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Authenticating veneration through [commercial] trial by fire: Burning money in immediate-practical Chinese religious actions
One of the simplest actions available to Chinese society to express veneration for ancestors is a ceremonially burning of imitation money. This is more commonly a trade of petty society or the Chinese peasantry, owing to the comparably cheap real-world cost, however, the principle of acknowledging past family members or grieving for the recently deceased is a critical pathway to establishing and maintaining relationships with those family members now in the afterlife. 
The purpose and motivation of this burning of money is twofold; primarily that the transference of worth of the offering makes the afterlife more comfortable for ancestors, secondarily, that those actioning the sacrifice may reap the benefit of benevolence from relations in the afterlife while still present in their own life. 
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[bookmark: 1]1. What is burning money?
Burning money [noun, not verb] is most accessible as incense paper or Joss paper bearing an aesthetic similarity to bank notes and can be purchased using real-world money and or credit in most, if not all, Chinese marketplaces, internet markets and Asian/Chinese supermarkets around the world. These paper notes would not pass for actual fiat currency in any real-world transaction, presenting as obvious simulacra. These notes are often referred to as Hell Bank Notes, Spirit Money, Ghost Money, or Ancestor Money, and are marketed as a means by which, if set alight in reverence, one acknowledges and strengthen the ties with deceased relatives.
The principle of burnt offerings is not exclusive to cash; mock [laminated] credit cards, bonds, and certifications of stocks & shares as well as more practical replicas of laptops and mobile phones, as an example, have deepened the pool of available representative ‘wealth’ for those in the spirit world, but cash is the most common manifestation of wealth for/in the afterlife. 
Burning money is not necessarily tied to the Chinese mainland, with acknowledgments of the practice by Chinese communities in Taiwan, Malaysia, Singapore, South Africa, and North America. This diaspora necessitates that burning money is also readily available in relevant local currencies; American Dollars, Chinese Yuan, HK Dollars and/or Hell Bank currencies etc. While the colour of the money changes the practice is imbued with the flavour and rituals of the Chinese practitioners. 
The timing of money burning varies; it is most common but not exclusive to individual ancestorial veneration. The practice also serves as a suitable and popular ritual for holidays and special occasions; the practice is commonly shared in communities on the 15th day of the seventh moon of the Hungry Ghosts Festival[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Dan Waters, Chinese Funerals, A Cast Study, Journal of the Hong Kong Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1991, Vol.31, pp.104-134] 

[bookmark: 1.1]1.1 The fiat value of burning money
Replications of the material world in joss paper, stannous foiled papers or papier-mâché form can come at a variety of real-world cost. As of today[footnoteRef:2], consumers can purchase 68 x 800,000,000,000 Dollar ‘Hell Bank Notes’ for around US$16[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  November 2021]  [3:  https://www.amazon.com/Ancestor-Money-Chinese-Sacrificial-Offerings ] 

As a collective practice the full scale of actual fiat currency used in this practice is incalculable.[footnoteRef:4] However, references show that In Taiwan alone, the annual revenue of temples received from sales of burning joss paper was US$400 million (NT$13 billion) as of 2014.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Some sources suggest that as of 2019, there were 15,175 religious buildings in Taiwan, approximately one place of worship per 1,572 residents. This translates to around one temple or church (church) or religious building for every square kilometre. Most of these locations will likely sell burning money and this is important to the local temple purse and local economy. The high density of place of worship is rare in the world, and it is the area with the highest density of religious buildings in the Chinese-speaking world. For comparison we should note that Taiwan is considered to be the most religious region in the Chinese-speaking world. ]  [5:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joss_paper] 

1.2 Exchange rates in the afterlife
[bookmark: 1.2]It is not uncommon for value or worth to change over time. Anecdotal evidence, particularly in Shanghai print media satirising the practice of burning money, recounts a burning money salesman’s rate of inflation at around 150% over two years and an additional 40% on top of that to ensure the deceased could travel ‘comfortably’ to America - in the afterlife.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  C. Fred Blake, Lampooning the Paper Money Custom in Contemporary China, The Journal of Asian Studies, 2011, Vol. 70, pp. 449-469] 

2. Defining immediate-practical ceremony and how does it work?
Burning money is an immediate-practical action in Chinese Religion(s). Adam Yuet Chau describes ‘immediate-practical’ actions as a core element in his rubric of modalities of how Chinese ‘do’ religion. Chau defines it as: ‘aiming at quick results using simple ritual or magic techniques…[for] example…divination, divine medicine from a deity, the use of talismans, consulting a spirit-medium, calling back a stay soul, or simply offering incense.’[footnoteRef:7] Burning money would fit under offering incense.  [7:  Adam Yuet Chau, Religion in China: Ties that Bind (China Today), Polity, 2019, pp. 1-33] 

[bookmark: _2.1_The_root]The investment in and degree of show involved in these ceremonial offerings depends on the actioner and the ability to invest of themselves physically, spiritually, and financially [not all relative to each other] in the practice. There is no strict guide for ‘how much’ or ‘how little’ one might burn; examples range from a single man burning a handful of notes in a tin bucket outside his flat to individuals purchasing large elaborate joss paper electronic devices and ordering truckloads of mock-cash to be burned in a necessarily visible public space.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  C. Fred Blake, Lampooning the Paper Money Custom in Contemporary China, The Journal of Asian Studies, 2011, Vol. 70, pp. 449-469] 

2.1 The root of this immediate-practical ceremony 
The practice is believed to be over 2500 years old and stems from the amalgamation of Chinese Folk Religion – somewhere between ‘official’ Taoism, Chinese Buddhism, Chinese Folk Religion, and a Confucian world view. 
[bookmark: 2][bookmark: _3._The_sustenance]3. The sustenance of the practice
This practice endures throughout Chinese communities and will ostensibly continue to do so, but why? The Confucian virtue of ‘filial piety’ is recognisably embedded in Chinese society and worldview. This virtue holds that ceremonial ancestorial acknowledgement is a key component to living a good life. Therefore, burning money is a good way to display how ‘good’ you are.
[bookmark: _3.1_Principal_endurance]3.1 Principal endurance over practical implications
[bookmark: Bib]In Confucius’ analects[footnoteRef:9] a discussion is recounted where a disciple considers sidestepping a ceremonial sacrifice of a sheep, presumably owing to the financial hardship this might entail. Confucius noted the difference between the two as the difference between grudging the loss of the sheep [item/material worth] and the grudge of losing the ceremony [principal/path to good living]. This may be why the ceremony endures but the scale of the ceremony is necessarily more reflective of an individuals’ financial position at any given time; it is more beneficial to show a small reverence that is genuine than to make a large show of disingenuous veneration. [9:  Ezra Pound, Translation of The Analects, The Hudson Review, The Hudson Review Inc., 1950, pp. 8-52 
] 
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