Chinese Religions at the
Grassroots

Lecture 4: Making Religious Spaces in
Contemporary China
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Questions

0 What does the practice of Chinese religion
mean to the social lives of its adherents and
the spaces 1n which these practices take
place? (Terence Heng) = sociological focus
-> need to place religion in a sociological
imagination (race/ethnicity perspective)
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O “Sacred space 1s social, political and cultural — 1t 1s
constructed through the actions and 1imaginations of
individuals who 1nhabit and dwell in that space, thus
also often associated with the act of place-making.”
(Heng, 2021, p. 5)

O Kong (2001:213) notes that “nothing 1s inherently
sacred” because the sacred “is at the nexus of human
practices and social projects”.

1. sacred space 1s as imaginative as 1t 1s material
2. sacred space 1s highly visual
3. sacred space 1s both subversive and controlling
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Imagination and Materiality Intertwined

“Individuals’ imaginations are crucial to seeing and feeling a physical space as
something more than the mundane — that the sacred inhabits and textures the
space because of the presence of spiritual actors (God, ghost or otherwise). At
the same time, such imagination 1s not enough to establish a space as sacred.
The sacred must be manifested in ways that engage the senses — sight, sound,
touch and taste. That the sacred 1s made material 1s nothing new — vernacular
spaces that are most commonly cites as “sacred” are those that have some kind
of marker [...] associated with them. Whether it 1s an architectural structure
(church, temple, mosque) or a more modest set-up (roadside shrines, memorial
flowers, plaques, etc), the sacred needs to be shown.” (Heng, 2021, p. 6)

“Materiality thus becomes one of the proxies by which imagination is visualised. ” NO
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Sacredness

O  “sacredness is neither constituted by the discovery of the numinous properties of a
landscape, creating a natural aura where that impacts on the wellbeing of
humans—this is, for example, the basis of fengshui [& 7K (literally “wind and
water”) in which the physical environment is perceived to be a real dragon, and
the ultimate purpose of fengshui is to locate the cave or lair of the dragon.”
(Jansen)

O  sacralization does not mean the “imposition of an arbitrary framework of symbolic
meaning upon reality” (Geertz, quoted from Ingold, p. 178).

O  sacralization arises from involved activity within a landscape; it arises from the
specific relational contexts that people create through practical engagement with
their surroundings. Sacred place requires that people respond to an environment,
experience it, and re-new and share these experiences across time by writing about
them; by inserting them into the memory connected to a specific place.
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Dwelling Perspective

The first hut

O  integrative view on people’s practical
engagement with their lived
environment

O  constant pragmatic engagement with
the constituents of the environment we
inhabit

O  ‘building perspective’: objectification
of nature and negation of the influence
of the environment on the ways in
which humans make the environment
their home

O  Within the ‘building perspective’ we
impose an externally conceived
cultural framework, a worked-out plan
onto the world (e.g., architect’s
design)

%Buifding. dwelling, living » 183 '

| Figure 10.6 The first hut, as depicted by Viollet-le-Duc.

%me The architecrural theory of Vialler-le-Duc: readings and commentary, edited by M. F. Hearn, publlshed
by MIT Press. 1990. p. 26.
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Singaporean approaches to space

O consistently authoritarian approach to space and
the uses of space

O Singapore is highly planned, every parcel of land is
carefully denoted for specific uses in an urban
masterplan

O Plot ratios determine building density

O Buildings are purpose-built; no deviation from their
intended function (unless given explicit permission)

O sacred place-making woven in the fabric of
everyday life



Old Paulinum — Leipzig
University, Before 1968
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eipzig University Today
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Sacred and public space
combined
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Novena Catholic Church, Singapore

- Gothic building referencing
medieval Europe

- Colonial memorialisation?

- Appropriate style in contemporary
Asia



Contested Sacred Spaces

GLOB

Tkl e—

HOME CHINA SOURCE WORLD OPINION LIFE ARTS SCI-TECH oDD SPORT METRO

Scholars call for a ban on churches in Confucius’ hometown

Times Published: 20 w] §|]a]e]

A2 Type here to search

fYvys=e
LE E-Paper D Moabile == Apps

VIDEO PHOTOS

PROFILE>>

Xi awards Cambodian Queen Mother
Friendship Medal

Australian offers candid observation of
Xinjiang distinct from Western
characterizations

https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/965753.shtml

22:57
02/11/2021

o]




®S

WA RI:GIN.F

L L - AT




el
0
ﬁ I

[ EFIE- >

FIGURE 24 “Combined” temples

n pa
v at all. This ph

-"‘L';U"]"-' with its own history and identities.




FIGURE 2.84 and B Everyday hom - transitions




sacredness
Nonchalance is balanced with
the understanding that the
sacred has a role to play in the
everyday life of individuals.
Although not obvious, shrines
and other offerings are
peppered throughout the
island, hidden from view or in
plain sight. Car parks in many
s> _ commercial buildings will
RaEa i commonly house a shrine, set
; up by workers and service
personnel.

o | ﬂ Figure 2.10 Hidden
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Ritual Theatre
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FIGURE 7.11 ormal ritual theatre
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FIGURE 1.1 Visually stunning, wherever the place — Nine Emperor Gods Festival, temporary site on a beach
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“Such beliefs, I would argue, do not simply co-exist
with modernity, nor are they some kind of vestigial
premodern superstition that will somehow disappear in
the modern city; they are part of what 1t means for
Singapore to be modern. In other words, Singapore’s

modernity and 1ts urbanism 1s ghostly, haunted, just as 1t
1s magical and vampiric.” (Pile 2005:134-35)

- Sacred space intermingled with everyday, mundane

life
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Questions for discussion

0 How do the spaces in which religion happens
shape how people practice and experience
religion?

O What are the implications, spiritual and social,
of moving religious activities from a cathedral
into a vernacular space (e.g., a parking lot or a
shopping mall)?
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