roles of the spirt medium in the context of the Tai Wong Ye temple is to administer possession rituals every evening at 10pm. These are different to the possession rituals which are performed for a singular person. Here is one such example:
He approaches the table and takes a sip of the sacred water. Continuing to stand before the table, he begins to move his head from side to side. He then starts pounding the table with his fists while emitting loud guttural grunts. After a few moments he adopts a stylized posture signifying to all present the identity of the possessing deity. The tan sang provide him with the throne-like chair and he sits to hear the petitions of the worshippers. 
The temple ritual is done for the congregation, this can be compared to Going to a Christian Church every Sunday and having communion. The ritual is a way that all the cult members can take part and be given support by the mediums. 
[bookmark: _1.3_The_work][bookmark: _3._Funerary_Rituals][bookmark: _2._Funerary_Rituals]2. Funerary Rituals 
Unlike the west, where funerals for most of the population are small simple affairs, Chinese funerals however are much more extravagant and may last several days.[footnoteRef:14] Western funerals such as a traditional Christian ceremony, consist of a small-scale ceremony where a priest delivers a sermon, reads prayers and sing songs, followed by a family tribute to the person who died, remembering their life and memories. The western funeral procession only last around an hour, followed by a remembrance wake to celebrate their life. [14:  Yang, (2020), p.85.] 

[bookmark: n] A typical Chinese funeral is quite different, preparation for the funeral is ritualized. There is a Chinese term, “to seek release from”. This encapsulates the importance of funerary rites, Chinese funerals place importance on the afterlife, or the soul. One of the first rituals is to guide the family members down to purgatory. In Chinese thought, purgatory is the place that souls must first travel to before they can reach the afterlife, this means that the deceased must atone and be punished for any wrongdoings throughout their life.[footnoteRef:15] The funeral organizers perform this ritual in order to help the deceased reach their next life more quickly. Part of the preparation involves burning baskets of money so that the deceased will have money to spend while in purgatory and promote a wealthy next life.[footnoteRef:16] The Burning of money strikes a correlation with Ancient Egyptian funeral rites where they were buried with their money so that they could use it in the afterlife.  [15:  Yang, (2020), p.85]  [16:  Yang, (2020), p.85] 

The night before the funeral, members of the family stay watch over the body to ensure that no evil spirits could harm the body.[footnoteRef:17] Chinese religion places the sanctity of the body and soul at the forefront of the funeral rituals. Death is an important part of Chinese spiritual life, as Dan Waters concludes that: [17:  Dan Waters, ‘Chinese funerals: A Case Study’, Journal of the Hong Kong Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, 31 (1991), p.115.] 

The Chinese, more than any other people, are obsessed with the dead. There is a fear of the dead. There is a continuing relationship between the dead and the living. Rituals demonstrate, resolve and change situations. Money, goods and food are ‘dispatched’ to the deceased. In return, from ancestors, the living expect luck, wealth, moral order, fertility and health.[footnoteRef:18] [18:   Waters, ‘Chinese funerals: A Case Study’, (1991), p.128.] 

Funeral rituals provide the Chinese the opportunity to honor their dead relatives, but also do take part in various popular religion rituals. Food and money are given in exchange for luck and wealth in the future.
3. Festivals 
In Chinese popular religion, festivals are an important because they provide the population a way to share their religion locally in the community and with others. Traditionally, Chinese festivals in urban areas were put on to celebrate the seasons of agricultural life, one example is the spring festival.[footnoteRef:19] However, China has fought a long battle with the state to allow popular religion festivals. Only in 1980 was the Spring festival made permanently an official holiday, however, many of the traditional customs related to the event were lost.[footnoteRef:20] However, in the last twenty years, China has implemented policies to restore the traditional festival activities such as offering sacrifices, temple fairs, and the reintroduction of firecrackers as part of the celebrations.[footnoteRef:21] Xiao argues that while the traditional features of the spring festival have returned, it is a very different event because it is no longer about the agricultural seasons, but instead the festival brings people together in their local communities.  [19:  Fang Xiao, Juwen Zhang and Bill Long, ‘The Predicament, Revitalization, and Future of Traditional Chinese Festivals’, Western Folklore, 76 (2017), p.193.]  [20:  Fang Xiao, Juwen Zhang and Bill Long, ‘The Predicament, Revitalization, and Future of Traditional Chinese Festivals’, Western Folklore, 76 (2017), p.186.]  [21:  Fang Xiao, Juwen Zhang and Bill Long, ‘The Predicament, Revitalization, and Future of Traditional Chinese Festivals’, (2017), p.189.] 


[bookmark: _3.1_The_Wandering]3.1 The Wandering Ghost Festival
In Chinese popular religion, if a person dies suddenly and has no family, that person becomes a wild ghost. The regrets that the deceased had during their lives, transforms them into hungry ghosts which are angry towards Chinese society for allowing them to die in such a way.[footnoteRef:22] In the eyes of the population, these ghosts are feared, but also pitied, this is because they have become evil spirits which can disrupt the lives of ordinary people, in the form of curses. However, people do feel sorry for them because of their pitiful lives.[footnoteRef:23] The festival focuses on rituals that asks the deities to forgive the ghosts for their sins and allow them to escape purgatory and reach the afterlife.[footnoteRef:24] People do this, by giving offerings of food outside their homes, and setting up tables in the village to share the food with these wandering ghosts. The festival rituals are a defensive measure against the wandering ghosts and therefore, can be described as a ritual for self-preservation. [22:  Yang, (2020), p.88.]  [23:  Yang, (2020), p.88.]  [24:  Yang, (2020), p.88.] 

[bookmark: _4._Religious_framework]4. Religious framework for Popular religion
Due primarily to the diversity in religious worship in China, there are a multitude of ways that a person can interact with the spiritual. Popular religion focuses on immediate connections to the sacred and spiritual, for example, spirit mediums give the worshipper quick visual interaction with the divine. When asking for the help of a spirit medium, they can quickly get you access to the answers from a spiritual deity. If you wish to become healthier, or wealthier, the medium can give you the deity’s guidance almost immediately. However, if we compare this to other forms of religious worship, such as meditation or reading Buddhist and other classical Chinese texts, these are actions that will not receive any immediate benefits. Meditation promotes a mindset of cultivating yourself, and your mind throughout your lifetime to eventually receive a reward for your efforts.[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Adam Yuet Chau, ‘Shaanbei People’s Religiosity and Religious Habitus’, in Miraculous Response: Doing Popular Religion in Contemporary China (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2006) p.75.] 

Adam Chau suggested that the use of spirit mediums is an example of the ‘immediate-practical’ mode of religiosity. Chau argued that this is because they are rather simple and do not require much effort. He compares this mode with that of a liturgical modality which uses exorcisms and chanting scripture. The liturgical modality is also the main framework for the spirit mediums themselves.[footnoteRef:26] This distinction between the immediate and the liturgical is that the spirit medium themselves must be trained in how to let the spirt possess you, and the rituals behind this practice. This means that unlike the person who seeks help from the spirit, the medium must undergo training to achieve the spiritual transformation of channeling the spirits. The spirit medium must also become possessed, which has some disadvantages such as poor health, and lasting negative impacts. [26:  Chau, ‘Shaanbei People’s Religiosity and Religious Habitus’, (2006) p.75.] 

The method has many benefits. Being able to receive the spiritual transformation that you require is instant. The ritual does not require that you exert any of your time preparing for the possession. One of the most useful features of this religiosity is that you can use it countless times throughout your lifetime. This is unlike the discursive-scriptural approach which encourages the individual to read religious scripture of the main religions. Just Buddhism alone has a very large selection of books needed to be read to gain the insight which he desires. Reading all these books will take a long amount of time, and it is unlikely that the typical individual will have time to read these texts continuously throughout his lifetime. The spiritual effect that the first time reading, is likely not as repeatable, as going to see a spiritual medium. 
The Immediate-practical modality of religiosity is the quickest and easy to do for a person not working in the sphere of religion. However, it is very questionable whether you will gain the same level of understanding from the spirit medium, as other modalities of religion such as the scriptural or cultivational. When the average person decides to have a spirit medium, it is for little things, such as what to do in the current moment in hopes for success in the future. After the possession, it is unlikely that the effects of the ritual will linger throughout your life, it might have made you more money, but the effects of the ritual will go. While some will argue that this is when you can get a new spirit medium. The effects are only surface level, they do not bring any personal growth. However, some people might argue that Popular religion does not need any substantial spiritual growth. The superstitions of the urban Chinese population, have no intention to reach Buddhist levels of enlightenment. They are too poor to achieve the literacy which many of the other modalities require. This makes the immediate-practical perfect for anyone who wishes to interact with religion but cannot for various reasons commit.
[bookmark: _Relational_modality_for]Relational modality for popular religion
In contrast to the immediate-practical modality of religion that seeking a medium can deliver, Funerary rites and festivals partake in rituals that focus on the strengthening of the bonds between humans and deities.[footnoteRef:27] Chau named this modality, the relational, this is because both wandering ghost festival and funeral ritual practices allow the participant to ask for protection, safety or future wealth.[footnoteRef:28] This mode of religiosity creates a relationship between man and the divine. By giving offerings, you are committing to an exchange, produce for protection. [27:  Chau, (2006), p.75.]  [28:  Chau, (2006), p.75.] 

One of the positive outcomes of relational modalities of religiosity is that offerings seem to have some impact on the wider social community. For example, festivals do not only give you a deeper connection with the divine, but a form of entertainment and social cohesion. Like the immediate-practical methods, relational can be continuously repeated throughout one’s lifetime, offerings provide infinite chances to connect with the divine. Unlike spirit mediums, the value gained from an offering can be more appealing to some because if the donations lead you to becoming wealthier, this might lead you to a better future.
However, in terms of the relationship between people and deities, spirit mediums are more valuable because you are hearing the words and wisdom of from the deity themselves. This can appear more valuable because there is wisdom inside the words of the deity, for example you can ask it how to become wealthier, rather than hoping for this outcome through an offering.
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