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Abstract
Incense has been an integral part of Chinese culture since before the introduction of Buddhism in
the third century B.C.E. A rise in the popularity of Buddhist practice marked an increase in the
importation, production, and use of incense in China. Incense was used for everything from
acting as an aid in the most mundane activities, like telling time, to accomplishing the most
extraordinary activities, like helping Buddhist practitioners achieve instant enlightenment. Yet,
despite incense being a seemingly integral part of Chinese history and culture the government
has created a policy limiting the use of incense in Buddhist temples. “Tracing Incense: The
Affective Power of Objects” asks the question: what can be gained by introducing new
materialism and affect theory to religious studies research? Specifically, how can embodied,
sensory observations of incense in four Buddhist temples in Shanghai enrich our understanding
of contemporary Chinese Buddhism? There is scholarship discussing the role of material objects
in religion, as well as scholarship introducing affect theory to religious studies but there is little
to no writing that brings religious studies into conversation with both new materialism and affect
theory to investigate what each theoretical model lends to the other and to the greater study of
religion. To illustrate how material and affect based research can be helpful in developing the
field of religious studies, I will share my observations of incense in four Buddhist temples in
Shanghai that I gathered while conducting sound and smellwalks. I will analyze my data using
concepts from new materialism and affect theory. I will move past my observations to think
about the socio-political entanglements that incense, and Chinese Buddhism are enmeshed in. I
will argue that the limitation of the use of incense in Buddhist temples in an effort to control,
monitor, and reduce religious practices. “Tracing Incense: The Affective Power of Objects” will
conclude by arguing that introducing new materialism and affect theory to religious studies
offers new and exciting ways of learning about the complexities of lived traditions.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
The field of religious studies has traditionally been dominated by text-based
research and has tended to emphasize official historiographies and ideologies. While
essential to religious studies, this type of work tends to ignore the complexities of lived
traditions. With the twenty-first century came a shift in the humanities that has
emphasized the important role that objects play in cultural production, this shift has been
referred to as the material turn. Scholars from across the humanities have been exploring
how to begin to do research creation with both text-based sources and objects. The
material turn has generated an interest in the objects, practices, places, spaces, and other
material resources that shape the cultural settings of religious practices. This material
shift in religious studies can be seen in the work of scholars like David Morgan and in
research centres like Yale University’s Material and Visual Cultures of Religions Centre
(MAVCOR). The material-based research of Morgan and MAVCOR includes examining
the role of objects in the creation of the multiplicity of religious experiences that have not
been documented in religious texts. Within the material turn there is an interest in
gathering data from sensory experiences of objects. We can see this in Morgan’s writing
when he describes learning through engaging in ‘sensory loops’ with objects (Morgan,
10). In my research I have chosen to create a dialogue between the material shift and
affect theory as both fields of inquiry encourage learning through sensing.
Part of this material shift in the humanities is an interdisciplinary field of study
called new materialism. New materialism was spearheaded by theorists including, Karen
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Barad and Jane Bennett. This area of study is interested in deconstructing binaries that
separate humans from the environment, logic and reason from feeling, and subjects from
objects. In breaking these binaries new materialist scholars are aiming to decenter the
human experience and focus on learning from and about material objects. While new
materialism has gained popularity within the study of religion affect theory remains on
the margins. In my work I will use new materialism and affect theory to study incense in
contemporary Chinese Buddhism.
The material shift in religious studies has primarily discussed what material
culture can tell us about human subjects and the human religious experience. I define
material culture as the objects created and used by humans. These objects can either be
created with a meaning and use in mind or develop significance as they become
incorporated into cultural practices. Either way the cultural importance of material culture
objects is always in flux, changing to reflect the developments of its cultural context.
Material culture objects have the potential to provide a tangible illustration of how
communities occupy and understand the world and cosmos (Jordan, 20). For example, a
string of prayer beads signifies the human subject’s devotion to a god and disciplines the
body to pray. To have access to the cultural meaning of the object you must be part of the
cultural community. The cultural meanings of material objects are what locates the
human body in relationship to both the physical and metaphysical world (Jordan, 21). For
religious studies scholars interested in understanding lived practice and traditions,
studying material culture objects can provide a rich demonstration of how a community
engages with the physical world and uses objects to engage with the divine.
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In the past decade theorists working in the field of new materialism have made it
clear that researching material objects can move religious studies beyond the study of the
interaction between practitioners and their material environment. Researchers have begun
to look at the space- and time-bound cultural entanglements of religious settings that both
human and non-human subjects are a part of. For example, Plate discusses how incense
has historically played two different roles in Chinese culture. While the smoke and
perfume of incense moved practitioners and allowed them to reach deeper levels of
enlightenment, incense was also a practical way of tracking how much time had passed
during the meditation (Plate, 89). By applying a new materialist perspective, the string of
prayer beads becomes our main focus. We begin to ask questions about the beads. Where
did the beads came from? How they were produced and sold? How does their life story
intersect with Chinese Buddhism? Where do they exist outside of the network of Chinese
Buddhism? By asking these questions our understanding of the string of prayer beads
becomes complicated. They are not solely a tool for human use but an entity that exists
outside of their religious function and is linked to systems beyond Buddhism. The
introduction of new materialist thought into religious studies is important for the
development of the field becomes it opens and broadens what scholars consider to be
important factors in religious traditions. The larger networks that are at play begin to
emerge.
Through the collection of object-focused data, theorists engaging with new
materialist theory can see how material objects have agency and relationships with
humans as well as non-human actors. Material objects can act independently from
humans and thus are able to be part of both our experiences as well as part of an alternate
3

non-human network. For example, a bouquet of lilies grows, is sold and offered in a
Buddhist temple as a gift for a Buddha. The lilies have obviously engaged with human
subjects, but they also exist independently of us. They have grown through
photosynthesis, they exude a wonderfully, heavy scent that affects those who experience
it, they will also wilt and begin to rot, attracting bugs and growing mold. All of this
occurs without any human engagement. New materialist thinkers illustrate that if we
decenter the human and begin to study material objects and the networks and
assemblages that they participate in we will begin to understand the broader, independent
frameworks that material objects are a part of and perhaps we can begin to trace where
our networks overlap with theirs. It is not a matter of ignoring how objects and humans
interact but allowing ourselves to become curious about the lives of objects.
Material objects are the individual physical things that are an essential part of
cultural production, including religion. Material objects play a crucial but underexamined role in the creation of religious experiences. Applying a new materialist lens
means that objects are considered as subjects rather than just symbols to be interpreted.
This work has just begun to happen within the religious studies community. My research
aims to contribute to the new materialist discussion happening in religious studies
scholarship by exploring incense in four Buddhist temples in present-day Shanghai.
Incense is an interesting object to consider as it is not typically what a scholar
would consider to be an ‘artefact’ or an object worthy of being placed in a museum
setting. Incense is a time-bound, active, transitory object that exists in many forms and
performs many different roles within the Buddhist temple space. In its static form incense
exists as a solid thing, usually found in the form of a joss stick at Buddhist temples.
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When incense engages with a human subject and a flame in Buddhist religious activity it
begins its transition into smoke, odor, ash, dust and a transmission stream to the cosmos.
Incense has been part of Chinese culture for over two thousand years. It exists in China as
both a religious and non-religious object. Incense is a fuel, a tool and a technology but it
is also an ephemeral being that has contributed to and participated within Buddhism’s
complicated network. Good.
My initial Masters research project proposed doing text-based research and
observational research of incense in Shanghai’s Buddhist temples. When I got to
Shanghai I found myself caught up in a complicated, time- and space-sensitive, sociopolitical network that needed to be unpacked more fully. Incorporating the study of
material objects into religious studies methodology illuminates some of the complexities
and entanglements of lived practice that would otherwise be lost to the researcher.

Research Question
The question guiding my research is: What can the application of new materialism
and affect theory to my observations of incense in four Buddhist temples across Shanghai
teach us about contemporary Chinese Buddhism? And how can this work contribute to
the growing conversation about the role of new materialism and affect in the study of
religion?
I set about answering these questions by spending four months (September December) in Shanghai in 2017 doing fieldwork. I conducted observational research in
Jing’an Temple, Jade Buddha Temple, Longhua Temple, and Zhenru Temple. I paid
close attention to the position of incense within each temple. What role is incense
5

playing? Who is engaging with it? How is it being engaged with? Where is incense
within each temple? How does incense contribute to the creation of place? What is the
relationship between place and incense? Is there any correlation between the relationship
with incense and the relationship with other materials? Is there different incense at each
temple? What characteristics can I differentiate between the incense at each temple? I
then applied the theoretical frameworks of new materialist theorists like Karen Barad and
Jane Bennett to my observations of incense in these four temples.
My observational research included soundwalks, smellwalks, sound recordings
and photography. In doing so I demonstrate how the affective role of material objects can
inform our growing understanding of how to study and learn about Chinese Budhism.

Why Incense?
I have focused my research on incense because incense is a particularly charged
object within Chinese Buddhism. Incense has been an integral part of Chinese culture
since before the introduction of Buddhism in the third century B.C.E. A rise in the
popularity of Buddhist practice marked an increase in the importation, production, and
use of incense in China. Incense was used for everything from acting as an aid in the
most mundane activities, like telling time, to accomplishing the most extraordinary
activities, like helping Buddhist practitioners achieve instant enlightenment. Today
incense has been part of Chinese political discussion as the government has begun to
limit the use of incense in Buddhist temples across China.
I chose to study incense inside Shanghai’s Buddhist temples because incense has
always been a significant part of my experiences within religious places. My memories of
6

attending Catholic church services as a young girl center on incense. The ghostly smell
that wafted through the space instantly told me that I had been transported away from my
third-grade classroom and was now in a place where introspection and quiet were
expected. There are also memories of the priest walking down the aisle waving the
smoking censer, sharing incense’s smoke and blessing us with its sacred qualities. When
I began studying Chinese Buddhism as an undergraduate student incense was a familiar
being. I had to, and am still learning how to, properly be in a Chinese Buddhist religious
space but the cross-over of incense from Catholicism helped me to begin to learn how to
adjust my body and my mindset when entering Chinese Buddhist temples. Incense
quickly became a point of interest for me because of its familiarity.
Before I began my Masters work I had visited Shanghai in the summer of 2016
and noticed signs in the Buddhist temples I was visiting that said “No Burning” with a
picture of a stick of incense. My interest in incense grew. I knew that incense played an
important role in daily Buddhist practice so what socio-political factors were coming
together to create this shift in the use of incense inside Shanghai’s Buddhist temples?
Incense is an interesting object because of its transient nature. It does not exist
solely as a joss stick. Incense is almost a naturally occurring phenomena. Most of the
ingredients, like sandalwood, come directly from nature and are manipulated through
human interaction to be transformed into a joss stick or other incense form. Then each
piece of incense engages with a human subject and with fire. It is presented as an
offering, burned, and transforms into ash, dust and smoke. In all its forms incense has the
ability to affect or effect it’s environment. When I study a joss stick I am interested in
how it is intra-acting with both the temple space and the human subjects that are burning
7

it and experiencing its sensations. Furthermore, as physical matter, incense only becomes
a cultural object once it has been transformed by a human from individual olfactory
ingredients, like sandalwood, into an essential form of a joss stick. Incense offers
challenges as an object to study as it is transient but its affective sensory qualities make it
an ideal subject to investigate how new materialism can contribute to the religious studies
research practices.

Why New Materialism?
I have chosen to use new materialism to help me do this research because of its
expansive interdisciplinary methodologies and frameworks. The primary attraction for
me was new materialism’s desire to place objects at the center of research. While new
materialism is a non-dualistic theoretical model that does not inherently privilege matter
over other forms of culture, new materialism does primarily focus on material objects
because they have historically been neglected in scholarship (Dolphijn-Van-Der-Tuin,
85). By focusing on non-human subjects, new materialism seeks to displace human
privilege (Keller, Rubenstein, 1). It is not that new materialist scholars want to neglect
the human experience but the aim of taking a new materialist line of inquiry is to use
objects to investigate the other knowledge paradigms and ways of existing that are
outside of our own.
New materialism was also attractive to me because it can be used a alongside
affect theory to investigate the agency of objects. Affect is the feeling or sensation that
we get from sensing. It is the fuzzy, almost sub-conscious moment that occurs when we
engage with a place or object. Affect is the gut-feeling that is experienced when you
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arrive back at home or the inexplicable moment when you enter a theatre and your body
tingles with anticipation. These affects create changes within us that are difficult to be
aware of or write about but that are key components to our understanding and
experiencing of religion.
Affect theory has only very recently become a part of religious studies scholarship
but it contributes enormously to how we can understand religion and especially how we
can study the role of material objects in religion. Rather than defining religion as a fixed
set of beliefs and practices, affect theory sees religion as an ever changing, fluid,
correspondence between a body and a textured world that is fueled by affect (Schaefer,
182). By incorporating affect into our investigation of material objects in religion we can
better see the diversity of religious experiences and understand what material objects
contribute to this diversity. Despite what affect theory can offer to the study of religion
very little has been written about the role of affect in religion, especially about the
affective power of objects in shaping religious experiences. My investigation of incense
in Shanghai’s Buddhist temples will use new materialism, and affect theory, to explore
what it means and feels like to have a Chinese Buddhist experience. Furthermore, my
work will wonder about how incense is contributing to these moments of sensing.

Embodied Learning
Conducting on-site fieldwork gives religious studies scholars the potential to
gather their information through embodied learning. Gathering knowledge through
embodied learning can be a powerful tool that reveals the network of social structures,
places and materials that are influencing and shaping the research community (Tuck and
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McKenzie, 75). By participating within these networks, we can experience and witness
the affective forces that move across human and non-human bodies creating
transformative moments and sensations.
What makes embodied learning so effective is that it relies on the researcher to
experience the sensations that are part of the cultural framework of the research subject.
These sensations are powerful learning tools as they are an essential part of the
entanglement of lived experiences and not part of an abstract intellectual theory (Howes,
Classen, 7). Of course, this kind of learning is complicated as sensory experiences and
affects are always in a state of change so embodied learning requires sensitivity to time,
place and the human and non-human subjects that are involved (Howes, Classen, 12).
Embodied learning requires that we can distinguish between what we are sensing,
how we are being affected and what emotions we are experiencing. Sensing is what our
bodies do when we interact with external forces. We can sense through smell, hear, taste,
see and touch. Affect is the feeling or sensation that we get from sensing. It is the subconscious moment that occurs when we engage with something or someone. These
affects create changes within us that can be fleeting and difficult to define. Emotion is
distinct feeling that can be labelled, analyzed and discussed. When affect is labelled as a
specific feeling it becomes emotion. Distinguishing between these three forms of
experiencing are essential for understanding how we are gathering our data and how we
are processing it into knowledge as they each reveal a different aspect of lived religious
practice.
Immersing myself in the environment is also an effective way of breaking down
any assumptions or resistances that I might have about my research subject (Siegler,
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2015: 41). These opportunities to gather information onsite allow me to witness how
religion is alive. This type of learning is invaluable, particularly for the study of
contemporary religious practice. However, onsite fieldwork can also lead to exploitive
and colonial ways of understanding the community. This can homogenize knowledge
paradigms so that the nuances and multiplicities of experiences within the community are
not accounted for (Tuck and McKenzie, 2015: 123). I can avoid this by being aware of
my relationship to the research participants and their community. By acknowledging my
role as a researcher, I can be critical about what structures and networks I am a part of
that will influence how I am affected by my fieldwork experiences.
As an outsider to Chinese Buddhist communities it is easy to assume that there is
one identity or one ‘authentic’ way of being an insider to the community (Siegler, 39)
however, embodied knowing is different for each person as their position continues to
shift and develop within their network. There is no one knowledge or experience that I
could or should ‘discover.’ As a researcher doing on-site work I had learn to listen to
relationships between participants and things and the spaces they occupy. Not only is this
methodologically ethical but it is also effective for generating the data that I needed to
study the vitality of materiality. By listening to the narratives that these relationships can
share, the Buddhist temples and communities that I researched opened up to me, broke
down my assumptions and decentered my positionality as a researcher.
As affect is a large component of my theoretical framework I needed to be aware
of the challenges that studying affect brings to my gathering of data. People are not
precise nor inherently rational beings. There is no way of predicting or controlling how
they will feel or be affected when participating in a religious practice (Schaefer, 12). This
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means that affect cannot be studied using standard methodologies because affect does not
exist within a perfect framework of subject, concept and world (Stewart, 4). “Ordinary
affects are more directly compelling than ideologies, as well as more fractious,
multiplicitous, and unpredictable than symbolic meanings. They are not the kind of
analytic object that can be laid out on a single static plane of analysis” (Stewart, 4). It is
not possible to know affect because once an affect has been analyzed and labelled it
becomes an emotion, an idea and something tangible. These complications provide tools
for unlearning and unknowing our assumptions about what it means to practice Buddhism
in contemporary China.

Walking
My primary form of observing was through walking. Walking intentionally
creates awareness of space, the rhythm of a place, and the process of becoming that the
place is participating in (Edensor, 69-71). Walking is a very adaptable and potentially
subversive medium of engaging with a space and place. It is not just interactions with
incense that create affect but interactions with incense in a specific place. Walking will
allow me to gain access to the various factors that are coming together to transform the
space of the temple into a place in which affect, emotion and religious experiences are
created.
I participated in two intentional kinds of walking at each temple. The first was a
soundwalk. Soundwalking is way of walking that focuses solely on the sounds of a place.
This type of listening creates a new kind of awareness for the listener (Paquette,
McCartney: 2012, 138). By focusing on the sounds of the temples I was able to
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decontextualize where I was and remove any assumptions about what I might have made
about the place. I partnered these soundwalks with audio recordings and written
recordings about what I heard. Combining soundwalking, audio recordings and written
field notes about what I heard let me recompose and reimagine each site when I began
my writing (Paquette, McCartney: 2012, 138). This reimagining incorporates my
memories, my sensory experiences and my own positionality to write the space as I know
it of the temple. The three ways of gathering sounds illustrate the many narratives and
knowledges that are being shared at the temples.
The second kind of walking I participated in was a smell-guided walk. This
concept of the smellwalk is an iteration of the soundwalk. Rather than focusing on which
sounds I experienced in each temple I readjusted my senses and solely explored through
my olfactory capabilities. Artist, Kate McLean, has created a simple methodology for
conducting smellwalks in urban spaces. I relied on her scholarship to carry out my own
smellwalks in each of the four temples. During each smellwalk I tried to notice if incense
has a place within the temple and what the odor of incense signifies for the community
and myself. Smelling is an active form of engaging with a place. We get to know a space
and create a sense of place and meaning by linking smelling to odors (Waskul, Vannini,
54). Odors have different meanings and signifiers to individuals based on memories,
experiences and practices (Waskul, Vannini, 58). During my smellwalk I was not able to
record or realize the significance of the temple’s odors for anyone else but myself. This
form of engagement reinforces that my knowledge is not a universal one. When writing
and presenting my research the multiple truths that exist within the temple space need to
be acknowledged. To practice this kind of sense-making practice is to make sense of the
13

temples and the temple communities that I am engaging with (Waskul, Vannini, 53). I
recorded my observations by writing down what I smelled.
I also wrote down how I felt, what I saw, smelled, heard, tasted, touched and
thought about during each temple visit. My field notes as well as my other forms of
documentation and information gathering create a somatic map of each temple that I
visited.
Using sense-specific walking as my main source of observation and research
collection was helpful for me to decenter myself from my work and to decenter visual
learning. By decentering my visual tools, I was able to become aware of and pay
attention to more of the entanglements that incense is a part of. However, while I was
able to conduct research through walking and sensing through sound and smell it is
imperative to remember that the way that we use our senses and perceive the things that
we sense is shaped by our cultural and personal experiences (Howes, Classen, 1). Just as
objects are material markers for cultural perceptions of the physical and metaphysical
world, sensory impressions are also used to communicate cultural ideas and values
(Howes, Classen, 3). All sensory experiences have meaning and the sensations that occur
reinforce each other and interact with each other to create an entangled web of cultural
meaning and association (Howes, Classen, 4-5). Although I chose to conduct separate
sound and smellwalks in order to focus my attention on what each of these senses had to
offer me, it is only when you trace the entanglements between these sensory experiences
that the full picture comes into focus. Sensations do not occur individually, and they are
all equally significant in the creation of culture (Howes, Classes, 5).
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Findings
Despite already knowing about the change in policies regarding the use of incense
in Buddhist Temples in Shanghai I was still surprised by what I saw while conducting my
fieldwork. I expected to see a strict adherence to the rules because the policy was created
to improve air quality and lung health. I also thought that I might see or learn about other
environmental policies being implemented in Shanghai’s Buddhist temples. While I did
expect to see adherence to the three-stick per person rule, having become slightly familiar
with new materialism I knew that incense is a powerful player in Buddhism and that even
with restrictions on it, incense would still be a dominant figure in the creation of the
Buddhist religious experience. I speculated that there would be new forms of incense that
were more sustainable, for instance, battery powered plastic incense.
Clearly, I did not see what I had expected before doing my research. While I did
see more signs about environmentalism, including signs asking not to walk on or litter the
grass or flowers, I did not see these environmental concerns playing out in people’s
actions or in other aspects of practice. There was still lots of single-use plastic, lots of
cigarettes, lots of garbage and litter and still many people burning more than their allotted
three sticks of incense. Besides signs about environmentalism I did see some signs that
pointed towards other political factors that were influencing and re-shaping Buddhist
practice and Buddhist spaces. For instance, a sign outside of Jade Buddha temple
reminded temple visitors that ‘superstitious’ activities were not allowed within the
temple. There seemed to be a general understanding of what activities were included
under this term. I later learned that this meant ancestor worship and anything that is not
deemed “Buddhist.” By placing incense at the center of my research I realized that it is
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part of a complicated and entangled network of socio-political factors that include but are
not limited to environmental concerns. While I did not see what I expected to in the
temples I did learn that incense is a complex and unique Being that is a major player in
the creation of Buddhist religious experiences.
Answering my research question has led me to the conviction that my text-based
research on the material and affective turn in Religious Studies and the emerging field of
New Materialism has equipped me with the necessary tools to unpack my embodied
experiences that I had while observing incense in four Buddhist temples in Shanghai.
Unpacking these experiences using my theoretical foundation showed me how the study
of a Buddhist material object, such as incense, can add complex insights into the nuances
and multiplicities that create, influence and shape contemporary Buddhism, and more
broadly, how the study of material objects can provide new ways of approaching the
study of religion.

Thesis
I will argue that my embodied experiences of incense in Jing’an Temple, Jade
Buddha Temple, Longhua Temple, and Zhenru Temple show that incense plays an
essential part in marking Buddhist spaces as different than other spaces and in creating
transformative Buddhist religious experiences. Understanding how incense contributes to
the construction of both Buddhist spaces and Buddhist experiences is essential to learning
about contemporary Chinese Buddhism. More broadly, religious studies scholars can take
the framework created in this research and apply it to other objects to determine what
they add to the construction and development of religions, including Buddhism.
16

Chapter 2
Literature Review
In this literature review I will introduce the key writings on new materialism and
affect theory that helped me develop my theoretical foundation for my research. This will
include a discussion of scholars who have begun to incorporate concepts from affect
theory and new materialism into their religious studies work. I will begin my discussion
on the material turn in the humanities with a focus on Jacques Derrida. Derrida’s work on
post-structuralism and materialism were influential in the development of new
materialism in the 21st century. After introducing Derrida, I will present several important
thinkers in new materialism including Manuel DeLanda, Jane Bennett and Karen Barad.
Once I have determined a basic understanding of new materialism I will investigate when
religious studies scholars began to become interested in what the material turn in the
humanities had to offer. I will go back to the beginning of the material turn in religious
studies and discuss the work of religious studies scholars including, Mircea Eliade,
Clifford Geertz, David Morgan and Brent Plate. I will conclude this section on
materialism by explaining that despite there being a growing interest in the material in
religious studies there continues to be a hesitation about incorporating new materialism
into religious studies.
After walking through of the development of the material shift in the humanities I
will begin my discussion on affect theory. I will start with Donovan Schaefer, a religious
studies professor interested in the link between animality, affect and religion. Schaefer is
17

one of the only scholars specifically using affect theory to discuss religion making his
work very important in the development of my own research. Next, I discuss the potential
of affect, an important topic raised by Melissa Gregg and Gregory Seigworth. I then
introduce Kathleen Stewart and her work on ordinary affects, who is followed by Gilles
Deleuze, Brian Massumi, Baruch Spinoza, and Jane Bennett. We will find that there is an
overlap between new materialism and affect theory scholarship, for instance, Jane
Bennett’s writing addresses both theoretical models and her work can be used to think
through how both affect theory and new materialism can work together to create a new
research methodology in religious studies. Like new materialism, affect theory is just
beginning to be thought of as a relevant theoretical tool for religious studies research. I
will conclude this chapter by pointing to the importance of applying non-dualistic
approaches to research creation. I use both new materialism and affect theory to support
my argument that research into material objects can give richer understandings of the
networks and entanglements that provide the structures of religious experiences.

Defining Religion
In my research the terms “religion,” “religious studies,” and “material culture” are
central, closely related and interconnected. I will begin this literature review with a brief
overview of my sources for the definition of “religion,” of categories of religious studies
methodologies, and of interpretations of the term “material culture.” Bradley L. Herling
explains in A Beginner's Guide to the Study of Religion (2016) that there are two
traditional approaches to defining religion in Western scholarship. The first is
substantive. This means categorizing religious structures based on a unifying element,
18

either a god, a set of beliefs or practices (Herling, 37). The second way of defining
religion is functional. Using a function definition asks the researcher to think about what
religion does for humans (Herling, 37). Analyzing Chinese Buddhism through this
Western lens, either a substantive or functional definition of religion, is not productive
because the result is a comparison between Western religions and Chinese Buddhism.
This is useful if the goal is to do a comparative study but if the goal is to develop a rich
understanding of what constitutes the Chinese Buddhist identity and community
surrounding the ritual use of incense there needs to be an alternative approach to research
that allows me to think beyond my bias of what religion needs to act like and look like.
John R. Hinnells in his 2005 Introduction to The Routledge Companion to the Study of
Religion argues that the word ‘religion’ inherently refers to Western Christian ideologies
as the concept of ‘religion’ does not exist in other languages, including Sanskrit, which
means that the cultural and social practices and ideologies that we have come to know as
Hinduism and Buddhism were both labelled as religions by external forces, not from
within their own communities (Hinnells, 2). In his Acts of Religion, written in 2002,
Jacques Derrida also makes the point that when we discuss what it means to be religious
or what religion is, we are inherently thinking through Judeo-Christian frameworks
(Derrida, 44-45). This means that we are at risk of ignoring, silencing or
misunderstanding non-Christian traditions and those typically excluded in Christian texts.
To effectively reflect upon religion, it is necessary to remove a layer of bias that would
otherwise try to understand religion within its Western structure (Derrida, 61). To move
forward in my research into Chinese Buddhist practices I need to be conscious of this
potential bias in my discussions. To do this Derrida recommends looking at religion in
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context. What does it look like today? What is being done under its name today? What
has been done in history in its name? (Derrida, 61). By doing this specific questioning
and investigation into a religious tradition, I start the process of breaking down and
destabilizing the centers created and put in place by Western discourse and structuralism.
This is a very useful starting point for my investigation of incense in Chinese Buddhist
temples, but I will take Derrida’s work and use it to read through new materialist and
affect theory, adding another layer of sensory based questioning and learning. I will take
the position that religion is a collection of affective forces that are flowing throughout
and intermingling with human and non-human bodies creating complex and powerful
relationships, practices and ideologies.

New Materialism
The material turn in the humanities is part of a larger shift in academia that aims
to break down binary categories including human/environment, subject/object,
sensing/logic (Dolphijn-Van-der-Tuin, 85). The goal of breaking down these constructed
binaries is to give room to the non-human bodies that are deeply bound in our
understanding and construction of self and culture (Bennett, 115-116). In creating room
for these non-human bodies and objects we begin to see that our human bodies are very
much always in a state of intermingling with the external world. We are not detached
from our environments and so, doing this work with objects is important because objects
and our relationships with objects can offer us a deeper understanding of the networks
and entanglements that construct our world and our knowledge systems. The material
shift in the humanities is the result of theorists shifting their focus from literary texts to
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the networks of human and non-human bodies that are tightly linked together through
patterns of actions and practices (Jordan, 16). Through the study of these networks it is
clear that these tightly linked patterns, practices do not privilege, or effect one site or
body more than the others involved. All bodies, both human and non-human, are vital
sources of agency that effect the production of culture and so, all of these bodies are
legitimate sources of knowledge creation and in need of scholarly investigation (Bennett,
117). To begin to engage with the material shift it is useful to first have a clear
understanding of what exactly material culture is and what it means to think about our
relationship with material culture.
The study of material culture requires accepting that objects are more than passive
tools for human use, they are active agents that shape our experiences and knowledge
structures. Objects are capable of developing relationships with us, it is when we have
developed a relationship with an object that it transforms into a part of our material
culture and can be see as a site of knowledge creation (Jordan, 16). Material culture can
be defined as the ever-evolving relationship between a collection of objects and the
properties and effects of objects on each other, humans and our social practices. All
objects that we engage with become part of our material culture. Analyzing these
collections of objects and effects develops an understanding of how the relationships
between material objects and humans create structuring and structured ideologies,
practices and cultural norms (Jordan, 16). While our engagement with material objects
offer structured cultural forms these cultural objects and their meanings are not fixed. An
object’s meaning is only formed within a cultural context that includes praxis, history,
and other texts and is fluid and always in a state of flux (Jordan, 19) so when any of these
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elements change an object’s meaning transforms and becomes more complex and
layered, deeply enmeshing itself into its cultural network. Through our sensory
engagement with objects different meanings are formed that evolve within our own
cultural context. The study of material culture is inherently essential to the material turn
in the humanities. The material turn is sparking a paradigm shift in the way we conduct
scholarship. We are beginning to see a text-based analysis supplemented with research
that privileges objects and their complicated cultural networks.

Development of New Materialism
My understanding of new materialism, as a cross-disciplinary, postanthropocentric, post-humanist, movement that explores the relationships and structures
between the human and non-human and the cultural practices that emerge from these
forces, is derived from readings of theorists from a range of backgrounds including Karen
Barad, a feminist theorist with a background in physics, Manuel DeLanda, an artist,
architect and urban historian, Iris Van-der-Tuin, and Jane Bennett, a political theorist
with an interest in environmental science. I chose to focus on these three new materialist
scholars because they use and advocate for the use of a truly interdisciplinary approach to
research that includes political, philosophical, cultural and scientific theories to read
through and across material bodies. Barad, DeLanda, and Bennett were some of the first
scholars to demonstrate how an interdisciplinary approach to the study of the material
world could meaningfully contribute to the understanding of the power systems that all
subjects are all engaged in. From studying the work of DeLanda, Barad and Bennett we
can see how today’s new materialist research, like the early materialist work, that
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preceded it, is trying to create a messy, non-dualistic way of learning about and being in
the world that does not other or alienate ourselves from our environments.
DeLanda argues in an interview with Van-der-Tuin published in New
Materialism: Interviews and Cartographies (2012) that at the root of any materialist
theory there must be the acceptance that there is a material world that is independent
from the human mind and human experience. That there is a part of the material world
that we will never be privy to (Van-der-Tuin, 39). This means that we do not give identity
to objects, instead the identity of objects develops over time from complex and
overlapping networks of cosmological, biological and social histories (Van-der-Tuin, 44).
The implications of identifying these networks is significant for the development of a
post-structuralist, material theoretical understanding of the world. DeLanda rejects
modern static dualistic structures but he does argue that by tracing the networks that are
responsible for the creation of identity it becomes clear that there are specific, different
structures at play. These structures are fluid though, always overlapping and interacting
with one another making them messy and intangible (Van-der-Tuin, 42-44). Furthermore,
by acknowledging that we do not give identity to things means that we need to closely
examine how these messy and intangible structures are affecting the development of
material objects and think beyond the role of the human (Van-der-Tuin, 41). These messy
and intangible structures are what makes nonlinear causality an important concept in new
materialism research. DeLanda argues that to create a realistic understanding of the world
we need to think about the morphogenetic power, meaning the power to create and affect
change, that the material world has (DeLanda, 21). There needs to be a consideration of
the different factors and stimuli that are part of the networks that exist in the material
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world and that for us to begin to get a glimpse of the material world we need to
acknowledge the nonlinear causality that is at play.
From Karen Barad’s writing I have become interested in investigating the
questions how does matter come to matter? And how does power and agency emerge
from human and non-human subjects? Which she raises in an interview with Iris Vander-Tuin (Dolphijn-van-der-Tuin, 59). To answer these questions Barad focuses on the
intra-actions between subjects rather than their interactions with each other. The term
intra-action, was coined by Barad and is essential to her understanding of the material
world. The term intra-action emphasizes the action and relationships that exist between
things (Dolphijn-van-der-Tuin, 14). Instead of thinking about subjects as individual
agents Barad considers how the relationship between subjects orients them and what
actions emerge from these relationships. For Barad what is significant about studying the
material world is paying attention to the actions that arise during the intra-action between
subjects (Dolphijn-van-der-Tuin, 14). These actions are what indicates the emergence of
agency and power dynamics. Intra-actions have the potential to do more than participate
in already existing power dynamics, intra-actions have the potential to reconfigure
identity, meaning and the topology of a place (Dolphijn-van-der-Tuin,113). Intra-actions
can reshape power dynamics and reconfigure relationships and orientations. In fact, intraactions show that relationships, identities and power structures are always in a state of
flux and redefinition because as objects intra-act with one another agency is distributed
and redistributed in different ways and different actions emerge (Dolphijn-van-der-Tuin,
68). Like DeLanda, Barad argues that objects are not independent agents, in fact she
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critiques the very concept of agency. Individual objects only gain agency through their
intra-actions with other objects (Dolphijn-van-der-Tuin, 61).
In her article, “Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of How
Matter Comes to Matter” Barad states that “We do not obtain knowledge by standing
outside of the world; we know because “we” are of the world.” (Barad 2003, 829),
reminding us to consider the relationships and intra-actions that we are always a part of.
Barad argues that agency is not evenly distributed between subjects, there are always
going to be power imbalances. Barad does not think that it is possible to undo these
power hierarchies, rather what is important is to recognize that these power structures
exist and that to study them and to understand their effect on our world we need to look at
how intra-actions are shaping the emergence of these power structures (Barad 2003, 55).
By looking at intra-actions rather than interactions Barad argues that we can see the
multiple causes for actions, rather than understanding causality as linear we can begin to
see the network of causes, actions and powers that are coming together to cause an
outcome (Barad 2003, 56). The term ‘intra-action’ encapsulates Barad’s new materialism
and her understanding of how we can better understand the complex roles that material
objects play in the structuring of our world.
From my reading of Jane Bennett’s Vibrant Matter, published in 2010, I
incorporated into my conception of new materialism the idea that political theory needs
to take seriously the role that non-human subjects play in events in order for us to engage
more sustainably and ethically with the material and non-human world. Bennett is most
commonly known for her work using political theory to study how humans experience
and understand affect, ethics and nature. However, her book, marks a turning point in her
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research in which she begins to consider the material world. Bennett begins Vibrant
Matter by stating that modern philosophy sees the world in two categories, the first is dull
matter which comprises of objects and things, the second category is vibrant life
(Bennett, vii). Vibrant life is made up of humans and other living Beings (Ibid). Like
other theorists, including DeLanda and Barad, exploring what new materialism has to
offer, Bennett wants to move past this way of understanding the world. She wants to
explore how matter is vibrant and lively (Bennett, vii). For example, she explores the
electrical grid and the grid’s actants (electron streams, wire, wood, coal, etc.) in relation
to the 2003 blackout that effected the United States and Canada (Bennett, 25). Rather
than focusing on what the blackout did for the people living in North America Bennett
discusses how all of the material elements in the grid engaged with each other in
dissonance to eventually cause the blackout. This is an example of Bennett’s concept,
‘vital materiality.’
Bennett’s vital materiality draws on the theories on materialism and vitalism of
many Western theorists including Charles Darwin, Theodor Adorno, Gilles Deleuze, and
Baruch Spinoza. Bennett’s concept of a vital materiality is that non-human materials have
the potential to act upon and effect the human world (Bennett, viii). Bennett’s vital
materiality is very similar to DeLanda and Barad’s materiality in that she is interested in
trying to discuss the ‘thing-power’ of objects not just how objects are empty vessels
waiting to be filled with meaning and identity by humans. This idea of thing-power refers
to the ability of ordinary objects to gain some form of independence or vitality outside of
the identity that humans have assigned to it (Bennett, xvi). This vitality and potential is a
force that run through and across all human and non-human bodies connecting us all in
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an entangled network of bodies. Bennett argues that we would engage differently in our
world if we accepted that we are not always in control, sometimes we are acting or
experiencing because of the vital force of the material world (Bennett, x). I drew on
Bennett’s writing on vital materiality when thinking about how my research creation
might be enriched by thinking about how incense might be acting as a powerful force
within the Buddhist temples and on the temple visitors.
Bennett’s attempt to pursue the material world helped me understand the
challenges of using new materialism as a methodology because she does not just theorize
about how to engage with the material world, she provides an example of how to think
through the vitality of matter. Bennett spends time in her book walking through different
events (the blackout, a collection of garbage, the obesity epidemic) to untangle the
encounters between the different material actors and the human bodies. Like DeLanda, in
doing this Bennett is interested in uncovering the material world that exists outside of our
own and without our knowledge. However, despite her work using real-world examples
to illustrate vital materiality, Bennett’s concept of thing-power can only bring us so far
though as it does not give us the methodological or theoretical tools to see past the
individuality of objects and to the nuances of the networks that these objects participate
in. Again, Bennett agrees with DeLanda that while it is important to first see the thingpower of an object, an exploration of the material world is most significant when we see
the larger entanglements that the object is in (Bennett, 20). While Barad wants us to think
about what emerges from intra-actions between subjects and how these intra-actions give
rise to actions and power, Bennett wants us to think about how we can consciously
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experience vital materialism (Bennett, 116). How can we orient ourselves so that we
experience the intra-actions taking place around us and affecting us and our world?
The contemporary focus on material culture draws from the work of the late
twentieth century post-structuralists and materialists, including Derrida. Derrida was
reacting to the structuralists of the early twentieth century, including Nietzsche (1844 –
1900), Heidegger (1889 – 1976), Saussure (1857- 1913), Freud (1856- 1939), and
Husserl (1859- 1938), who proposed that everything exists in structured binary
oppositions, male/female, light/dark, sacred/profane, rational/emotional, these structures’
existence are dependent on each other, neither structure can exist independently. Derrida
questioned the traditional ways of Western culture and dominant discourse, specifically
the way of perceiving words and the world in binary opposites (Powell, 23-25). Rather
than thinking of terms and objects as being representative of solely one meaning, Derrida
was interested in the contextualization of words, and unpacking the infinite potential
meanings of a word. Reading Derrida led me to understand that the material shift in the
humanities uses this post-structuralist approach to break down the structured binaries that
have separated us from our environments and the objects that we engage with and
continue in the vein of post-structuralism to try to understand objects as both individuals
as well as entangled cultural agents. Comparing Derrida’s work to DeLanda, Van-derTuin, Barad, and Bennett helped me to develop my definition of new materialism as an
interdisciplinary field of inquiry that studies the power dynamics of the relationships that
all material bodies are entangled in. I was able to see that new materialism goes beyond
the work of 20th century post-structuralism and materialism as it is not so much
interested in individual objects, people or subjects as it is interested in the relationship
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between subjects their power dynamics, as well as the forces, movement and affect that
arises from between subjects (Dolphijn -Van-der-Tuin, 14,22, 114).
New materialism also turns away from 20th century materialism in its redefining
of causality. Causality has traditionally been thought of linearly, one cause always leads
directly to one effect. This linear way of thinking about causality removes all the
unknowns from the world and limits how we understand the world. (DeLanda 2015, 17).
Linear causality means that we assume that we always know exactly what is going to
happen, it does not allow for the complexities of affects and power structures that may
emerge between two subjects when they engage with each other (DeLanda, 17). New
materialists argue that causality is nonlinear. Nonlinear causality means that there are
infinite outcomes and possibilities that may occur when two subjects interact with one
another (DeLanda, 17). So, when analyzing a relationship or event it is important to think
about the potential affective powers of both the subject acting and the subject being acted
on as well as what outside forces might be at play and affecting the interaction (Ibid).
This conversation about nonlinear causality is significant for our understanding of new
materialism because it gives us the theoretical tools to understand how material objects
have the potential to create real change and real effects that are outside of our knowledge
structures that do not consider the unknown qualities and forces of the material world.
Nonlinear causality illuminates that to do best practice research we must attempt to trace
the different forces that might be at play and affecting change in each situation.
What unites new materialism and the materialist turn of the 20th century is an
interest in turning away from the linguistic paradigm that constructs the world in dualistic
structures and towards the material world that is more complex and messy and non29

dualistic (Dolphijn-Van-der-Tuin, 21). New materialist theorists are going about the
deconstruction of dualistic structures by changing the landscape of academic research.
They do this by employing an interdisciplinary approach that spans across all disciplines
from the biology to physics to history to art to politics, to create new ideas and new
understandings of the world, not just to negatively critique already existing theories
(Dolphijn-Van-der-Tuin, 101).

New Materialism in Religious Studies
Mircea Eliade, a twentieth-century phenomenologist and one of the early
influential scholars in religious studies, created two distinctions between modern
religious studies scholars: those that concentrate on the structures and essence of religion
and those that uncover the history of religion (Eliade, 232). According to Eliade the
primary form of studying religion has been using a philological method. This text-based
approach leaves little room for the study of lived traditions and contemporary religious
practice. Religious traditions have both an idealized theoretical element and a practical
element. Studying religious traditions by consulting only textual sources can create an
idealized vision of what a tradition is, what it looks like, and who participates in it. This
idealized way of understanding religion fails to recognize that religion is a fluid, sensual,
and physical activity (Plate, 14). Furthermore, Eliade’s structural way of studying
religion is deeply rooted in the Euro-centric definition of religion discussed earlier. This
leaves room for finding new ways of doing religious studies research that opens
discussion of what constitutes religion and how we can attempt to remove our JudeoChristian perspective. The material turn offers this new kind of research methodology.
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The turn towards material culture studies in religion can be attributed to
anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1926-2006). Geertz introduced the idea of religious
objects and traditions as symbols for beliefs and teachings. In his essay “Religion as a
Cultural System,” Geertz defined religion as a system of symbols or objects that
embodies a religious principle or belief (Geertz, 90). For Geertz symbols had specific
meanings and the role of the religious studies scholar was to correctly analyze and
determine these meanings. He was not interested in the examination of elusive
speculations about affect, cognition or introspective experiences (Geertz, 91). Religion
scholars in the mid-twentieth century thinking about religion after the introduction of
post-structuralism began to argue that Geertz gives too much power to the ideation when
he says that objects and practices are signs for religious beliefs or cultural ideas (Hazard,
61). Instead of humans creating and using objects as signs, objects were thought of as
sources of power that were acting upon humans and shaping their practices and ideas,
thus objects are not signs but sources of discipline and creation (Hazard, 61).
Plate approaches the study of material objects in religion through the lens of what
Hazard calls the material discipline (Hazard, 61). This means that he argues that studying
material objects as well as textual sources allows scholars to see how things have the
power to act upon human subjects and shape them. Objects give practitioners discipline.
Human subjects know how to engage with each religious object and so when they interact
with the object it is not so much a give and take between human and non-human but
rather the non-human acting upon and instructing the human’s behavior (Hazard, 62).
This structured discipline or ritualized behavior with material objects is the foundation of
religious experiences and practice.
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For Plate much of the power of objects comes from the sensual qualities inherent
in each thing. Plate explores the sensual qualities of lived religious traditions in his book,
A History of Religion in 5 ½ Objects: Bringing the Spiritual to Its Senses. He centers his
argument around Plato’s work, The Symposium. The Symposium tells the mythological
origin story of humans. Originally all humans had two sets of everything - four arms, four
legs and two heads. Zeus, afraid of the powerful potential of humans, separated them all,
creating the one-headed, two armed, two legged human. In doing this Zeus condemned
all humans to search for their other half for the rest of their lives. Using this creation
story as his foundation, Plate argues that we are all half-beings searching for something,
not necessarily another human, but moments, connections or things, to make us feel
complete (Plate, 2). Plate’s argument is that religious objects can help to fill this void by
connecting us with the world outside of ourselves and allowing us to feel love and
wholeness (Plate, 2-3). He turns to stones, crosses, incense, bread and drums, five
powerful, sensory objects in cultures and traditions around the world, to argue that
religion is embodied ritual that grows out of sensing the material world around us. The
material world has the power to shift and change us and create religions and religious
moments. This is in direct opposition to Geertz who believed the objects were mere
representations of pre-existing beliefs and traditions.
Morgan uses a phenomenological approach to his study of religious material
culture. This means that he is interested in the sensual experience that a human subject
has when they engage with religious material objects (Hazard, 62). Again, we see the
Geertz’s theories on the materiality of religion are being challenged. Rather than seeing
religion as a set of beliefs and practices, Morgan puts forth the idea that lived religious
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practice is sensual. This sensuality is constructed by the relationship between religious
practitioners and the objects that they encounter in their practice. Religious traditions
make people act and interact with objects. These interactions between the self and object
are mutually evocative. Objects are affected by us and they evoke behaviors and feelings
in us (Plate, 217). Morgan refers to these interactions as a ‘sensory loop’ (Morgan, 10).
As we use our senses to explore and know objects we are experiencing their agency,
participating in a give and take of power and affect and creating a relationship with the
objects (Morgan, 10-11). In response to societal norms cultural material objects and our
relationships with them are created, displayed, manipulated, destroyed, forgotten,
remade, and redefined (Morgan, 14). Through each transformation another layer of
meaning is added to the object, interactions with the object change and religious practice
and the religious experience has the potential to react to these changes. Even the most
mundane, everyday objects can become extraordinary or religious through this process of
sensing. Religious belief begins, is transmitted, and maintained through this sensory loop
(Morgan, 10). Studying the materiality of religious practices gives insight into the fluidity
of lived, embodied traditions and the religious human experience.
While Plate and Morgan both approach their religious studies research through
materialist lens they reach different conclusions about how material culture plays a role
in religion. For Morgan, our repetitive sensing of objects and embodied moments are
religious in themselves and not signs for a set of underlying beliefs. The beliefs and the
embodied experiences can co-exist but neither one is more important to the religious
experience. On the other hand, Plate is more interested in how people engage with
objects. Plate turns to Mark C. Taylor’s definition of religion to explain his materialist
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approach to research. “Religion is a complex adaptive network of myths, symbols, rituals,
and concepts that simultaneously figure patterns of feeling, thinking, and acting and
disrupt stable structures of meaning and purpose” (Plate, 215-216). Plate chooses to use
this definition because Taylor omits beliefs from his understanding of religion. According
to Taylor and Plate, religion does things to people and for people through action (Plate,
216). Belief might be an outcome of religious practice, but it is not enough to create or
sustain a religious experience. Rather, the dynamic power structure that enforces
disciplines or embodied rituals between human and non-human is what creates and
sustains religious experiences. Plate returns to the idea of the half-body from The
Symposium in his understanding of religion. Religion is what connects us to the external
world, and in doing so, helps to fulfill and complete us (Plate, 13-14). If we pay attention
and listen to our bodies and our experiences it becomes clear that religion is produced
when we engage in Morgan’s sensory-loops with material objects (Plate, 15).
We know from Plate and Morgan that religious practices, stories, mythologies,
and morals are all transmitted through the full embodiment and experience of materials
(Rambelli, 73). This includes the touching of rosaries, the smell of incense, or the sound
of music. We know that we have entered a religious space when we see the flicker of
candle light, smell frankincense, and catch ourselves adjusting our behavior to mimic the
‘correct behavior’ of being in the space. Objects evoke certain feelings and memories in
us. This is why our bodies intuitively know how to adjust to spatial cues - our sensing
selves are remembering and reacting to our sense memories. These sense memories allow
for communication, expression, and group identity to be developed within a religious
setting (Keischnick, 15). Both Plate and Morgan make it clear that material objects
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matter, however, for both scholars, objects only matter because of what they can do for
humans. While the impact of objects on the human religious experience is important new
materialists view objects as not just powerful subjects but as deeply integrated into
human networks that cannot be separated from the power relations that shape society
(Dolphijn-Van-Der-Tuin:2013, 21).
I became interested in thinking about new materialism and religious studies by
investigating creative projects as well as publications. One such project that was
particularly helpful for thinking through my project is Yale University’s Material and
Visual Cultures of Religions Centre. The Centre has a journal, MAVCOR Journal, that is
an open access born-digital, double blind peer-reviewed journal dedicated to promoting
conversation about material and visual cultures of religion. MAVCOR Journal encourages
contributors to think about the objects, performances, sounds, and digital experiences that
frame particular human engagements with religion. They publish essays, object
narratives, constellations, collections, medium studies, meditations, and interviews.
Publishing these different forms of text show how to incorporate material culture studies
successfully into religious studies research in a way that is respecting the vitality of the
objects and the objects’ ability to teach and share knowledge. The project was also
appealing to me because as the journal is published online it includes sound and images
which creates a more sensory learning experience. MAVCOR illustrated how sensory
learning and material-based learning can add nuance and raise rich questions about what
religion is and what it means to have a religious experience.
New materialism draws on a wide range of disciplines including, feminism,
philosophy, cultural studies as well as the social and physical sciences to uncover and
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deconstruct the power relations and dualistic world views that are so dominant in
Western society. New materialism and religion are just beginning to be introduced to one
another in academia. While turning away from the human experience might seem
counterintuitive in religious studies, new materialism offers an interdisciplinary lens in
which to investigate the structures that create and shape religion and religious
communities.
Affect Theory
Affects are neutral, slippery, transitory and intangible. They are intensities,
vibrations and forces that cannot be located in a particular body, they flow through all
bodies and spaces all of the time (Springgay and Truman, 37). Affects are autonomous,
unqualified, and extend beyond the possibilities of language (Massumi, 88). We realize
we have engaged with something powerful when we experience an affect and find
ourselves within an entanglement of objects, community, and spaces (Gregg, 10). Affect
is frequently referred to as a ‘force’ but it is more likely that an affect causes shifts that
are almost unrecognizable to even yourself (Gregg, 2). All of this makes them difficult to
write about or define but for this project I have developed this definition: Affect is the
sub-conscious moment of sensation that we experience from engaging with a space,
object, or person. I read Baruch Spinoza (1632 – 1677), Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995),
Brian Massumi, Kathleen Stewart, Jane Bennett, and Donovan Schaefer to develop my
own methodology of applying affect theory to my understanding of the significance of
incense and the significance of the limitation of incense in Buddhist temples.
Reading Spinoza helped me develop my research because he emphasizes that as
humans we are part of our environments and so are continuously being affected in an
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infinite number of ways. The implications of this for my research is that visitors to the
temple are being affected by the objects in the temple, including incense, whether or not
they are aware of it. Deleuze’s work on affect offers me the term ‘assemblage’ which
helped me visualize the importance of the socio-political factors, objects, and people that
are participating in the temple with incense. Stewart discusses how bodies are affected
when they engage with objects which inspired me to think about how people’s bodies are
changed when they interact with incense in the temples. I have included Bennett in both
my discussion of new materialism and affect theory because she brings the two together
in her discussion of the affective vibrancy of objects. This demonstrated to me how I
could apply ideas from both new materialism and affect theory to my work with incense.
Schaefer was an important scholar to refer to as he is one of the only religious studies
scholars who has published on the role of affect in religion. His work led me to think
through how we can redefine religion to include the powerful forces of affect. The work
of these scholars who work across many different fields, has been a jumping off point for
my own use and examination of affect theory (and new materialism) because they have
paved the way for true interdisciplinary study. They provide me with examples of how
research can bring together different disciplines and theoretical approaches to answer a
research question.
Finding Affect in Religion
I’ll begin by discussing Schaefer’s book, Religious Affects: Animality, Evolution,
and Power. Published in 2015, it is one of the first books to explicitly bring affect theory
into direct conversation with religious studies. Starting our discussion on affect with
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Schaefer is beneficial because his work illustrates where I want to end up in my own
research, incorporating affect studies fully into religious studies scholarship.
Schaefer draws heavily on the work of post-structuralism, affect theory, and the
material turn in religious studies to reimagine the socio-political relationships that are
contributing to the development of religion. The most important case study in the book is
Schaefer’s discussion of the chimpanzee waterfall dance that was observed by Jane
Goodall. Schaefer argues that the dance that the chimpanzees participate in when they
visit the waterfall is a form of religious practice that emerges from a complex embodied
affective experience that has become part of the shared history of the chimpanzees over
time (Schaefer, 200). Schaefer uses the chimpanzees’ behavior to argue his main point
that religion is an animalistic, affective force, a kind of dance, that extends beyond the
human experience, moving through spaces and bodies (Schaefer, 205). Schaefer begins
his book by asking the reader a series of questions about how we might begin to redefine
religion so that we can see the affective powers that are a part of religion.
“What if religion is not only about language, books, or belief? In
what ways is religion – for humans and other animals – about the
way things feel, the things we want, the way our bodies are
guided through thickly textured, magnetized worlds? Or the way
our bodies flow into relationships – loving or hostile - with other
bodies? How is religion made up of clustered material forms,
aspects of our embodied life, such as other bodies, food,
community, labor, movement, music, sex, natural landscapes,
architecture, and objects? … How is religion something that
carries us on its back rather than something that we think,
choose, or command?” (Schaefer, 3).

In asking these questions Schaefer is challenging the idea that religion is linked to
language. When religion is defined as a roadmap of how to act and think, religion
becomes a cost-benefit power structure comprised of a linguistic language system and we
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fail to recognize the very real ways religion is comprised of bodily, material relationships
(Schaefer, 193-194). Schaefer wants us to think about religion as being driven by affects
and experiences. Asking what people get out of burning incense in Chinese Buddhist
temples is not the right question, rather asking what it feels like to burn incense and what
drives their body to engage with the incense is more telling of the affective forces that are
acting upon the body and material world and reveals more about the current way
Buddhism is understood within these communities.
Schaefer does not want to discard the linguistic approach to studying religion, but
he does want to supplement it with the knowledge that is created through the bodily
sensory experiences that affect theory is interested in investigating. Schaefer understands
religion to be more than a way of thinking, it is a form of power that feels before it
thinks, believes or speaks (Schaefer, 8). Religion is not exclusively cognitive, religion is
comprised of a plurality of practices, objects and affects (Schaefer, 11). In other words,
affects are what forms religion (Schaefer, 210). We can see the manifestations of these
religious affects in the compulsions and forces that act upon and between human bodies
and the material world causing complex relationships and beliefs to form (Schaefer, 201).
While discussing religion as embodied experience offers new and exciting way to analyze
and think through religious practices it is also problematic because it turns religion into a
independent non-communal event that cannot be theorized.
People’s emotions, behaviors, and actions cannot be controlled or predicted with
any kind of precision and so we cannot make any broad statements about religious
practices or ideas (Schaefer, 12). To address this shortcoming Schaefer argues that
religious affective forces are widespread and move within networks of power therefore
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the same religious affects are surging through different bodies all of the time, producing
structures of practice and belief that manifest in the material world that we can observe
and understand to be religion (Schaefer, 39). To understand and to trace these affective
forces we need to learn how to produce and process knowledge that is driven by bodies
rather than logic, reason and discourse. For my research in Shanghai I can use Schaefer’s
scholarship to begin asking how does Buddhism affect bodies and how we can
understand these affects as part of a larger structure of belief (Schaefer, 211)?

Affect Theory Studies in the Humanities
To begin to answer the question, how does Buddhism affect bodies? I turn to the
broader field of affect studies to see how other affect theorists might think through
approaching the question.
Gregg and Seigworth’s article, “An Inventory of Shimmers,” was important for
my research because it made me rethink what being affected entailed. I had been
romanticizing the idea of being positively affected in a Buddhist temple but Gregg and
Seigworth point out that we are not promised or guaranteed a positive affective
experience (Gregg, 10). As there are an innumerable amount of potential affects, there is
no way of knowing how we will be affected (Gregg, 10). For Latour the body is an
interface to experience and process affects. This way of thinking about the body and
affect breaks down the dichotomies of subject (human body)-object (affect / thing you are
being affected by) (Gregg, 11). What this means is that the body and the affective world
are not separated, they co-mingle and become each other (Gregg, 12). There is a
stretching and intersecting of the two that is generative, knowledge creation and life
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forces emerge from the affective potential of these intersections (Gregg, 12).On the other
hand, Lauren Berlant points out that even though there is so much potential for learning
and change, our bodies having an affective experience is not indicative of shifts in the
world outside of ourselves (Gregg, 12-13). In fact, Massumi says that having a negative
or indifferent affective moment could lead to the withering away of our own potential to
be affected (Gregg, 13). This is the threat of the potential of affect. That it can actually
dim us and make our bodies shut down to embodied learning and sensing (Gregg,
13). For my research this means that I need to consider that incense might not have the
same affective force for all temple visitors and perhaps even removing the incense from
temples provides an improved experience for some.
Kathleen Stewart writes about this potential of affects in her book, Ordinary
Affects (2007). Ordinary Affects explores the affects that are experienced in everyday life,
the moments of sensing that just happen to us when we are being passive. Ordinary
affects are defined as the capacity to be affected by the everyday moments and
assemblages that we participate in (Stewart 2-3). They are the feelings and pressures that
occur from impulses, sensations, and encounters before we have a chance to define,
classify or rationalize them (Stewart,2-3). Ordinary affects, while personal, are also the
inconsequential moments and particularities that shape and define public feelings and
experiences. To study affect means to study the potency and effect of these unpredictable
and yet regular flows. Stewart does not want to critically analyze affects, she makes it
clear that you can’t truly know them (Stewart, 5), instead, by making her readers aware of
ordinary affects in both her narrative and in our own lives, Stewart raises the questions:
Where might these affects go next? What potential do they have? What forms of knowing
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are already part of the affect’s texture? (Stewart, 3). It is necessary to explore these
ordinary affects and these questions in order to attend to the nuanced and social-political
networks that we participate in.
Stewart’s understanding of ordinary affects lends a helpful framework for
beginning a discussion on the affective relationships between people and objects. As we
engage with objects through sensing, our bodies are irrationally disoriented (Bogue, 124).
This disorientation stems from the unpredictable nature of the encounter. Encounters
between sensing bodies and objects are marked by a potent impulse or feeling that breaks
down the boundary between the internal self and the external world (Bogue, 125). The
flows of power between the self and the object create a moment of being-with the object
in the Now (Bogue, 117). We cannot know what the experience will feel like or how they
will resonate, and yet these affects are important to be aware of as they provoke thoughts
and feelings that add textures and intensities to our everyday moments (Stewart, 3).
Deleuze and Guattari proved to be a key part of how I unpacked the work of
Gregg, Seigworth, and Stewart. A Thousand Plateaus (1980) offered me the term
‘assemblage.’ The concept of assemblage helped me to realize that if I wanted to
understand the significance of limiting incense on the affective experience of temple
visitors, I would need to pay attention to the connections that incense has with other
objects, spaces, and communities. An assemblage is a collection of bodies, ideas, and
things that have been grouped together, forming a collection of concepts. Deleuze and
Guattari created an assemblage framework for analyzing the fluidity and multiplicity of
social hierarchies and complexities. This framework looks at objects and bodies not as
individuals but in relation to the other bodies that it is connected to in the assemblage. It
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is only through the connections of the assemblage that individual bodies develop meaning
(Deleuze, Guattari: 1980, 8). When an assemblage shifts, and connections are made, or
lost meanings of the bodies involved also change, reordering the relationships and
hierarchies within the context of the assemblage.
Affect and assemblage are intimately linked together. Affect is experienced in the
interactions between the different subjects in an assemblage (Gregg, 6). What is
particularly interesting for my research is Deleuze’s claim that the individual form or
function of an object does not provide information about the assemblage or the object
itself. Rather, we need to locate the affect that emerges when bodies in an assemblage
engage with each other. The relationships and encounters between bodies creates a field
of affective forces that are reanimating the bodies that they encounter, creating new
assemblages and new affective forces and experiences waiting to be had (Deleuze trans.
Robert Hurley 1988, ii-iii). It is the force of the affect that can lead to developing an
understanding of the structures shaping an environment or assemblage. Massumi speaks
to this force when he equates affects with intensities. By intensity Massumi means the
uncontrolled reaction and the strength of the effect of the interaction between two things
(Massumi, 85). In his article “The Autonomy of Affect” (1995), Massumi presents the
argument that even the subtlest shift in an object or image can alter the affect
experienced. Within an assemblage there is a constant shifting that influences the
affective forces flowing through all the objects. With each shift, the experience of the
relationships in the assemblage are changed. This leads me to ask the questions, with the
shift in the use of incense in Buddhist temples, what relationships are changing? What
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affective flows are being rearranged? Are temple visitors feeling the same intensity when
they move through the temple?
The work that Deleuze and Guattari have done on affect and assemblage provides
a framework to take a materialist approach in research. Deleuze states that when the
human body experiences affect it is never conscious of all the interactions that had to
happen for that moment of affective feeling to occur. We are only ever aware of
experiencing the affect and what happens immediately to our bodies and minds.
However, all the affective experiences that we have are due to the continuously evolving
relationships between the objects and other structures within an assemblage (Deleuze
trans. Robert Hurley 1988, 19). Rather than thinking solely about what an object is as an
independent being, Deleuze and Guattari investigate how affective forces emerge from
relationships and interactions between objects, and how these affective forces create
meaning and knowledge that structure culture. The affective forces that are passed
between the objects is information that is rich with cultural significance (Deleuze trans.
Robert Hurley 1988, ii-iii). Studying these affective forces in assemblages can teach us
much more about an object and its context than simply looking at the objects physical
properties. In my research I have chosen to think about how the affective forces flow
through the Buddhist temple spaces to learn more about the role of incense in
contemporary Shanghai Buddhist practice.
Deleuze’s understanding of affect seems to draw heavily on Spinoza’s writing in
his philosophical treatise, Ethics. Spinoza has been influential to the development to
affect studies because he was one of the first thinkers to state that affects are not ‘lesser
than’ conscious thought or reason, that there is a difference between affect and emotion,
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and that affect exists in two states: active and passive. How we experience affects
determines whether or not we are being active or passive. When we are the definitive
cause of an action or when the cause of an action comes from within us and we can fully
understand it, then we are active (Spinoza, Part III). This means that when we rationally
decide to think something or do something, we are in full control of our minds and
bodies. However, when the cause of an action comes from outside of ourselves and is not
fully understood by us, then we are passive (Spinoza, Part III). When we are being
passively affected we are overwhelmed by the force and power of the affect. We are
unable to control how we feel and react and our actions cannot be reasonably traced to
one cause.
We experience affects in a passive way because we are part of the material world.
Or in Deleuze’s language, we are part of complex assemblages that are affecting us
without us even knowing how. Spinoza writes that most writers of his time treated
humans as existing outside nature and thus always existing in an active state of free will,
rationally choosing their own ideas and actions. Spinoza on the other hand argues that we
are in fact very much a part of nature and affected by the physical world, outside objects
and forces are always acting upon us and causing our bodies and minds to react (Spinoza,
Part III). We believe that we have free will but in reality, we are driven by our desires and
the material world. “Experience teaches us no less clearly than reason, that men believe
themselves to be free, simply because they are conscious of their actions, and
unconscious of the causes whereby those actions are determined; and, further, it is plain
that the dictates of the mind are but another name for the appetites, and therefore vary
according to the varying state of the body.” (Spinoza, Part III). Spinoza would agree with
45

Deleuze that affects are powerful forces that flow through the material world,
subconsciously influencing how we understand ourselves and how we behave in our
environments. In my research I have chosen to study Buddhism through incense because
by investigating the material world I have greater access to the causes (and affects) that
are determining the actions and ideologies of the contemporary Shanghai Buddhist
community.
Bennett, discusses these moments of being passively affected by the powerful
forces of the material world in her book, Vibrant Matter (2009). I have chosen to mention
Bennett twice in this literature review because her work on vital materiality creates a
framework of new materialism that brings together materiality and affect. Bennett’s work
shows that new materialism and affect theory are a natural pairing. Vibrant Matter asks
readers to consider adopting a politics of ‘vital materiality’ which means accepting that
humans and non-living things are ontologically the same despite being physically
different. This paradigm does away with the Western dualistic hierarchy which places
humans as dominant over all other living and non-living things. Bennett, like Spinoza, is
demanding that we no longer view ourselves as separate from the material world and to
consider our relationship with objects. She argues that nonhuman objects have an affect
power that gives them agency to make a real impact on humans and their environment.
Despite the posthumanistic undertones of Bennett’s proposal, for Bennett adopting this
vital materialistic politics is essential for creating and living a sustainable and enjoyable
life. Being attentive to the objects around us can provide us with fuller access to
understanding ourselves and our environments (Bennett, ix). For the purpose of religious
studies, being attentive to the objects in religion can provide us an entry point for
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developing a more complex system to analyze and interpret what we observe in our field
research.
Conclusion
My research around new materialism and affect theory has shown me that they
are part of a broad shift in the humanities towards materialism and affect. This shift is
part of a larger movement in academia that breaks down binary categories such as
human/environment, subject/object, sensing/logic (Dolphijn-Van-der-Tuin, 85). Theorists
in these areas are now shifting their focus from literary texts to networks of human and
non-human bodies linked together through patterns of actions and practices (Jordan, 16).
All bodies, both human and non-human, are being viewed as vital sources of agency that
affect the production of culture and are, therefore, legitimate sources of knowledge
creation in need of scholarly investigation (Bennet, 115-117). These encounters between
human and non-human bodies are the material where scholars in affect theory encounter
and study the potential and open-endedness of affect (Gregg, 17). These concepts support
my research into incense as a material object that can give us a deeper understanding of
the networks and entanglements within which it is experienced by religious practitioners.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
This chapter will return to my research questions and research objectives to
engage in a discussion about the methodological approach I took while doing
observational research in four Buddhist temples in Shanghai. My observational research
included soundwalks, smellwalks, sound recordings and photography. I used the
theoretical inquiry method that new materialist scholars, including Dolphijn and Van -der
-Tuin, offer to place incense at the center of my research, then to analyze my
observations that I gathered through walking. I will argue that by choosing walking as my
primary methodology I was able to participate in an affective, temporal form of research
creation. This form of research creation gave me the theoretical framework to think
through and with the socio-political entanglements that exist between and through
humans and non-humans within Shanghai’s Buddhist temple communities. Being able to
acknowledge these entanglements was essential for meeting my research objective.
My research objective is to decenter the human experience, particularly my
individual experience from religious studies research. I want to examine the sensory, vital
powerful agents that exist beyond the rationale of representation that typically occurs in
text-based research. By placing incense at the center of my research I actively chose to
begin to think about other ways of knowing about contemporary Chinese Buddhism that
exist outside of the traditional anthropocentric- knowledge paradigm. To accomplish this,
I conducted observational research through the form of walking in four Buddhist temples
in Shanghai from September till December of 2017. The temples that I chose to conduct
my research at were Jing’an Temple, Jade Buddha Temple, Longhua Temple, and Zhenru
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Temple. I chose these temples because they are the most well-known Buddhist temples in
Shanghai and represented important sites of gathering.
The questions guiding my research were: What can the application of new
materialism and affect theory to my observations of incense in four Buddhist temples
across Shanghai teach us about contemporary Chinese Buddhism? And how can my
observations of incense contribute to the growing conversation about the role of new
materialism and affect in the study of religion? My sub-questions were: What role is
incense playing in these four Buddhist temples? Who is engaging with the incense? How
is incense being engaged? Where is incense within each temple? How does incense
contribute to the creation of place? What is the relationship between place and incense?
What is the relationship between incense and the other material objects in the temples? Is
there different incense at each temple? What characteristics can I differentiate between
the incense at each temple? How is incense affecting me? How are the intra-actions
between incense and the other material objects and temple structures affecting the
experience of being in a Buddhist religious site?
I will first discuss my research objectives and introduce key concepts of
emplacement and embodiment. Then I will discuss the merits of walking as a form of
research creation, and turn to Stephanie Springgay and Sarah E. Truman, creators of
Walking Lab, to verify the legitimacy of walking as a methodology to address the
affective shifts of perception at the center of my research. I will differentiate between
sound and smellwalks, highlighting what each has to offer to my research, addressing
work done by David Paquette and Andra McCartney to form a theoretical foundation for
soundwalks. I will also consider research conducted by Phillip Vannini and Kate McLean
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to provide the tools to conduct and analyze my own smellwalks. An example walking
worksheet, adapted from McLean (Sensory Maps), that I used during my temple visits
can be found in the appendix.

Methodology: Walking

In picking my methodology, I had to be sure that it aligned with my research
objective. As stated above, my research objective is to decenter the human experience,
particularly my individual experience from religious studies research. I aim to do this
through the examination of the sensory, vital powerful agents that exist beyond the
rationale of representation that typically occurs in text-based research. This research
objective was informed by new materialism and affect theory’s emphasis on learning
through sensory and affective experiences. Walking is aligned with my research
objectives as it allows for knowledge creation and data collection through sensory
experiences and emplacement (Low, 299). Walking opens ‘the way to alternative
mappings of “an experience of space that was actually terrestrial, fragmented, subjective,
temporal and cultural”’ (Paquette and McCartney, 137. Sadler, 52).
The concept of emplacement is important when thinking about walking as a
methodology. In fostering moments of affective, sensory-based learning, new materialism
and affect theory aim to decenter the human experience through the acknowledgment and
study of the affective power that emerges from the intra-actions between humans and
non-humans. This means that research needs to acknowledge and examine the ‘sensuous
interrelationship of body-mind-environment’ (Stoller, 820). This network of body-mindenvironment is what Howes calls the paradigm of emplacement (Howes, 7).
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While new materialism and walking are both typically labelled as embodied
forms of learning, emplacement is a more accurate representation of the different
relationships that are considered key components to research creation. Embodied learning
means actively breaking down the modern, dualistic concept that the body and mind are
separate entities and function individually from each other (Low, 299). This means that
you are able to see your complete self, both body and mind, as a research tool that gathers
data from your lived experiences (Low, 299). Emplacement merges this non-dual concept
of mind and body with an emphasis on the construction of space. In doing so, the
paradigm of emplacement encourages you to learn from your responses to the textures
and multiplicities of a place and deeply places you within your environment (Low, 299).
Emplacement locates the human body within a larger network or environment. This lets
us see our body in relationship to the other human and non-human Beings entangled
within the network (Springgay and Truman, 34). Walking is a key example of an
embodiment and emplacement because it offers an immediate, tangible bodily experience
that integrates the human body with non-human objects and spaces (Springgay and
Truman, 29-30).
Walking is an alternative and affective methodology that emphasizes the vitality
of matter (Springgay and Truman, 28), making it an ideal form of research creation in
religious studies scholarship. Because of the emphasis placed on non-human subjects,
walking is an important methodological tool for bringing together affect theory and
sensory studies. According to Taylor, we cannot know a place before we have walked
through it (Taylor, 111). “Walking is movement in place that lets the mind ramble.
Aleatory connections emerge and dissolve in pauses and gaps, creating lines that can
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never be retraced. The person who truly know how to walk realizes that he passes this
way only once. Neither straight nor direct, paths for walking lead nowhere. This nowhere is not elsewhere but is now-here” (Taylor, 111). Walking is able to recognize the
affective and sensory qualities of the non-human because walking is the emplacement of
the intersection of human and non-human bodies, space and time in the present. These
intersections are infinitely occurring in a dynamic, rhythmic pattern that allows for
continuous moments of ‘detachment and attachment, physical immersion and mental
wandering, memory, recognition and strangeness, blurring the divisions...between
representation and sensory and affective engagement’ (Edensor and Holloway 2008).
When we look at walking as a methodology, the evolution of the rhythmic experience of
physical and mental immersion into an environment helps to show how place, social
actors and sensory experiences come together in the production and analysis of
ethnographic research (Low, 296). By recognizing the vitality of, and the role that nonhuman bodies and objects play in the forever shifting ontology of a place, walking opens
up conversations about the entanglements that are fundamental to ethnographic, religious
studies work.
Walking as a methodology can be traced back to Baudelaire’s 1863 essay, “The
Painter of Modern Life.” In this work Baudelaire created a fictional character, M.G. M.G.
was the original flâneur, an urban, modest man who would never take ownership of his
genius (Baudelaire). The flâneur’s passion was to merge into a crowd and become
invisible to the world, all the while, observing the comings and goings of city
(Baudelaire). The flâneur chose to walk through the city in this way to learn about and
document contemporary culture (Baudelaire). Through his walking, the flâneur
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developed a deep understanding of the world and because he chose to be invisible during
his walks, rather than emplaced within his environment, the flâneur did not associate with
political or intellectual spheres (Baudelaire). He was the objective observer who praised
the small, visible details that are a part of a community’s ontology. The flâneur is the
pure receptacle to receive culture, a human body with no network or connections who is
capable of simply witnessing life.
Walter Benjamin’s 20th century piece, The Arcade Project, was written in
response to Baudelaire’s work and it is here that the term flâneur was first used to
describe this kind of man. Benjamin’s flâneur differed from Baudelaire’s as he brought
the flâneur into conversation with economics and the marketplace, rather than just the
urban city. Like in Baudelaire’s writing, we see the flâneur as an observant and removed
man in Benjamin’s interpretation. The flâneur is standing on the threshold of city-dweller
and city-observer, a part of the marketplace and removed from the marketplace
(Benjamin). The flâneur was the first to acknowledge how walking could be used as a
form of knowledge creation.
While the flâneur provided the foundation for the concept of walking as a
methodology, the concept of the flâneur is now socially and politically problematic. The
flâneur is historically a privileged man who is able to blend into a city and into a crowd
without being noticed or harassed (Paquette and McCartney, 136). This limits who can be
a flâneur. Women and people of colour are removed from this form of walking and
knowing (McCartney and Gabriele 2001). Gendered and racialized bodies do not have
the same access to spaces nor the same safety within spaces as the white, male flâneur
(McCartney and Gabriele 2001). The flâneur’s position within society also allows him to
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intentionally remove himself from political conversations, a privilege that most people
would not be able to enjoy.
The concept of the flâneur is also in opposition to new materialism and other
forms of affective and sensory-based learning. The flâneur believes that there is a
universal, objective knowledge that can be learned through simply visual observations
collected during his walks. This means that the flâneur is not emplaced within his
environment, not allowing his body and his sensory experiences to teach him about the
changing ontology of place (Boutin, 124). The flâneur’s way of observing homogenizes
the body’s experience into just sight (Boutin, 124) and there is no discussion of how the
rest of the body feels or reacts. How, for instance, do materials found in the environment
create new movements within the body (Edensor 2008, 129)? How does this unfamiliar
space affect you and your thoughts? How does walking through this space create new
sounds (Edensor, 129)?
By homogenizing the walking experience into one sensory activity there is no
chance to realize the complicated entanglements that are part of the ontology of the place.
Walter Benjamin notices in The Arcade Project that the flâneur always looks for and
records the idea of newness but in reality, always engages with the continuous rhythm of
the urban environment (Benjamin). The flâneur does not realize that by choosing to
separate himself from his environment, he will never expand his knowledge, or recognize
something new because he is stuck trying to remain invisible, on the out-skirts and
uninvolved. The flâneur offers us the invitation to walk but it is our job, as walkers, to
continue to redefine how to walk.
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When we intentionally engage in a methodological walk we have the privilege of
being deeply engaged within a place, not a geographic space. Here we return to Mark C.
Taylor definition of a place. He has defined it as a fuzzy, imprecise transformative event
of forces coming together that turns a geographical location into an affective moment. “It
marks boundaries yet exceeds every limit. Place is older - infinitely older - than the space
it opens...Neither nameable nor knowable, place can be apprehended in traces left by its
withdrawal from places once deemed holy. Place is a gift we should relinquish
reluctantly.” (Taylor, 18). Spinggay and Truman give a similar definition, stating that
place is a dynamic, porous and emergent affect that is constructed through a response of
the body to the environment (Springgay and Truman, 31-33). When we discuss what we
experienced walking through a place, it is not to make remarks about a point on a map
but to reflect upon how we interpreted the connections between ourselves, our senses and
other human and non-human bodies (Springgay and Truman, 33). Using walking as a
methodology lets us grasp the elusive moment of being “now-here” in a place, oriented
by our senses and affects rather than by geographical coordinates.
During each of my temple visits I had to navigate how to be a walker and an
observer in a religious community that where I do not identify as a member and that was
a new and foreign place for me. To be and do more than a removed and invisible flâneur.
I worked on becoming aware of my positionality, my privileges and how I fit into the
socio-political geography of these sites by being aware of my body. A body is not just the
pure, empty vessel as described by the flâneur. A body is a porous and permeable object
that is the channel for the flow of vital elements and affects (Taylor, 54). Bodies and
spaces are also always in a relationship with one another, each creating and re-creating
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the other over and over again. “Bodies become meaningful through the spatial choices
they make; rather than acting as anonymous end users of urban spaces, they recompose
their surroundings at every step and every stop” (Paquette and McCartney, 138). By
focusing on my body, I was able to make sure that I was emplacing myself within the
temple rather than simply being a bystander. This also let me begin to think through my
relationship with these temple spaces and how we were affecting each other. “There is no
body without place and no place without body; body and place are extensions of each
other - one makes the other what it is” (Taylor, 54). To become aware of my body, I
asked myself to be conscious of the sensory experiences that were flowing through me
and creating a sense of place. Doing this allowed me to see four parts of my identity that
were affecting my position within the temples.
First, I am able-bodied and thus able to physically walk with ease around each
temple. This research methodology would not be as accessible, or accessible at all, to
those without the capability to independently move around Shanghai, let alone the
temples. Second, I am a visitor to Shanghai and China. I am able to remove myself from
the socio-political network at any time. My safety is not impacted by the network. Third,
I am a white female. I stick out easily. I am seen as a foreigner and because of this easy
identifier I am treated with kindness and as an innocent tourist bystander. As I was so
easily identified as a tourist, I am automatically placed in an observational, not
participatory role. Finally, the fourth thing that I learned from paying attention to my
body during my temple visits was that even if I was just observing I was still very much a
part of the temple place at that moment. “There is no mind/body, subject/object,
self/other split; everything is interconnected, even if not whole” (Taylor, 54). My body
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might not be a regular part of the nexus of forces coming together to create the temple
places but when I visited, I became interconnected and entangled within the temple’s
network.
Despite doing observational research, I still wanted to make sure that I was not
exploiting the communities through my research. I wanted to ensure that I was fully
integrating into the space rather than trying to become an invisible researcher. I had to
navigate whether or not to participate in Buddhist rituals, which includes burning incense.
To fully experience the incense, it is important to touch it, smell it, look closely at it, and
to listen to any sounds it makes, in addition to the sounds that emerge from intra-actions
between humans and incense. I chose not to participate in the Buddhist ritual of burning
incense at a temple unless I was invited to do so by a Buddhist practitioner, but I always
bought incense and used my senses to explore it and learn about it outside of a ritual
practice.
While walking was a clear choice for my methodology, I decided to nuance my
walking and learning by conducting both sound and smellwalks. Learning how to
emplace my body within the temple and learn how to gather meaningful data from these
sensory and affective experiences required my mental and physical presence at each
temple but sharing this sensory knowledge with an audience is very difficult. Affect
theory and sensory studies are both concerned about the ‘non-conscious, non-cognitive,
transcorporeal, non-representational processes’ (Spinggay, Truman, 37) making it
incredibly difficult to talk about or write about. In order to share and create an emplaced
experience for an audience, it can be useful to combine sensory triggers to create a
complex and intimate environment (Springgay and Truman, 36). For instance, combining
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ambient sound recordings with images and interviews provides more details and
particularities of the vital forces that are part of the ontology of a place (Springgay and
Truman, 36). This is why I decided to do both sound and smellwalks. While incense is
clearly more of an olfactory object than a sound object, conducting these walks helped
me to understand how these vital sensory moments flow together to create moments of
placeness.

Soundwalk

One way that I approached conducting my research was through soundwalks. The
term soundwalk originates from the 1970’s World Soundscape Project (WSP). The WSP
defined soundwalks as a tool to orient, create dialogue and spatial compositions (Paquette
and McCartney, 138). They conducted soundwalks in both Canadian and European
spaces (Paquette and McCartney, 138). Over time soundwalks have become part of
academic research and artistic practice all over the world (Paquette and McCartney, 135).
Soundwalking is way of walking that focuses solely on the sounds of a place and
prioritizes our listening abilities (Westerkamp, 1974). “A soundwalk is any excursion
whose main purpose is listening to the environment. It is exposing our ears to every
sound around us no matter where we are” (Westerkamp). This type of listening creates a
new kind of awareness for the listener (Paquette and McCartney 2012, 138).
Soundwalking is also “integral to the study of everyday situations and environments”
(Paquette, McCartney, 135). By focusing on the sounds of the temples, I was able to
decenter my visual learning and focus instead on how I could learn through listening.
Conducting soundwalks allowed me to use deep, intentional listening as methodology
and as a tool to help develop a spatial awareness and a sense of place within each temple.
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Conducting a soundwalk can take many forms. A soundwalk can be a solitary or
group activity. They can also be a form of community building and group learning.
Guided soundwalks lead participants through a space and certain sounds or things pointed
out or narrated for them (Paquette, McCartney, 138). Soundwalks can also happen
anywhere, from a large urban center to one specific space (Westerkamp). There is no one
way to participate in a soundwalk as long as your focus is on activating your ears and
sense of hearing.
To conduct my own soundwalks I turned to German-Canadian sound ecologist
and composer, Hildegard Westerkamp. Westerkamp was one of the founders of the WSP
and was dedicated to understanding the acoustic environment as a key part of the creation
of culture and place, providing guidelines to how best to lead your own soundwalk
(Westerkamp).
The first step in soundwalking from Westerkamp’s guide is to notice your own
body and position within the space. Stand still and listen to your body. What kind of
sounds are you making? Once you have noticed and listened to these, begin to notice the
sounds of your environment. List all of the individual sounds and where they are coming
from. Is there anything particularly interesting about any of the sounds? What rhythms do
you notice? What is the quietest sound? The loudest sound (Westerkamp)? After
identifying all of these individual sounds, ask yourself how they are interacting with each
other. How is our body contributing to the sound-scape and how is the sound ecology of
the site affecting how we make sounds? It is essential to remain aware of your own body
throughout the walk. How we move in a space changes how and what we hear (Paquette
and McCartney, 141). To understand what we are hearing and how these sounds are part
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of the site’s ontology and network, we need to also know how we are participating within
it.
I chose to conduct soundwalks as well as smellwalks to gather a more textured,
rugged, affective, nuanced sensory experience of each temple. While incense is not
necessarily a noise-making object, it is part of different practices and intra-actions that do
contribute to the sound environment. Listening to each temple also helps to reveal a more
intimate understanding of it (Springgay and Truman, 36). By consciously noticing and
listening to the individual sounds that were adding to the construction of place within the
temples, I actively became involved in that place (Low, 299). I partnered these
soundwalks with audio recordings and written recordings about what I heard. Combining
soundwalking, audio recordings and written field notes about what I heard let me
recompose and reimagine each site when I began writing (Paquette and McCartney, 138).
This reimagining incorporates my memories, my sensory experiences and my own
positionality to write the space as I know it of the temple. The three ways of gathering
sounds illustrate the many narratives and knowledges that are being shared at the temples.

Smellwalk

Smellwalking is an important tool to investigating a space because smell is an
under-valued sense, which has the ability to transform a space into a place by drawing on
sense-memories to induce time and space travel (McLean, 2013). As incense is largely an
olfactory object, I also conducted smellwalks within each temple. By participating in a
smellwalk I was paying attention to how incense and the odour of incense was being
experienced and how it was constructing meaning and relationships through its intraactions with human and non-human bodies (Low, 301).
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Besides incense’s material characteristics lending itself to smellwalks, focusing
on smell can do three important things for research. First, it places smell at the center of
our research and experiences. Smell has historically been considered an unimportant
sense with sight being placed at the top of the sensory hierarchy. Philosophers including
Durkheim and Marx created hierarchies within the senses. Both philosophers’
hierarchies’ places sight and touch at the top thus devaluing smell, sound and taste. They
saw senses as strictly biological tools and not necessarily ways of understanding
sociocultural constructions (Low, 297). By conducting a smellwalk, I am decentering
sight and exploring what smell can teach me about religious practice and the construction
of place within each Buddhist temple (Low, 302).
Secondly, a smellwalk offers an alternative understanding of space and the
sociocultural construction of place (Low, 303). Smells are experienced temporally and
spatially. Low discusses how he noticed that while leading smellwalks in urban centers,
smells triggered participants to make racial comments and judgements about the area of
the city and its inhabitants (Low 305). Tracing smells helps to unpack, break down and
recreate our understanding of place as well as untangle the sociocultural ideas that are
enmeshed within the smellscapes (Vanninni, 54). But smells can also tell us about the
relationship between different spaces and places. Smells can do this because of their
strong affective memories that they create in us. Smells are an elusive and invisible force
that create strong affect and connection to emotion and memory (Sensory Maps).
Through smelling, we are able to be transported to other places, transcending space and
time (Taylor, 60). A smellwalk can situate us within a space and tell us about the
ontology of place. Lastly, a smellwalk can help us see how smell interacts with other
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human and non-human bodies to create a temporal and spatial sensory experience (Low
302).
While conducting my smellwalks I referred to artist and designer, Kate McLean.
According to McLean there are three stages to completing a smellwalk (Sensory Maps).
The first step is passive smelling. Passive smelling is when you actively re-focus your
senses so that smell replaces sight as your dominant source for understanding your
environment (Sensory Maps). You breathe deeply through your nose and note all the
scents that are surrounding you, then walk slowly through the space practicing this
mindful smelling and record what scents and odors you notice (Sensory Maps).
The second step of smellwalking is active smelling. Active smelling involves
using your senses to find smells (Sensory Maps). This can involve rubbing plants,
sniffing objects or investigating spaces through your senses. The more spaces and objects
that you explore in this very intentional way the more your environment opens up to you
and teaches you about itself. Like with passive smelling, McLean encourages us to walk
through spaces slowly and deliberately, tracking all of the smells that we find.
The third step of smell-walking is free smelling. Free smelling is when you allow
yourself to walk through a space using any combination of passive or active smelling,
recording and sharing your findings (Sensory Maps). After completing these three stages
of your smell-walk McLean recommends finding a summary smell that was a constant in
your sensory exploring (Sensory Maps). In following these three steps, the smellwalker is
both prioritizing their sense of smell and removing themselves from the center of
research creation. Instead, other human and non-human bodies can contribute
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meaningfully to data gathering and inform the walker about the different vital flows that
are pulsing through the space.
In addition to writing down what I smelled during each smellwalk, I also took
audio and visual documentation of each temple and of incense within each temple. These
other forms of documentation help to examine the sensuous qualities of the temples and
the relationships and intra-actions between them. My field notes from both my sound and
smellwalks can be found in the appendix.
In addition to conducting sound and smellwalks I asked myself a series of
questions during each site visit. They included: Where is the temple in the city? What is
the neighborhood like? What is at the front of the temple? Are there signs about incense?
What does the entranceway look like? What happens when you first walk into the
temple? What do you experience? When do you first encounter incense? Are you given
incense or do you have to seek it out? Is it accessible? How much does it cost? Who is
engaging with the incense? What seems to be happening before/during/post these intraactions? Where are intra-actions with incense taking place? Besides people, what is
incense intra-acting with? What does incense seem to contribute to the transformation of
space into place? Using Taylor’s definition - what is coming together to mark this place?
What kinds of incense are there? Does everyone have equal access to incense? Can
everyone burn incense in the same way? And in the same spaces?

Conclusion

This chapter introduced my methodological approach that I took while doing
observational research in four Buddhist temples in Shanghai. My observational research
included soundwalks, smellwalks, sound recordings and photography. I used the
63

theoretical inquiry that new materialism offers to place incense at the center of my
research and then to analyze and unpack my observations that I gathered through
walking. Walking allowed me to become emplaced in each space and experience the
affective, sensory moments at each temple. It was important to my work that it was
primarily sense-based and not focused on trying to find an objective truth about incense
in each temple. Doing sense-based research is an important part of understanding the
intra-action between place and body and the role that sensory learning has in our
conception of place. “Sense is not sensible but is what makes signification and meaning
possible. Sense apprehends that something is without knowing what it is. Neither word
nor concept, sense is the blind spot of thinking that clears a place for consciousness while
leaving it incomplete...We do not make sense; sense makes us” (Taylor, 57). Walking as
a form of spatial-temporal research creation also gave me the tools to think through and
with the socio-political entanglements that exist between and through humans and nonhumans within Shanghai’s Buddhist temple communities. Being able to acknowledge
these entanglements was essential for meeting my research objective.
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Chapter 4
Observations in Shanghai
In this chapter I will offer my observations of and reflections on incense at
Jing’an Temple, Longhua Temple, Zhenru Temple and Jade Buddha Temple. I chose to
study these four temples because they are the largest and most popular official Buddhist
temples in Shanghai. The four temples are also located in different neighborhoods across
the city which gave me a sampling of different people and practices in Shanghai. The
observations that I will discuss below are largely informed by my sensory encounters in
each place and are solely a reflection of my own experiences. I do not try to represent a
universal truth about Shanghai’s Chinese Buddhist temples or the experiences of other
temple visitors. My research objective is to begin to include material objects in our study
of religion. What can be learned when material objects and the human experience are
seen as legitimate and valuable places of knowledge? How can we best understand and
learn from the relationships between human and non-human subjects? As discussed in the
previous chapter, I employed soundwalks and smellwalks to focus on the sensorial
aspects of each temple and in doing so, work through my research objective. I used Kate
McLean’s walking worksheet to organize and visualize my observations (Smelfie Kit). I
used this methodological approach to explore the implications of critically thinking about
and examining material objects, in this case, incense, in Shanghai’s Buddhist temples. By
focusing on incense and how I was sensing incense within each temple, I am working
towards positioning material objects and the human experience as equal agents within the
Buddhist experience. My observations are a product of my intra-actions with incense and
the temple spaces that I found incense in during my sound and smellwalks.
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This chapter will begin with a brief introduction of myself as a way of positioning
myself within this research. This will help to decipher what I was bringing to my time in
each temple. I will then move on to the presentation of my observations in each temple.
In writing about my observations, I hope to transport you to the places that I experienced
and participated in. My research creation was not focused on unearthing scientific,
objective facts about incense in Buddhist temples. Rather, my research creation aimed to
give space to the many kinds of knowledge that exist within the temple space, including
the knowledge that comes from subjective sensory experiences, and how incense can
teach us about Buddhism in China today. I hope that in sharing my observations with
you, you can begin to understand the affective relationships that exist between the human
and non-human subjects in each of the Buddhist temples and the importance that these
relationships have in the creation of place in each of the temples.

My Arrival

Feminist writer and scholar, Sara Ahmed, discusses how bodies are never neutral
in her article, “Happy Objects” (Ahmed, 36). We are always feeling and thinking and
because of this, our affective responses to material objects and spaces are influenced by,
and reflective of, what we arrive with (Ahmed, 37). While I am interested in learning
from subjective experiences, it is important to unpack these moments of subjectivity what is influencing how we think about and engage with a space or with an object? By
examining the gap between our experience of an object and our assumptions of an object
there is the potential to understand what affects and assumptions we are bringing to our
experience with the object or space (Ahmed, 37). This unpacking is an important step in
learning about how material objects intra-act with spaces and people and how these intra66

actions allow for the emergence of affective, sensory experiences and a shared sense of
identity.
Before I arrived in China and visited the four temples in Shanghai, I thought
about what I would see and experience at each site. As I mentioned in Chapter One, I
arrived in China already knowing about the change in policies regarding the use of
incense in Buddhist Temples in Shanghai. Knowing about these policy changes led me to
construct an idea of what I wanted to experience and what I would experience during my
research.
I would be entering each temple as a non-Buddhist, as an English speaker, and as
a visible outsider to the Chinese Buddhist community. I would be entering each temple to
observe and engage with incense, not to pray or connect with the divine. My position as a
visitor and not a community member left me feeling wary about going to the temples. I
did not want to exploit the community and their relationships with incense and the
temples. I wanted to be able to become part of the entanglement of the Buddhist
communities that I would be temporarily participating in in order to break down the
barriers between my own identity as an outsider and the temples’ community.
As I was feeling uncomfortable about imposing on the temple spaces and the
temples’ community I placed a lot of expectations on both the temples and the temple
visitors. I wanted to find that the temples were acting as sacred sites of prayer and
connection and that some form of environmentally friendly, sustainable incense was a big
part of that. I expected or hoped to have religious experiences in each temple and to be
affected by whatever eco-friendly incense replacement was being used. I was entering
each temple with unrealistic expectations and a lot of preconceived notions about what it
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means to be a Buddhist or have a religious experience and how a Buddhist temple space
functions. Despite knowing better, I was entering each temple expecting or hoping to see
an idealistic, homogenous Buddhist experience and uniform relationships between temple
visitors and incense. Of course, my assumptions and expectations fell flat and I witnessed
a much more complicated and nuanced environment in each temple. In examining my
own biases and preconceptions I was able to address how my own affects and ideas were
influencing how I entered each temple and how I initially understood the relationship
between material objects and the Buddhist experience.

Jing’an Temple
History

Jing’an Temple is known as one the oldest Buddhist temple in Shanghai, dating
back to 247 A.D (Shanghai Jing’an Temple). Originally built next to the Suzhou creek, it
was relocated to its current location in 1216 (Shanghai Jing’an Temple). During the
Cultural Revolution, Jing’an Temple was transformed into a factory that manufactured
plastic, however in 1983 it was converted back into a Buddhist temple (Shanghai Jing’an
Temple). Today it sits on top of a train station and on the corner of one of Shanghai’s
busiest intersections. Jing’an Temple is an example of the physical and spiritual fluidity
of Buddhism with the building itself reflecting the many narratives of China’s sociopolitical history.
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Jing'an Temple

Observations

Jing’an Temple’s website is all in Chinese which implies that it is primarily a
place for Chinese tourists and Buddhist practitioners. Not focused on attracting large
groups of Westerners.
Out of the four temples that I visited in Shanghai, Jing’an Temple presents the
most jarring juxtaposition between cosmopolitan urban city and ancient religious
tradition.
Each time I visit Jing’an Temple I take the subway there. I exit at Jing’an Temple
Station and leave from Exit 1. This exit leads me up a long escalator and a couple of
flights of stairs. This long emergence to the outside world brings visitors past a large
underground food court and gourmet grocery store selling a mix of imported and
domestic products.
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When I finally get outside I am surrounded by tall glass skyscrapers, a major
roadway, street performers, a rush of pedestrians and luxury stores. My eye is
immediately drawn to a Dunkin Donuts across the street - the only Dunkin Donuts I have
seen outside of the United States. The Dunkin Donuts instantaneously transports me to
growing up in New York City and the large Dunkin iced coffee I would buy on my way
to High School every morning. Before looking for the temple I run across the street to
buy a doughnut.
Eating my treat and waiting for the lights to cross on the busy street, I look around
me. Behind me and the Dunkin Donuts is a large public park. In front of me is Jing’an
Temple. It is impossible to miss. Stone walls surround it, separating it from the chaos of
the sidewalk. It’s golden upturned roofs adorned with lions and dragons juts up above the
walls competing in grandeur with the surrounding skyscrapers. Across the street and to
the left of the temple is a massive Old Navy with a LED sign blaring its name, stretched
across its entirety. Above the LED sign is a screen with ads jumping across it. To the
right of the temple is a large white column that rises above the trees on the sidewalk. It is
adorned with three gold lions. Immediately after that there are luxury stores including
Burberry, Juicy Couture, Marc Jacobs and Bvlgari. There is even a pop-up Haagen Daz
ice cream store. The backdrop to the temple is a large golden skyscraper, perhaps
designed to mimic the temple.
Finding the entrance to the temple is surprisingly tricky the first time. The
sidewalk is busy, so I do not notice the line outside the entrance gate. There is not much
separating it from the rest of the walls besides a small window where you are instructed
to buy a 50-yuan entrance ticket (about $10 CAD). An abrupt older man hands me the
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large paper entrance ticket. It is 3”x11” and has a picture of the temple on it. A male
security guard dressed in all black rips off part of the ticket and ushers me inside.
Stepping inside the temple walls is like stepping into another world. Like most
other Buddhist temples, I have visited in China, there is a large courtyard with two large
censers and three-tiered bronze pot designated for coin-throwing. The open space of the
courtyard is in stark contrast to the cramped sidewalks directly outside the temple walls.
The first thing I notice are the other visitors holding burning thick incense in their
palms-together position and bowing towards the center of the temple where up a flight of
stairs there is the Mahavira Hall and Jing’an Silver Buddha. There is the faint smell of
incense and soft billows of smoke blowing away from the censers located in the
courtyard and from the incense being held by the praying visitors contributes. My body
adjusts on its own accord. Seeing the intra-action between the visitors and the incense has
sends a message to my inner-self that I have indeed been transported. I am no longer just
in a cosmopolitan, capitalist city. I am also habitating a sacred place that has been witness
to Shanghai’s history and opened itself up to the millions of prayers and practices of its
visitors. My walking pace slows down and my mind quiets.
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Incense at Jing'an Temple

To the left of the entrance is a small booth with piles of incense wrapped on top
and bottom with small pieces of paper. The booth is unmanned and works on the honor
system. For 5 yuan you are allowed to take one package of incense. I drop my coins into
the slot, a bit embarrassed about how much noise the coins make clattering against the
metal case and take my incense.
The incense is a sandy brown and feels rough against my hands. I bring it to my
nose and give it a sniff. There is a delicate sandalwood smell. Instead of three individual
sticks of incense, it is three thicker pieces of incense, but you can see the perforation of
where the three smaller sticks are meant to be within each larger piece and can be
separated. This is why everyone’s incense looked so thick to me. In fact, everyone is
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burning nine small sticks of incense. This seems like a convenient work-around the threestick limitation.
At this front of the temple where I am standing watching incense being offered I
can still hear the quiet sounds of the outside world. The song of the street performer on
the sidewalk drifts in on the wind. There is the occasional sharp whistle of the crossing
guard and the harsh screech of wheels coming to a sudden stop. These sounds of the
street merge together with the tinkling of coins being thrown at the bronze pot in the
courtyard as people try to throw money into it to gain good luck. A gust of wind brings
the soft ringing of chimes that are on the corners of the slanting roofs and on the bronze
pot in the courtyard. The sounds of the temple are delicate.
Walking farther into the temple I notice that I can either walk across the courtyard
and go up to the Mahavira Hall or walk along the edges of the courtyard and go through a
small archway to the back of the temple. I choose to explore the back before going
upstairs.
It gets much quieter once I go through the archway. There is not much activity. I
see a glint of a monk’s golden robes as he hurries through a hall. But it is still. The air
seems to have come to halt. I do not smell much of anything besides a curious hint of
wood varnish. I realize that I am standing in someone’s home. This is a functioning
temple that is not just a tourist attraction or historic site. There are a small group of
monks that live, work and practice here. Of course, I smell wood varnish - they are taking
care of their home. Once I realize this I feel like I am trespassing. There are no signs
limiting my access to this part of the temple, but I do not think that my presence belongs
here.
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Before going to visit the Jing’an Silver Buddha I stop at a small side room off to
the right side of the courtyard. In this smaller room is a wonderful wooden statue of
Guanyin. Guanyin is the bodhisattva of compassion and a kind mother figure to many
Mahayana Buddhists. This statue of Guanyin is cracked and worn but this does not take
away from her, rather it seems to add to her majesticness. All the grain of the thousandyear-old wood is so clear and something about the way it flows seems inherently
religious. All the cosmos and its flow is within the grain of this wood. I found myself
communicating with Guanyin before I was even conscious of the fact. I asked for my
family to have strength and to be kind to one another. When I came to realize that here I
was in the center of an urban metropolis, praying to a bodhisattva of a religion that I do
not even prescribe to I had an A-HA! moment. The intra-action between myself and this
statue of Guanyin brought something out of us. She became real and alive to me and I
softened and became vulnerable. It was an affective experience.
I looked around to see what else might have contributed to this moment. She was
surrounded by fake flowers and red vow flags and fake candles and I think all of that
added to her power. Incense is not necessary for these moments, but I think that having
that ritual of burning incense right when you enter the temple puts you in the mindset that
you are now in a sacred space. It signals that it is time to give yourself over and be
transported.
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Burning Incense at Jing'an Temple

I head up the big flight of stairs in the courtyard to reach the Mahavira Hall. There
are over thirty wide-set stone steps leading up to the hall. It feels like a very public and
very intentional act to walk up these stairs. It feels like a physical reminder of needing to
be conscious of the effort and work that needs to be put in to reach enlightenment or to
have any kind of growth. You need to want it. The centrality of the stairs and of the hall
also place the Jing’an Silver Buddha as the focus and primary interest of the entire
temple.
A sign right outside the massive wooden doors of the hall tells visitors that the
Mahavira Hall is supported by forty-six columns and is entirely constructed from
Myanmar teak, an expensive tropical hardwood. The Jing’an Silver Buddha which sits at
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8.8 metres high, dead center of the hall is a statue of Sakyamuni Buddha sitting on a
lotus. The statue was carved from fifteen tons of silver. It is nearly impossible for me to
fathom the kind of wealth that this Buddha and the hall represents.
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Sakyamuni Buddha at Jing'an Temple
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Inside the hall is a monk praying quietly. Almost all I can hear is a gentle hum. It
is a beautiful moment that seems to be affecting everyone else in the hall. Everyone
inside is still with their eyes closed, listening or adding their own silent prayers to the
monk’s chanting.
I feel still. My walking pace is almost non-existent. I find myself stopping and
staring at the beautiful images of both deities and visitors being with each other. There is
a silence that fills the hall despite the convergence of the sounds of the street and the
rhythm of temple life.
Like all the other halls in this temple there are signs indicating that incense is not
allowed to be burned in the Mahavira Hall. Despite this rule, incense still seems to be
playing a role in the creation of the experience inside the hall. Because each hall in the
temple opens up to the courtyard, incense seems to make its way into each area of the
temple. It adds itself into each conversation, prayer and experience taking place.
Incense plays a powerful part in the creation of the sense of place of Jing’an
temple. The first thing that happens when you walk into the temple is that you encounter
incense. This encounter is a full sensory experience that tells your body that you are no
longer in the profane world of Dunkin Donuts and Burberry. Incense is the trigger that
transports you to an inner space in which the Buddhist experience is had. The incense
remains with you everywhere in the temple keeping you firmly in the mindset and
marking the temple as a space that is marked as different than the shopping mall outside.
After about an hour I leave the temple. Stepping back outside onto the street is another
sensory overload. I have just time and space travelled. I have communicated with the
divine. I have witnessed Buddhist experiences. And yet here I am back in the bustle of
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downtown Shanghai. If incense does manage to come out into the public I do not notice
it, it is lost in the loudness of the traffic and the pollution, dust and food smells of the
city.

Longhua Temple
History

Longhua Temple is one of the largest and oldest Buddhist temple in Shanghai
with a history dating back to 247 A.D. (Longhua Temple). Longhua Temple is
differentiated from Shanghai’s other Buddhist temples because of its pagoda which
according to its historiography, houses the relics of the Buddha. Longhua’s pagoda is one
of thirteen pagodasun that were built by Sun Quan, the king of the Kingdom of Wu, to
protect the relics. The temple was destroyed and had to be rebuilt in the Song dynasty,
977 A.D. Much of the temple has been rebuilt since then but the architectural styling still
references the Song dynasty. The temple has been witness to much of Shanghai’s history.
In the 19th century public executions were held on the temple grounds and one of the
largest internment camps of the Sino-Japanese war bordered Longhua Temple. Despite
the destruction and violence that took place in Longhua temple and in the neighboring
areas, the pagoda has remained intact.
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Burning Incense at Longhua Temple
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Observations

Longhua Temple is a warm space, alive with the feeling of people who deeply
care about it and things that have never parted with it - the pagoda has stood there for
centuries, the quiet observer who witnessed the Revolution and the many transformations
of the temple and yet somehow remained unscathed besides from the work of nature and
time.
Standing at the exit of the subway you would not know that you were just a 5minute walk from a historical and religious landmark. The subway deposits you on the
side of a major highway that curves around a circular pedestrian way. In the center of this
pedestrian area is Longhua’s pagoda. Its five arched roofs and yellow sides are a stark
contrast to the brown apartment buildings that surround it. Once you walk along the
highway and cross the street you must walk down a long-paved walkway towards the
pagoda and temple. It feels very much like arriving somewhere special. The walkway
itself with its tall cement walls and occasional clumping of trees feels very separate from
the rest of the neighborhood. The long walkway is brought alive with the wafts of incense
drifting outside of the temple grounds.
The pagoda is not in the temple grounds itself. The entrance to the temple is
across the courtyard from the pagoda. The pagoda is also protected with a locked fence
and a cement wall that circles it. On the cement wall is an LED sign sharing temple
events. Peering between the links you can see that the pagoda is slowly becoming wild
with plants climbing up around its base. This is an interesting nod towards the temple’s
history and the antiquity of this site as a place of religious and cultural significance.
The entrance gate to the temple is impressive. There are five wooden doors with
chipped red paint aligned in size order, each door has oxidized brass lion-head knockers,
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the stone archway that holds the doors have Buddhist imagery carved into them including
clouds, deer and lotus blossoms. Framing each of the doorways is an arched roof
decorated with dragons on each end. Only one door is open as the entrance and exit to the
temple. To the left of the doors are several small booths selling entrance tickets and
incense.
Ten yuan buys you an entrance ticket and three sticks of incense. The first day I
visited a sign outside the entrance explained in English and Chinese that visitors to the
temple should not burn anything, including incense, in excess. The English translation on
the sign reads: “Buddhism advocates civilization not burning candles, incense, flowers,
bonsai is for Buddha buddha...The excesses of smoke dust is not consistent with the
essence of the buddha.” Every time I visited the temple after that there were no more
signs discussing this - at least in English.
Inside the temple the first thing that you notice is the almost overwhelming
amount of smoke filling the courtyard and the dozen or so visitors all kowtowing with
their incense firmly pressed in their hands. The visitors range in age, some very young
children with family members, young adults and older grandparents. The ground is tiled
with a lotus flower design, a constant reminder that beauty and enlightenment can emerge
from the dust and muck of our everyday environments. To the left of the entrance, inside
the courtyard is a building selling incense out of one window. There is an English sign
reading, “Please Incense” and piles of three different kinds of incense selling for 30, 20
and 3 yuan stacked in the window.
Inside the courtyard there are two large bronze censers for burning incense, two
metal stands filled with red candles burning and two small cement stands with an open
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flame used for lighting incense offerings. The heat coming from this courtyard is intense,
especially in the early Fall when the sun is still strong overhead. During the colder
months, the heat is welcomed. These objects with open flames create a thick smokiness in
courtyard. The smoke is especially thick to the left-hand side of the courtyard because
there are three fire pits for burning paper money and other paper objects to ancestors.
These fire pits are not always open and accessible to the general public. There are
strict hours, two small paper signs in plastic coverings hang outside the gate to the fire
pits and read that they are only open from 10:30 - 11 A.M.
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Ancestor Veneration at Longhua Temple

Throughout the temple there are flower beds and platforms were trees are planted
and protected. Signs at these planters read “On the flower bed No incense or candle
arranging. Infinite achievement and virtue.”
Standing at the back of the courtyard, looking toward the front gates you can see
the pagoda rising up as the backdrop to the incense burning rituals. This is the most
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crowded part of the temple. It is where everyone must come and almost everyone seems
to participate in the tradition of intra-acting with the incense and censers. Even a visitor
like me, someone who does not burn incense, still intra-acts and engages with the incense
by walking through the smoke and sniffing deeply to internalize the aromas being
offered. This sensory engagement and experience of incense invites you into the temple
and acts as the vehicle in which you are transported from the grayness of the highway to
the bright, ethereal space of the temple.
While the incense pulls you in and helps you navigate the different worlds and
spaces that you are occupying, the incense does not remain the main actor within the
temple. The deeper you walk into the temple the more the rich and vibrant smell of lilies
begins to meet you and walk with you.
Each temple hall has about ten large bouquets of pink and white lilies presented as
offerings. Along with the lilies are more bouquets of flowers, packages of cookies,
pineapples, stacks of apples, fake candles protected in glass boxes and in the Great
Buddha Hall, a single stick of incense burning slowly in a large bronze censer. This one
stick of incense is the only sign of incense in any part of the temple besides the courtyard.
The single stick of incense does not do much olfactory wise but it is a powerful object
within the hall. It tells visitors that this Buddha is particularly important and worthy of
the representation of incense. The visual of a single wisp of curly smoke is particularly
impressive within the large hall. A small but powerful representation of the
communication between our world and the divine and also the impermanence of this
world and the need to come to terms with emptiness. Each time I visited this hall there
was always a group of visitors facing the Buddha and the single piece of burning incense,
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praying on their hands and knees or standing upright, bowing deeply. In this hall there
are also real candles, unprotected, burning slowly amongst hundreds of beautiful
blooming flowers. The light of the flame makes the gold of the statues and designs on the
altar glow and come alive. All of this is separated from the visitors by a large red-box
meant for donations. This makes the intra-action between human and non-human seem
slightly cynical and casts a shadow on the importance of the single stick of incense. How
is the box of money related to the incense? How does this intra-action and relationship
affect the Buddhist experience? This of course is not solely some phenomena at Longhua
temple. All the temples I visited had donation boxes in temple halls, asking visitors to
donate their hard-earned money.
At the very back of the temple on the right side there is a surprising smell. The
smell of noodles fills the air along with the sound of chattering and the gentle clanging of
dishes. This seems to break the spell that the incense and the lilies has created. However,
there is still the stillness and quietness that seems to be an essential part of the temple
atmosphere. The smell of noodles is coming from the temple hall that is set up as the
cafeteria. There are large TVs on the walls, a sign indicating free WIFI, plastic tables and
stools all set up with jars of chopsticks waiting to be used. Temple volunteers stand
behind the L-shaped counter ready to take your order for a big bowl of noodles, a plastic
cup of fruit or a paper cup of coffee. When I had a mid-morning snack or fresh fruit and
coffee at the cafeteria there were families with young children enjoying their meals,
talking animatedly with each other and accidentally dripping noodles and steaming broth
onto the table. There were also serious looking young men sitting alone having a meal
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and checking their phones. All the food is affordable making the temple experience
accessible to its visitors.

Zhenru Temple
History

Zhenru Temple was built during the Southern Song Dynasty and then rebuilt
during the Yuan dynasty, today temple visitors can still see much of the Yuan dynasty
architectural designs (Zhenru Temple). Like Longhua Temple, Zhenru temple also has a
pagoda that houses Buddhist relics. Zhenru’s pagoda stands out though as being the only
pagoda built in China after the Qing dynasty (Zhenru Temple). In 1996 the State Council
of China designated Zhenru Temple as a “Major National Historical and Cultural Site in
Shanghai” (The rare Yuan Dynasty wooden structure in Jiangnan).
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Ceremony at Zhenru Temple
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Observations

Zhenru Temple stands out in my memory as the most peaceful and transformative
temple. Upon entering the temple, I got the sense that I had stepped outside of Shanghai
and had entered into another realm.
My visits at Zhenru Temple always seemed to coincide with rainy gray weather.
To get to Zhenru Temple I walked along a very narrow sidewalk from the subway station.
I passed an expansive construction site that had at least five different cranes. This little
street turned into a small, quiet neighborhood where most of the stores were fish markets.
The only sounds were the wheels of vehicles splashing through rain puddles and the loud
automated voice at a fish store that I could hear even inside the temple courtyard. The
rank smell of fish permeated the air and sat heavily in the rain drops. The street that the
temple is on is seemingly deserted with just one small, rundown convenience store across
the street and almost no one to be seen. The only people that I saw were several men
working in the fish shops on the corner.
The temple is made of a greyish-white stone. Rain puddles collected on the stone
ground making the temple almost reflective, bringing the carved lotus flowers, on each
stone tile, to life with the shimmering water surface. The entrance gates are larger than
life and stand out from the architecture of the rest of the neighborhood. Despite this, the
entrance felt unassuming and I was not quite sure that it was even the correct temple gate.
A small ticket booth was on the right side of the gates, temple volunteers sat outside the
booth eager to sell me my ten-yuan entrance ticket. They asked what I was doing, clearly
surprised that a Westerner was taking an interest in their temple. During each of my visits
at Zhenru Temple I was always the only non-Chinese visitor. The ticket just bought you
your entrance, if you wanted incense there was a small shop immediately to the right
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inside the temple that sold a wide range of incense, varying in both size, smell, and
design. This was the only temple shop that I visited that sold such a large variety of
incense. There were no signs discussing incense or other ritual practice either inside or
outside the temple as was seen at Jade Buddha Temple and Longhua Temple.
Once inside the temple it became clear that incense did have a large role in the
temple. Billows of smoke blew across from the six stone censers at the far end of the
long, rectangular courtyard. There were sticks of incense being burned that were around
two feet long, so large that I could clearly see them from the other end of the courtyard.
During one of my temple visits a visitor was kowtowing in all four directions holding
three pieces of this very long incense up to his forehead, not only was the incense the size
of his torso but it was also decorated with gold dragons and Chinese characters.

Prayer and Incense at Zhenru Temple
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The temple grounds were empty and still. Conducting my soundwalks revealed
gentle sounds and I found it almost meditative to walk through the space listening to the
quiet. The entrance courtyard was so quiet that I could hear fire crackling in the censers
from the entrance way. The fire was coming from the three-square bronze censers where
visitors and monastics were burning the contents of black garbage bags. The bags were
stuffed with paper offerings to the visitors’ ancestors. It was clear that religious activities
that are deemed ‘superstitious,’ by the government, like ancestor worship, were allowed,
if not welcomed at Zhenru temple. I wondered what the connection was between these
‘superstitious’ activities and the lack of tourists I saw visiting the temple.
Walking through the entrance courtyard led to a larger courtyard with three
temple halls connected to it. In this inner courtyard I stood still listening. The wind
rustled through the leaves of the two trees with yellow leaves that stood on either side of
the courtyard. There was a muffled clattering of dishes coming from inside one of the
temple halls signaling that it was lunch time for the monastics living in the temple.
Hearing the sounds of the daily life of the monastics made me feel as though I was
existing within a different realm in which my own worries and concerns had left and
were replaced with a calmness and assuredness of being a part of a larger community and
identity. In this inner courtyard I sniffed around, searching for smells of the temple but I
mostly just experienced the smell of the city rain - a slightly dirty, wet odor that mixed
with the dust of the temple. I did smell traces of incense inside both the Devraja Hall and
an empty meditation hall that had just been used by the monastics. These traces of
incense made me aware that I was not walking through an urban Shanghai environment
but experiencing a different rhythm of life that is more communal, internal and gentle. I
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was stopped in my tracks when I arrived at the back of the temple complex and entered
the pagoda. There was a woman sitting cross-legged at the back of the pagoda, her eyes
were closed and she was leaning forward deep in meditation. It was silent inside besides
the heavy breathing of the temple volunteer who was meant to be keeping watch of the
pagoda but was in a deep sleep. Again, the only smells coming to me was from the rain
outside. I walked outside the pagoda, touching the wet, brassy dharma wheels, listening
to the occasional bird call and feeling deeply connected to the place I was in.

Inner Courtyard Zhenru Temple

Leaving Zhenru temple was abrupt. My body took a long time to readjust to being
back in the rush of the urban center. I felt as though I was emerging from a deep
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meditation, arriving back into my body and recalibrating to the rhythm of the city. While
incense was not necessarily an obvious player throughout each part of the temple the
relationship between the incense and the occupants of the temple clearly created a sense
of place and a transportive quality that allowed visitors, like myself, to temporarily
become part of the entanglement of the temple.

Jade Buddha Temple

Construction at Jade Buddha Temple
History

Jade Buddha Temple, also known as Yufo Temple, has the shortest history of all
four temples, built in 1882 (Renovated main hall of jade buddha temple reopens, 2018). It
93

was built to house two Jade Buddha statues that the monk, Huigen, brought to Shanghai
from Burma (Tarocco, 28). The original temple buildings were originally a residential
complex that was donated to house the two sculptures (Renovated main hall of jade
buddha temple reopens, 2018). The temple became recognized as a “key temple of Han
Buddhism” by the State Council in 1983 (Jade Buddha Temple). Due to the impressive
jade Buddha sculptures and the support from the government, Jade Buddha Temple has
remained a popular Buddhist site with over two million visitors each year (Renovated
main hall of jade buddha temple reopens, 2018).
Observations

Jade Buddha Temple is tucked away on a small side street in the Putuo district.
From a block in either direction you notice signs of the temple. The first sign of the
temple is small shops selling everything from snacks to Buddhist iconography, paper
money and incense for offerings. Then you notice the metal censers and pink lotusshaped candles lining the street where people are gathering in small circles to participate
in religious rituals. Finally, you notice the yellow ochre cement wall that curves around
the temple property.
Outside the temple there are security guards guiding visitors to the ticket booth
where they can buy their thirty-yuan entrance ticket. The entrance ticket does not come
with a set of free incense as it does at some of the other temples.
Immediately upon walking through the entrance I noticed that Jade Buddha
temple was missing something. It seemed cold and uninviting. There was no entrance
courtyard. Instead there was a construction site with scaffolding rising at least twelve feet
and loud banging and drilling sounds. Visitors were not gathering in the courtyard and
offering incense and prayers. There was no trace of incense at all. There was no shift in
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rhythm from outside the temple to inside the temple. My body did not shift and quiet as it
usually does when I enter a religious place, instead I tensed up. The construction noise
was jarring and unsettling. I realized that without the practice of burning incense, the
quietness that seems to come with the practice, the smell of the incense and the plumes of
smoke, there was no feeling of place within the temple. The temple remained solely a
geographic location, a space that did stand out from its surroundings. Jade Buddha
Temple is in the midst of expanding and changing to adjust to the pressures of the current
socio-political demands so perhaps when the construction is finished, Jade Buddha
Temple will allow visitors to burn incense again.
The construction at the temple was hard to ignore. The goal of the construction
project was to move the largest temple hall, Mahavira hall, thirty meters north, this would
create more space for temple visitors in the courtyard (Renovated main hall of jade
buddha temple reopens, 2018). Due to the structure of the temple, the construction was
right in the center of the temple property and monopolized the courtyard. This meant that
there was no public space for incense-burning or gathering. This affected the feeling of
place within the temple. Typically walking through a temple feels like a shared journey
that all the visitors are participating in, but at Jade Buddha Temple there was no
cohesiveness. Without the structure offered by a clear path through the temple, starting
with burning incense in the temple courtyard, my body felt like it was wandering through
an exhibition rather than participating in a shared religious experience. The construction
disrupted the sensory experience of being inside the temple.
I continued to feel as though I was in a museum as I walked through the temple
complex. Expecting to find Jade Buddha Temple a quiet sanctuary of chanting and prayer
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it was discombobulating to be met with the frustrated raised voices of visitors as they
tried to find their way through the construction, a tour group being guided by a small
Italian woman with a megaphone, and temple volunteers yelling to each other over the
construction noises. There was also the ongoing sound of vacuuming coming from inside
the temple halls. I did find that there were moments of stillness happening inside the
temple despite the chaotic noises. On one of my visits to the temple there was a young
man in his twenties walking slowly and deliberately to each temple hall with a pocketsized book of prayers. He stopped in front of each Buddha statue and bowed his head to
very quietly recite the sutras. A couple of days later when I had returned to the temple I
experienced another quiet moment. I was standing in an outdoor walkway that was lined
with red vow flags in the middle of the day and the construction had stopped for a couple
of minutes. The wind had picked up and if I listened carefully I could hear the flags
blowing, twisting together. These moments were what reminded me that I was in fact
inside a sacred, historical Buddhist site that was not just a geographical location but a
place that represented community, identity and enlightenment to a wide range of people.
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Walkway at Jade Buddha Temple

I stayed at Jade Buddha Temple for about one hour conducting my sound and
smellwalks. By the end of the hour my body was overwhelmed with anxiety from the
loud noises. Despite being used to the noises and sounds of Shanghai, it was exhausting
to do a deep listening in the temple. The sounds of the temple were trapped inside the
temple complex making them echo around me. “Listening in that way can be a painful,
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exhausting or a rather depressing experience, as our ears are exposed often to too many,
too loud or too meaningless sounds” (Westerkamp). I was relieved to step outside of the
temple and return to the sounds of the city that were not confined within a small space
and could float away from me easily. While I did not feel that I had entered into a new
kind of space when I first arrived at Jade Buddha Temple, upon leaving I felt as though I
had been away from Shanghai for a long time and was finally arriving back home when I
stepped out onto the street again.
The smells of the temple were reminiscent of the other three temples. Besides the
lack of incense, the smells of lilies and dust that I had grown accustomed to at the other
temples were present at Jade Buddha Temple. Instead of incense smoke there was a
general dustiness from the construction and pollution from the street outside. The dust
had an unpleasant sweet and musty smell that got caught in my nose and throat making
me cough. The dustiness was being combatted with lemon-scented wood cleaner that
temple volunteers were mopping the floors with and the smell of fresh paint that coated
the walls. Inside the temple halls that were open to the public there was still a faint
lingering smell of incense, as if the walls were saturated with the centuries of incense that
had been burned at the temple. I had to smell deeply and intentionally to get hints of the
delicate odor of the incense, the musty construction smells outside the halls was
overpowering. One hall had a small space for offerings. The offerings were a range of
fruit: apples, pomelos, oranges. The fruit was deflating in the heat, overripe and on the
verge of rotting. The odor reminded me of a camp cafeteria after a long, hot, summer day.
This was in stark contrast to the delicate smelling lilies that lined the women’s bathroom
at the left side of the temple. While incense was not a dominant factor in Jade Buddha
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Temple’s smellscape, the other odors that were prevalent connected me to previous
experiences I had had in Buddhist temples in Shanghai.

Unused Censer at Jade Buddha Temple

I found it interesting during my smellwalks that even though I was
smelling similar things to the other three temples I was not having the same transportive
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experiences that I had had in the other temples. This was because I was missing visual
cues from material objects that I was used to seeing at the other temples. One of the most
obvious things that was missing was incense. No one was burning it and it was only sold
for a few hours each day at the gift shop to the far left of the temple. The incense that was
sold ranged from twenty-five to thirty yuan. There was a small selection of incense, each
kind had a specific purpose that ranged from bringing good health to your family to
getting a promotion at work.

List of Incense at Jade Buddha Temple
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Another object that was missing were incense censers. At the other three temples I
had become accustomed to walking into the temple and being greeted with at least two
large censers where groups of visitors could burn incense. These censers are typically
dirty, covered in ash and look very used. In fact, even now with the limitation of incense,
the other three temples had small censers in each temple hall that still looked as if they
were being used regularly. Jade Buddha Temple was missing these censers. Of course,
there were no censers in the courtyard since it was under construction but even within the
temple halls, where there should be censers placed in front of Buddha statues there was
just an empty table. When I did see censers, they were cold and undisturbed, they looked
as though they had never been touched before. There were also fake plastic candles with
red bulbs that were safely stowed away in locked glass boxes. To the right side of the
temple there was an area tucked away with brand new outdoor chairs and tables that were
set up as if the temple was actually a sidewalk cafe. Between the lack of censers, the
boxed up fake candles and the patio furniture I had the distinct feeling that I was
wandering through a deserted movie set. I had to wonder what it must be like for the
monastic community that lives at Jade Buddha Temple to have their temple become so
deconstructed and bare if even I was so aware of how jarring it was to not have these
material objects around to inform your thoughts and actions within the temple space.

Conclusion

In this chapter I shared my observations from Jing’an Temple, Longhua Temple,
Zhenru Temple, and Jade Buddha Temple. I gathered my observations through sensory
explorations of each temple, specifically using smell and sound to guide me through my
research creation. These four temples, spread out across Shanghai, are all recognized by
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the government and are all choosing to address the limitation of incense differently.
While my sensory experiences do not represent a universal truth about Shanghai’s
Chinese Buddhist temples or the experiences of other temple visitors, by focusing
specifically on incense I am able to begin to think about the different factors that are in
relationship with incense that may have an impact on the Buddhist experience in each
temple. Using sound and smellwalking I created a methodological framework to place
objects at the same importance level in temple settings. My observations are a product of
my intra-actions with incense and the temple spaces. In sharing these notes and
observations with you, I hope to create the potential for you to imagine how it might be
useful to incorporate the study of affect and material objects in religious studies.
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Chapter 5
Analysis
Incense is a vital and powerful object in Chinese Buddhism. Incense informs how
temple visitors use their bodies within the temple as well as creating a sense of place that
is differentiated from the outside world. Without the presence of the sensory qualities of
incense in Buddhist temples, temple spaces blend in with, and become, cultural tourist
sites rather than religious centers.
My time in Shanghai was marked by rich sensory experiences. In each temple I
visited, I experienced remarkably different changes in my behavior, body language and
mindset. There exists a very complex and nuanced entanglement of socio-political forces
that intra-act with each other to produce these changes in my body and behavior. In this
chapter I will trace the socio-political forces that incense is a part of that became clear to
me during my time conducting research in Shanghai. Of course, I cannot possibly do
justice to all these forces nor am I aware of all of the forces that have come into play to
create this change in policy. The goal in doing this work is merely to illustrate how
approaching the study of religion through a new materialist lens can add richness and
complicate our understanding of lived traditions.
Tracing these networks and exploring the significance of the socio-political forces
at play support my hypothesis that in limiting the use of incense in Buddhist temples, the
Chinese government is using soft power to diminish the role of religion in Chinese
society. In doing so, transforming religious sites into prosperous touristic locations that
strengthen both China’s local and national economies. I will elaborate upon this
hypothesis by first providing background information on China’s Freedom of Religion
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policy, Document 19. I will discuss the explicit and implicit significance of Document 19
on religious practice and traditions in contemporary China. Next, I will explore texts that
support my claim that incense is an important part of Buddhist traditions in China. I will
cite Chinese poetry, my observations from conducting fieldwork as well as scholarly
articles discussing incense in China. From there I will explore the reasons for limiting
incense that the Chinese government cited; primarily being that incense is an unnecessary
pollutant and that the ritual of burning incense carries no Buddhist spiritual benefits. I
will explain why the limiting of incense seems to be more complicated than simply
environmental concerns or debate surrounding Buddhist doctrine. This will lead to my
main argument that incense is a vital and powerful object in Chinese Buddhist temples.
By removing incense from temples, temples transform from places into just spaces. The
way people engage with, and form relationships with, the temples will change, thus
transforming the Buddhist experience. I will turn to my observations to elaborate and
illustrate my point. Through the limitation of incense, the government is effectively
breaking down the Buddhist religious community and working towards turning each
temple into a solely tourist location rather than a location for community meeting and
religious practice.

On Handling the Religious Question

During Mao’s reign in China, religion was one of the ‘Four Olds.’ The Four Olds
were, old culture, old customs, old ideas, and old habits, what exactly made up these four
olds was never specified (Spence, 575). The four olds were thought to be what was
holding China back socially and economically and fundamentally anti-modern. As
religion was part of the four olds, it faced oppression and violence particularly during the
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Cultural Revolution (1966 - 1976) (Sun, 499). Post-Mao China created a new religious
policy, Document 19, that allowed for the regrowth and acceptance of religious
institutions and religious practice (Sun, 499). According to Document 19 religion exists
to help comfort the helpless, the scared and desperate, the oppressed and poor (Document
19). Religion is also used by the oppressor to control its people (Document 19). With the
fruition of the ideal Socialist society the need for religion will be erased (Document 19).
Document 19: The Basic Viewpoint on the Religious Question During Our Country’s
Socialist Period was issued by the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) on March 31, 1982. It remains the guiding strategy for current religion policy in
China today. Document 19 was created under Deng Xiaoping’s effort to create an opendoor policy in China post-Cultural Revolution (starting in 1978). Document 19 allowed
for the revival of mainstream religious belief of five religions, Buddhism, Catholicism,
Protestantism, Islam and Daoism, as it legalized and rehabilitated Buddhist, Catholic,
Protestant, Islam and Daoist religious institutions. During the Cultural Revolution
temples, churches and mosques that had been used for religious practice were closed
down, destroyed or converted to serve other purposes and religious texts, practice and
monastics were demonized. Now, under Document 19 the Chinese government allows
Buddhism, Catholicism, Protestantism, Islam and Daoism to be practiced, however, other
religious beliefs and traditions are deemed ‘superstitious’ and thus are illegal.
Superstitious and illegal religious activity would include attending a religious center that
had not been authorized by the government, e.g. Buddhist temple or Catholic church,
religious proselytizing, or ancestor veneration. Document 19 makes clear that as a
socialist state the primary interest of the CCP is to develop the country economically,
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culturally, and scientifically so that the need for religion is erased and religious
communities will gradually disappear from China’s socio-political landscape.
An important distinction to make is that while Document 19 grants a freedom of
belief there is not freedom of practice. This means that while citizens have the right to
believe or not believe in a religion, a believer’s practice must be authorized by one of
eight national patriotic religious organizations: the Chinese Buddhist Association, the
Chinese Daoist Association, the Chinese Islamic Association, the Chinese Catholic
Religious Affairs Committee, the Chinese Catholic Bishops’ Conference, the Chinese
Protestant “three Self” Patriotic Movement, and the China Christian Council (Document
19). These organizations are seen as important tools for protecting “normal religious
activities from criminal ones” (Document 19).
“The resolute protections of all normal religious activity
suggests, at the same time, a determined crackdown on all
criminal and anti-revolutionary activities which hide behind the
facade of religion, which includes all superstitious practices
which fall outside the scope of religion and are injurious to the
national welfare as well as to the life and property of the people”
(Document 19).

By monitoring and limiting religious practice the CCP seeks to inform the public opinion
that religion can be used as a tool to build the ideal Socialist state. Creating the
distinction between “normal” and “criminal” religious practices lets the CCP ensure that
religion is being used to help develop a stable and prosperous China. This can be done by
controlling religious practices to create a homogenous Socialist community and by
controlling religious spaces to ensure financial gains for the state. This tactic of
governance comes directly from the theoretical work of Marx-Lenin and Mao ZeDong
(Document 19). Differentiating between freedom of belief and freedom of practice is
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significant because at any time the CCP can decide that a certain religious practice is
superstitious and ‘criminal,’ as can be seen with the government’s decision to limit the
use of incense in Buddhist temples.

The Importance of Incense

To help explain why the limitation of incense is so significant in China’s Buddhist
temples we must begin with a discussion about how we know incense is and was an
important material object in China in both Buddhist practice and in non-religious
environments. I will do this by pointing to four different primary sources that refer to the
vitality of incense in both historical and contemporary China. These sources include
archeological finds and Christian missionary texts, my on-site observations and
recordings, cultural texts including the Surangama Sutra and a selection of poems from
the Song dynasty, and academic scholarship. The selection of texts speaks to the ability
of incense to transmit Buddhist teachings through its intra-actions with human and nonhuman subjects. Looking at these different forms of text make it clear that by targeting
and limiting incense, the government is manipulating and deconstructing the Chinese
Buddhist religious experience.
We know that incense is important in China because of its presence in cultural
practices and texts. Incense has a long history of use in China. It’s ability to cleanse, keep
time, and provide religious services made it a popular object in Chinese culture (Staub,
Geck, Weckerle, 1). Turning to primary sources we can see historical examples of how
incense was an integral part of life in China. For European explorers and missionaries
visiting China, China’s use of incense was worth mentioning because of the unusual ways
it was manipulated to serve the everyday needs of citizens. Father Matteo Ricci (16552107

1610 C.E.) and Father Magalhens (1610-1677) both described how incense was used as a
way of tracking time (Bedini, 22-24). The most basic incense for tracking time came in
either stick or spiral form and had marks that were revealed as the incense burned in
hourly intervals (Bedini, 6). This was a relatively accurate method of telling time and was
used by older generations of Chinese citizens up until the mid-twentieth century (Bedini,
27). There were also more complicated incense-clocks that were invented including
dragon boats. The dragon boats functioned as an alarm clock by using burning incense to
release small metal weights that would make sounds as each hour passed (Bedini, 26).
These examples of incense being used for telling time tells us that incense was not only
used for mundane, quotidian purposes but that the accessories and tools that were used to
burn the incense were also important elements of this everyday practice.
Archeological sources have also helped us to see the value and importance of
incense and incense accessories. Archeologists have found incense burners buried in
tombs in China from the Han Dynasty (201-226 B.C.E.) (Milburn, 441). These
discoveries are significant as it shows that for at least the past 2,200 years of Chinese
history incense and incense burners were considered essential belongings both in this
world and in the heavenly realms. The relationships formed between human and incense
and censer were central in the living world which meant that they had to be brought to the
afterlife. Historically incense has been, and remains, a powerful and significant object in
Chinese culture.
Chinese scent culture and the importance of incense was strengthened when
Buddhism was introduced from India. In exchange for silk, India gave China Buddhism,
Buddhist artifacts, and incense (Dale, 85). China imported up to fourteen different
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varieties of substances from Africa, Europe, and across Asia that were used in incense but
could not be found in China. These imports included frankincense, myrrth and storox
(Staub, Geck, Weckerle, 2) and were known and chosen for the quality of smoke that
they produced. Both the color and smell of the smoke were important factors in choosing
incense for religious practice (Staub, Geck, Weckerle, 4). With this new focus on incense
in Chinese religious practices incense became both a practical tool and a sacred object.
This dual-purpose of incense is best illustrated in Buddhist meditation practice. While the
smoke and perfume of the incense moved practitioners, and allowed them to reach deeper
levels of enlightenment, it was also a practical way of tracking how much time had
passed during the meditation (Plate, 89). By occupying both a practical and esoteric role
within Chinese culture incense became deeply embedded within everyday life.
The poems of Li Qingzhao (1084 - 1151), a ci-style poet writing during the Song
dynasty (960 - 1279 C.E), offer insight into the everyday and non-religious relationships
that might have existed between human subjects and incense in China. I chose to look at
Li Qingzhao’s poems because she is known as one of the greatest female poets in
Chinese history, her poems describe women’s everyday experiences during the Song
dynasty. By including her voice in my analysis, I am expanding my research to include
typically marginalized voices and not focusing solely on the experiences of the male elite.
Incense is regularly mentioned throughout her work. Incense acts as an effective
tool for creating atmosphere and a sense of space within her poems, yet, the incense is
never the focus of the scene itself.
My old home - where might it be?
There’s no forgetting about that
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Unless I am drunk.
No scent left of the sandalwood incense
Lit overnight,
But the effect of wine
Is with me still (Wang, 61).

This second stanza of Li Qingzhao’s poem, Nostalgia, places us in a hungover
stupor in the early morning. The one element that is stable within this morning scene is
the role of incense. Whether the incense had been lit for religious purposes or otherwise
does not seem to be a concern. We know that the incense being burned in this scene is not
extraordinary or unusual because it is sandalwood incense which was and continues to be
one of the most popular varieties of incense for everyday use (Bedini, 41). Therefore, we
can assume that if the material contents of the incense itself is not important rather the
physical presence of the incense scent and smoke is what is significant. The incense is
affecting the narrator and creating a sense of place. There is a relationship between the
human subject and the incense that can only have been developed over countless intraactions. We see this relationship again in her poem Plum Blossoms.
Paper bed-curtains,
A couch of rattan.
No pleasant thoughts ease a troubled mind
When my morning sleep ends.
Sandalwood incense burning fitfully,
The jade censer fallen cold Companion to my feelings thin as water.
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A flute playing “Falling Plum Blossoms” three times
over
Startles the plum-trees into sudden bloom,
And the air is filled with all the sweetness of spring
(Wang, 103).

In this first stanza, we see that the incense and censer are mirroring the woman’s
feelings. Her uneasiness and discomfort are reflected back at her through the coldness of
the jade and the fitful sandalwood incense. The reader can understand the human subject
of the poem by analyzing the description of the incense. The incense is a powerful actor
within Li Qingzhao’s China. The way in which incense smells, burns, and feels are all
important aspects of its significance because it is through the intra-action of sensing that
the relationship between material object and human subject is made. While nothing
extraordinary happens through these intra-actions in Li Qingzhao’s poems, we are made
to understand that incense is an essential part of everyday life that grounds and stabilizes
people. Incense intra-acts with the surrounding human and non-human subjects to create
a sense of home, comfort, and normality. It is clear that incense was a significant object
in Chinese culture.
To understand the central role that incense has in Chinese culture we need to also
examine the relationship between censers and incense and the relationship between
human subject and incense. Examining censers is an important part to understanding the
role of incense in China because as incense intra-acts with censers both material objects
transform and in doing so, affect the human subject by transforming the space they are in.
Censers created as mountains, dragons, and other auspicious shapes in Buddhism and
Daoism were especially important as they acted as microcosms of the world. As the
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incense burned in these auspicious censers, the extraordinary smoke would curl around
the censer transforming the censer from just a material object into a heavenly body that
encapsulated the entire divine realm. Incense and the tools used to burn incense were
ways of bringing an individual into contact with the rest of the universe. By incorporating
symbols of the universe into everyday objects, like incense and censers, the mundane act
of telling time or covering up a bad smell was made into a powerful sensory experience
that could transport the human subject into the divine realm through their intra-action.
What these examples of incense in Chinese history tell us is that a rich incense culture
was being created and celebrated in China. All elements of the ritual of burning incense,
the scent, smell and tools, were chosen thoughtfully and considered to be meaningful and
powerful agents within China’s cultural network.
Buddhism and its sensory experiences inspired many Buddhist practitioners to
creatively depict it. As we saw with Li Qingzhao’s poetry, reading poems and interacting
with other material objects can tell readers a lot about the use of incense in China.
According to the poems of Huang T’ing-Chien, another Song dynasty poet, incense had
many useful purposes for Buddhist practitioners.

Interdependence and Emptiness

Before we turn to Huang T’ing Chien’s poems I will define two important
Buddhist concepts, interdependence and emptiness. Both Buddhist concepts have been
cited by Buddhist texts and cultural sources as important teachings that incense is able to
demonstrate and teach to Buddhist practitioners.
Interdependence is the understanding that all beings and all things in the world are
dependent on each other. Everything is engaging with each other and affecting each other
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all the time (Keefe, 62). This means that everything that exists is impermanent and in a
constant state of change that is directly in relation to its relationships and intra-actions
with other things (Holder, 117). Interdependence is typically understood in relation to the
Buddhist concept of dukkha or suffering. In Buddhist theology suffering is what is
holding us back from enlightenment. Suffering is everywhere, and everything suffers. By
confronting and understanding that everyone and everything is suffering, a believer can
de-center themselves and realize the interdependence that exists between everything.
When interdependence is recognized every action, no matter how small, can be felt and
causes you to have compassion for all Beings (Keefe, 64). Interdependence means that
when a stick of incense is being burned it contributes to the existence and experience of
all other beings in this human realm and in the divine realm. Furthermore, the burning
incense is affecting the space that it is in and creating a sense a place. Understanding
interdependence means acknowledging that both human and non-human subjects co-exist
and have relationships with each other. We do not and cannot exist in isolation. The
relationships that we are a part of are essential to our existence.
Emptiness is the understanding that because all beings are constantly in a state of
change due to being interrelated and interdependent, nothing is permanent or ‘real’. There
is no concept of ‘suchness.’ This is a powerful tool because when realized it becomes
clear that there is no need to desire anymore. We are and have everything within
ourselves because we are interrelated and interdependent on all things. Accepting
emptiness directly helps alleviate suffering. Not just our suffering of desire but the
environment’s suffering. Incense teaches emptiness by literally becoming nothingness. It
begins as a solid object but through its intra-action with a human it burns away into
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ephemeral, intangible smoke that floats away, leaving the practitioner with nothing to
grasp but the concept of emptiness. Emptiness and interdependence are two key concepts
in Buddhist thought that can be understood through the study of incense. As we turn to
our other source material we will see how incense is able to teach these core Buddhist
lessons.

Incense and Buddhism

Returning to Huang T’ing-Chien and his poetry we can begin to scratch the
surface of how incense was understood historically in the Chinese Buddhist community.
Huang T’ing-Chien was a poet, scholar and government official during the Song dynasty.
I chose to review his poems because his artistic work has been influential in shaping
Chinese culture. T’ing-Chien is also useful for our study of incense as he has written two
sets of poems that specifically discuss the significance of incense in his life and Buddhist
practice.
Reading Huang T’ing-Chien’s poetry we can discern how incense is capable of
not only creating a sense of place but in teaching and spreading Buddhist teachings.
Incense is an aid to Buddhist meditation practice. It is able to block out any external
distractions and its presence marks a space as sacred. Incense acts as a barrier against the
mundane and non-Buddhist world (Sargent and T’ing –Chien, 62). Incense’s sensory
qualities can help practitioners overcome negative emotions by transporting them away
from their current space (Sargent and T’ing –Chien, 61). Through the sense of smell,
incense inspires practitioners to contemplate Buddhist teachings including,
impermanence and the phenomena of enlightenment (Sargent and T’ing –Chien, 68).
Lastly, incense and fragrance have the ability to help individuals reach enlightenment by
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demonstrating one of Buddhism’s core teachings, emptiness (Sargent and T’ing –Chien,
68).
A sense of peril wandering 10,000 fathoms high;
impatient desires engender the five weapons [within].
I lean on the armrest, with a single strand of incense;
the Numinous Estrade is clear, empty, and bright.

Midday meal: birds peer at the dais;
Sitting in peace: the sun passes the steps
Vulgar atmosphere has no way to come near;
the smoke drifts up and forms a massed defense (Sargent
and T’ing –Chien, 62).

In his poem, Huang illustrates the power that incense has. He begins by saying
how uneasy he feels but by the end of the poem he has been transported to a profound
state of enlightenment through his interaction with the incense. We see incense here
being used in a religious context. The qualities of incense, scent, smoke, transience, can
transmit Buddhist teachings to the human subject. While incense is an object that is used
every day, it has the extraordinary abilities to enable Buddhist practitioners to remove
themselves from the suffering of this world and bring them to an enlightened place of
peace.
Turning to the Surangama Sutra, a Mahayana Buddhist sutra that is particularly
influential in Zen Buddhism, we find that this idea that the sensuous qualities of incense
can literally enlighten practitioners is part of Buddhist doctrine. Below I present the story
of the Bodhisattva, Fragrance-Adorned. Fragrance-Adorned’s story illustrates the vitality
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of both the scent and smoke of incense. Before telling Fragrance-Adorned’s
transformation story from Buddhist disciple to Bodhisattva, the sutra shares a discussion
between Ananda (one of Buddha’s most important attendants) and the Buddha. Ananda
tells the Buddha that he has received the teachings and understands the concepts of
interdependence and emptiness but does not know how to go about embodying this
knowledge. The Buddha then introduces six Bodhisattvas to Ananda. These Bodhisattvas,
including Fragrance-Adorned, share how they awakened themselves to enlightenment.
Fragrance-Adorned’s story is helpful for us as it was through his intra-action with incense
that he came to embody and truly realize what it meant for everything to be
interdependent and empty, thus awakening his mind to Enlightenment.
A Bodhisattva named Fragrance-adorned then rose from his seat,
prostrated himself with his head at the feet of the Buddha and
declared: After the Tathagata had taught me to look into all
worldly phenomena, I left Him and retired to set my mind at rest.
While observing the rules of pure living, I saw the bhik˘us burn
sandal incense. In the stillness, its fragrance entered my nostrils.
I inquired into this smell which was neither sandalwood nor
voidness, and neither smoke nor fire and which had neither
whence to come nor whither to go; thereby my intellect vanished
and I achieved the state beyond the stream of transmigration.
The Tathagata sealed my awakening and named me Fragranceadorned. After the sudden elimination of (relative) smell, the
wonderful fragrance became mysteriously all-embracing. Thus I
attained arhatship by means of smell. As the Buddha now asks
about the best means of perfection, to me smell is the best
according to my personal experience. (The Surangama
Sutra,172).

Fragrance-Adorned meditated on the smell of the incense and the transience of the
incense that was burning in front of him. He understood the ephemerality of the incense
to be a pure example of the teachings of the Buddha. Through his intra-action with the
incense, Fragrance-Adorned was able to awaken his mind and body to enlightenment. It
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is not that the incense itself was acting upon Fragrance-Adorned, but that the incense and
Fragrance-Adorned were engaging in a relationship. Through this relation FragranceAdorned experienced an alingual, embodied, affective moment of deeply understanding
the Buddha’s teachings. By applying new materialist theories to our reading of this sutra
it is clear that this moment of sensing that took place between Fragrance-Adorned and
incense was essential for understanding the teachings of Buddhism and the
transformation of the Buddhist disciple into Bodhisattva. We know that incense was an
important part of Chinese culture and Chinese Buddhist practice because of the central
role that it plays in religious text and enlightenment narratives.
Today there are very similar intra-actions happening between Chinese Buddhist
practitioners and incense. Even the most undisciplined Buddhist will burn incense as part
of ordinary day-to-day life as it has become such a central part of Chinese culture (Fisher,
362). A typical temple-goer might bring incense, food, flowers, and money to offer to a
buddha or bodhisattva (Fisher, 350). The food and flowers will be placed on the altar next
to the burning incense and the money will be placed in the merit-box before performing
prostration. These different activities are done to connect with the divine and to gather
positive karmic merit. Incense can purify, protect, create space, make memories (Plate,
62) and, connect our world with the divine through its odor, smoke, and impermanence.
These extraordinary qualities have made it a central figure within the Chinese Buddhist
community.
During my on-site research I noticed that the sensory qualities of incense,
primarily the visual of the smoke and the odor of the incense while it burned, were
important sensory markers at the front of the temple in the courtyard. As I stepped into
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the first courtyard of Longhua, Jing’an and Zhenru Temples my body reacted to the
incense. I was affected by its presence. I observed that the ritual burning and presenting
of incense was the first thing that temple visitors did, marking it as an important, if not
essential, practice for re-orienting the body within the temple. I was also very aware of
how the presence of incense slowed the rhythm of the people from outside the temple to
inside the temple. The sensory experience and ritual of burning incense is what marks the
transition from the rushed and chaotic rhythm that is experienced on Shanghai’s streets to
the slower movements that were present at these three temples where incense was burned.
These sensory experiences mirror the close relationship between incense and human that
are shown in Huang T’ing - Chien’s and Li Qingzhao’s poems.
These powerful intra-actions between incense and practitioner are verified by
research conducted in the Yunnan province in 2010 (Staub, Geck, Weckerle). According
to a Buddhist nun that was interviewed for the study “Incense and Ritual Plant Use in
Southwest China: A Case Study Among the Bai in Shaxi”, burning incense has five main
religious purposes. The first is that it represents the practitioner’s promise to ‘not do bad
things any more’ (Staub, Geck, Weckerle, 11). Second, burning incense calms the body
and mind down (Staub, Geck, Weckerle, 11). Third, it removes ‘hardness’ in behavior
and attitude (Staub, Geck, Weckerle, 11). Fourth, burning incense creates and strengthens
wisdom in you (Staub, Geck, Weckerle, 11). Lastly, burning incense helps you remove
feelings about ‘precious old things’ (Staub, Geck, Weckerle, 11). It is clear from this
interview that incense is still a tool that can teach basic Buddhist principles. Through its
sensory qualities incense is able to change the practitioner’s body and mind. This
transformation of the body and mind is a sign of the emergence of affect and of powerful
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intra-actions between human subject and incense. It is interesting to note that the qualities
and powers assigned to incense today are the same as what listed in our primary sources.
This points to the lasting significance of incense in Chinese culture. Buddhism has
developed, been destroyed, rediscovered, and reshaped countless times in Chinese history
but incense has remained a central object in each variation.
While incense has formed remarkable relationships through intra-actions with
Buddhist practitioners and spaces, the use of incense is being targeted which is drastically
changing the landscape of Chinese Buddhist spaces and practices in Shanghai. At Jade
Buddha Temple, where incense offerings were not allowed, there was no marked
difference between the city sidewalk and the temple space. The intra-action between
temple visitor, incense and space did not occur so the transformation from space into
place did not happen. The rhythm of walking also remained the same, fast-paced tempo
from outside to inside the Jade Buddha Temple. While practice is experienced differently
by everyone, almost all Buddhist temple-goers burn incense as part of their prayer and
meditation practices (Fisher, 350-351). Without incense the temple does not offer the
same intra-action with its visitors, it cannot provide the same affective experience and
therefore does not function the same as other Buddhist temples that do allow incense
burning for the temple-visitors.
By limiting the use of incense, the Chinese government is actively shifting the
sensuous experience of Buddhist practice and place. In the next section I will outline the
reasons for limiting the use of incense that the Chinese government presented.

The Limitation of Incense
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The decision to limit the use of incense was made by the now defunct State
Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA) (The work previously done by the SARA is
now the responsibility of the United Front Work Department) in response to the
Communist Party of China’s 18th National Conference which emphasized promoting the
construction of an ecological China (National Religious Affairs Bureau). The National
Religious Affairs Bureau published the 国家宗教事务局关于进一步推动文明敬香、建
设生态寺观工作的通知 (Notice of the National Bureau of Religious Affairs on Further
Promoting the Cultivation of Civilization and the Construction of Ecological Temple
Views) in January of 2014. This document outlined four ways that Buddhist and Daoist
temples would become ecological. This is part of a larger government initiative of
“greening” China. A key part of this plan was limiting the use of incense in Buddhist
temples. SARA’s rationale for limiting the use and sale of incense was to maintain the
quiet and somber nature of the temples while protecting the mental and physical health of
temple visitors (National Religious Affairs Bureau). According to the SARA, incense is
environmentally, and physically harmful, does not represent the true nature of Buddhist
temples, and does not offer any spiritual benefits. While incense is a pollutant and
potential carcinogen, after conducting my field work and tracing the entanglements that
incense is a part of in Shanghai I do not feel as though toxic properties of incense is what
is motivating the SARA to limit the use of incense.
Recent studies have shown that incense can be harmful to both the environment
and those that spend time around incense. A 2011 study in Hong Kong revealed that
indoor air pollution resulting from burning incense is a public health hazard in Asian
countries (Lap Ah Tse, Ignatius Tak-sun Yu, Hong Qiu, Joseph Siu Kai Au and Xiao120

rong Wang, 1641).The organic compounds created from burning joss sticks is confirmed
to be associated with an increased risk for lung cancer, especially when burning incense
is a long-term practice as it is for many Buddhist practitioners (Lap Ah Tse, 1641-1643).
The study discovered that even a decrease in burning incense decreases the danger of
lung cancer (Lap Ah Tse, 1644). It was highly suggested that there should be a reduction
in the exposure to air pollutants from burning incense (Lap Ah Tse, 1645). A Taiwanese
study in 2016 found that incense burning both inside and in outdoor spaces, like temple
courtyards, is directly linked to the likelihood of respiratory illnesses and allergies in
children and adults (Environmental Health Perspectives).
An article in China Daily published in 2014 explained that burning joss sticks
negatively impacted the air quality in Beijing (China Daily). Hu Xuefeng, the host at
Yonghegong Lama Temple in Beijing, explained that in the process of limiting the
amount of pollution from joss sticks, temples are now going to be giving out high quality
joss sticks to visitors (China Daily). This means that there is minimal dust from the
incense and that visitors only have a limited quantity to burn. By making these changes
Buddhism is able to remain accessible to large communities and to share their teachings
globally.
While these concerns regarding how incense effects the physical health of both
the environment and the Buddhist community are valid and supported with scientific
evidence, these concerns do not seem to go beyond the limiting of incense. During my
temple visits I observed high-rates of smoking cigarettes in people of all ages, excessive
uses of single-use plastic, large construction sites in or near the temples that created dust
clouds, a disregard of public health - spitting on the ground, picking teeth and noses with
121

fingers, and garbage filled with single-use plastic, cigarette butts and baby diapers. It
seems to me that while excessive amounts of incense can lead to pollution and health
risks, smoking especially is a more toxic and prevalent habit. Furthermore, each of the
four temples that I visited, including Jade Buddha Temple, sold incense. The concern for
the environment seems to be lip service to religious and environmental government
regulations and in the case regarding incense, there are economic gains to be made by
selling incense.
Adopting more environmentally friendly policies is important for environment
sustainability and responsible stewardship and even a change, like burning less incense,
can lead to cleaner and healthier environments for people. However, I believe that asking
temple visitors to burn less incense during their time at a Buddhist temple is a big change.
It is asking Buddhist practitioners to alter their relationships with the affective material
object (incense) that has played a major part in the historical creation of Chinese
Buddhism practice as well as creating powerful emotional, sensory and physical
memories within them, nor do I think that the SARA is motivated by a concern for the
environment. The SARA argues that Buddhism has historically always been an important
leader in environmentalism and that Buddhist teachings lend themselves to sustainable
ecological practices so limiting the use of incense should be in-line with Buddhist
teachings and an easy adjustment (National Religious Affairs Bureau). While this idea
that Buddhism is an environmentally friendly religion has become increasingly popular,
particularly in the West, this environmental focus has not historically been part of
Chinese Buddhist practice. I will now move on to explore what a potential Buddhist eco-
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ethics might be or if there is even anything fundamentally ‘green’ or ‘eco-friendly’ about
Buddhism.
Buddhist Eco-Ethics

There is a highly contested debate in academia questioning the validity of
Buddhism as a ‘green’ religion or the validity of a Buddhist eco-ethics. There are three
main schools of thought, eco- apologists, eco-critics, and eco-constructivists. The idea of
an ‘ecological’ Buddhism began in Western urban, highly-educated centers (Obadia,
314). We can see the interest in what Buddhism can offer to environmentalism in the
work of American beatnik poets, Gary Snyder (1930) and Jack Kerouac (1922 - 1969)
who were influenced by the environmental movement in the United States in the 1960’s.
They saw the ideas of karma, interdependence, and non-harm as central to the creation of
a ‘green’ Buddhism. They would be considered eco-apologists.
Eco-apologists argue that Buddhism is an inherently environmentally aware
religion (Swearer, 126). They turn towards the Buddha’s simplistic lifestyle as an
example of how to live sustainably today (Swearer, 126). Core Buddhist teachings
including emptiness, interdependence, and non-duality are all highlighted as tools that are
used to create a holistic worldview by connecting with beings outside of our own bodies
(Swearer, 127). While these concepts do present the framework for an idealistic form of
environmentalism, we must acknowledge that we have taken these terms from Buddhist
religious texts and reformed them and manipulated them to address our contemporary
Western environmental concerns (Obadia, 316, Holder 114). It would be strange to
believe that the Buddha was concerned about environmental concerns post-Industrial
Revolution such as rising sea levels and the depletion of the ozone layer.
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Eco-critics believe that there is no validity in creating a Buddhist eco-ethic
because there is no ‘authentic’ ecological ethic in an ‘original’ Buddhist text (Swearer,
128). This search for the ‘authentic’ and ‘real’ Buddhism is inherently flawed as there
has never been, nor ever will be, one Buddhism. An eco-Buddhism would need to discuss
the cultural socio-political variations of the sect of Buddhism that it identified with
(Obadia, 322). There is no room for a single ‘green’ Buddhism. Eco-critics argue that
“Buddhism seems to have been ecologised rather than being truly ecological in itself”
(Obadia, 317). The last voice in the eco-ethics debate are the eco-constructivists who say
that while Buddhism is not inherently environmental, Buddhist philosophy does provide
tools that can be utilized to create a framework for a Buddhist eco-ethic (Swearer, 130). I
tend to agree with the views of eco-constructivists. For instance, if the SARA wanted to
create a “green” Buddhism that was practiced in China’s Buddhist temples an important
step towards addressing environmental concerns in China today would be adopting
Buddhist teachings to reflect environmental goals. Ecologically aware Buddhism could
only be successful through grass-roots buy-in and integration of the beliefs and practices
of the temple communities.
The SARA uses eco-apologist language in their discussion of Buddhism’s need to
limit the use of incense which makes their motives suspicious. Eco-apologists do not take
history or the complexity of Buddhism into account which weakens their arguments. The
SARA asks Chinese Buddhist temples to adopt ecologically friendly “green” Buddhist
practices by not burning incense. “Green” Buddhism grew out of engaged Buddhism, a
Buddhist practice that applies the lessons of Buddhism in social-justice work, which
originated in Asia but is deeply rooted in the West (Obadia, 319). Engaged Buddhism and
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“green” Buddhism are linked to Buddhist values (compassion, non-harm,
interdependence, emptiness) rather than one sect of Buddhism. Therefore, “green”
Buddhism is not tethered to one state or society and can technically be manipulated and
molder to reflect the conditions and concerns of local communities (Obadia, 319). If
“green” Buddhism is a recent global movement how could Chinese Buddhism in
antiquity have been ecologically focused? We can answer this question by turning to
Buddhist texts. In ancient Buddhist texts there are no reference to the natural
environment. The term “nature” as we understand it today is not part of ancient Buddhist
writing or vernacular which limits the ability of Buddhism to be an eco-religion (Obadia,
316).
Furthermore, engaged Buddhism and Chinese Buddhism are inherently at odds
with each other. Engaged Buddhism acts as a form of social activism and seeks to effect
social and political change (Obadia, 319). This makes engaged Buddhism and thus
“green” Buddhism in opposition to Document 19. As discussed earlier, Document 19
clearly states that religious groups in China must be aligned with and supportive of the
Socialist state. The government’s relationship with religion focuses on policies that act
“...to consolidate and expand the patriotic political alliance in each ethnic religious group;
to strengthen education in patriotism and Socialism among them, and to bring into play
positive elements among them in order to build a modern and powerful Socialist state and
complete the great task of unifying the country” (Document 19). Engaged Buddhism and
“green” Buddhism, by definition, are not nationalistic religious groups. Again, we see
that Chinese Buddhism could not inherently be aligned with ‘green’ Buddhism as ‘green’
Buddhism is associated with the politically questioning and activist platform of engaged
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Buddhism. This does not mean that Chinese Buddhism cannot become environmentally
aware but merely that the eco-apologist language that SARA used when addressing the
limitation of incense is problematic and does not present an accurate representation of
Chinese Buddhism.

Incense is Superstitious

The last reason that the SARA and the Buddhist of Association of China (BAC)
gave for limiting the use of incense is that incense does not carry any special religious
benefits for Buddhist practitioners (China Buddhism). Hu Xuefeng, the host at
Yonghegong Lama Temple in Beijing, is cited as saying that it is a common
misunderstanding that the more incense you burn the more powerful your prayers and
offerings (China Daily, 2014). The SARA stated that those that chose to burn incense that
was not government approved lacked religious etiquette and common sense (National
Religious Affairs Bureau). What this means is that the SARA and the Buddhist
Association of China have agreed that burning incense is superstitious. As stated
previously, Document 19 criminalizes superstitious behavior in religious spaces. Before
examining the implications of deeming incense rituals as superstitious I would like to
note that the above analysis of Buddhist texts, poems, artifacts and my on-site
observations all disagreed with the SARA and the BAC regarding the importance of
incense. From here I will give a brief outline of the current relationship between the
Chinese government and religious organizations, like Shanghai’s Buddhist temples. This
will help us to understand why the SARA and the BAC might have decided to question
the use of incense.
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There are three major distinctions between Buddhist organizations in China. The
first are Buddhist temples that are recognized by the state, including what was known as
the SARA (Sun, 499). These are the temples that I visited during my time in Shanghai.
The second group are Buddhist organizations that are not recognized by the state and
have been transplanted into China from Taiwan, Tibet, and Southeast Asia (Sun, 503).
These organizations are not recognized by the state because according to Document 19 it
is illegal to have foreign nationals engage in religious activities outside of staterecognized religious sites. It is also illegal to proselytize for both Chinese and foreign
nationals. The last type of Buddhist group are Buddhist organizations that combine
Buddhist practice with popular religion and are led by self-appointed monastics (Sun,
506). The Chinese state views popular religion as superstitious and self-appointed
monastics as criminal. This means that the state only recognizes the first type of Buddhist
temples as legitimate religious institutions.
State recognized Buddhist temples are monitored by two state agencies, the
SARA at the national level and a Religious Affairs Bureau (RAB) at the local level (Sun,
499). Below the RAB are Buddhist Associations that are not state agents but help RABs
introduce and monitor policies (Sun, 501). The SARA was responsible for the country’s
religious policies while the RABs are responsible for implementing the religious policies
in their local communities (Sun 499). Because each community has their own RAB
overseeing the temples, the policies are implemented differently on varying levels of
strictness (Johnson). How the RAB chooses to implement each policy is influenced by
the needs and values of the local governments (Sun, 500). In regard to incense, this
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means that in certain areas of China there might be very little incense being burned in
Buddhist temples while in other areas there is far more incense used.
A question worth asking is, how does limiting the use of incense in Buddhist
temples fulfill the goals of the state? Buddhist religious leaders also have a say in how the
RAB chooses to fulfill their responsibilities. The close relationships that form between
the RAB and temples generates dialogue between the two parties that allows for Buddhist
temples to sometimes push their agenda onto state actors (Sun, 500). The more support
from the Buddhist Association and RAB a temple has, the easier it is for them to take-on
big projects or events (Sun, 501). To get support from these organizations it is important
for Buddhist temples to comply with the policies and regulations from the state. Jade
Buddha Temple is a perfect example of this. Jade Buddha Temple did not allow any
incense to be burned inside the temple ground and the temple clearly has a lot of support
from the state as it could undergo major construction to rebuild and develop their temple
grounds. It is clear that the state uses the SARA, RABs and the Chinese Buddhist
Association to control religious institutions and steer religious communities in a direction
that serves the state. When we look at the developments of Buddhist temples and
Buddhist practice in China we need to consider the political networks that they are a part
of.

Removing the Religious Experience

In this section I will discuss the potential outcomes of removing incense from
Shanghai’s Buddhist temples.
I have now analyzed Buddhist texts, my on-site observations and the language
that the state and the SARA use in addressing the limitation of incense. It has become
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clear that incense has historically been and currently serves as an important been an
important and deeply significant object in Chinese Buddhism. This historical significance
of incense makes the SARA’s decision to limit the presence of incense worthy of
discussion. What does it mean for Buddhism and Buddhist temples in China to lose their
relationship with incense? Why is SARA interested in forgetting about these important
relationships?
My hypothesis is that the SARA, and now the United Front Work Department, is
limiting and controlling the use of incense as a way of breaking down Buddhist religious
communities. In this deconstruction the SARA is aiding the government by transforming
these sites into solely profitable tourist sites that help China achieve the ‘Chinese dream’
of the ‘Great Rejuvenation.’ After exploring the network that incense and Buddhism are a
part of I believe this for three reasons: one, the concern about the environmental and
physical well-being of temple visitors does not seem to be backed up by other policy
decisions. Incense seems to be too small to ultimately make a big difference in the wellbeing of the environment and practitioners. Two, the government and the SARA have
both demeaned the value of a religious cultural object and have labelled it superstitious
thus, labelling it as an illegal religious activity despite the historical and contemporary
importance that incense has in Chinese culture and Chinese Buddhist practice. Lastly, the
SARA understands that incense plays a major part in Buddhist practice. We know this
because they would not have created a policy to limit the use of incense if incense was
not seen as an obstacle to overcome in achieving the ‘Chinese dream’ and the removal of
religion from Chinese culture. By removing incense, the SARA is changing the intraactions that allow for the emergence of affects that create a sense of place in each
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Buddhist temple. The implications of this is that Buddhist ideology and practice are being
targeted, erased and replaced with profitable tourist sites in the place of religious spaces
and places.
I have already discussed why I think that the reasons that the SARA gave for
limiting incense are improbable. Now I would like to discuss another factor that might be
influencing the SARA’s stance on incense, the economic potential of transforming
Buddhist temples into tourist attractions.
1978 marked the beginning of China’s open-door policy and economic reform
(Susan Shirk, 1993). The central government pressured and motivated local officials to
find ways to develop their community’s economies (Sun, 501). It was through this work
with local governments that the central government realized the economic potential of
Buddhism and Buddhist-oriented tourism (Sun, 501). Buddhism’s tourist potential led to
a nationwide movement to promote and strengthen Buddhist infrastructure (Sun, 501).
This took the form of building new Buddhist temples and undertaking large construction
projects at existing temples (Sun, 501). While these efforts began in 1978 it continues
today and thus indicates that it is still a government priority. A good example of this is
Jade Buddha Temple. In September of 2017 Jade Buddha Temple began a large-scale
construction project to move the main temple hall thirty metres north to create more
space within the temple courtyard. English signs hung around the construction site read
that there has been an increased number of visitors to the temple, so they needed to create
more space to safely accommodate everyone. The English signs indicate that the temple
is targeting an international tourist audience further indicating the goal of transforming
the temple into a tourist location. While this focus on Buddhist tourism has helped
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China’s economy and has led to better temple infrastructure there have been negative
impacts on the monastic community and the lay-believers community.
The focus on the commercialization and tourism of Buddhist temples has
transformed temple life. Buddhist temples used to be spaces for monks and nuns to live
solely devoted to their practice with visitors coming to pray and make offerings but now
Buddhist temples are viewed as “a bridge and link between Chinese civilization and the
outside world” (Jade Buddha Temple construction photo). This means that the rhythm of
monastic life is disturbed by continuously having to accommodate the flow of tourists
(Sun, 502). This is particularly problematic because rather than spending the increased
income from tourism on monastic training and charitable work, the money has gone
towards more seemingly unnecessary construction projects (new pagodas, bigger than life
gilded statues and larger temple halls), and Buddhist conferences for academics (Sun,
502). There is little effort to use the money to share Buddhist teachings with the laity or
strengthen the monastic community (Sun, 503). This presentation of excessive wealth has
led to corruption within temple leadership, a lack of adherence to Buddhist discipline and
ascetic practices, and a negative reputation in the public eye (Sun, 502). A focus on
transforming Buddhist temples into tourist sites has led to a drastic change in the
affective and sensuous intra-actions between Buddhists and their religious spaces.
The shift in the sensuous intra-actions taking place in Buddhist temples is
significant because these networks of sensuous material objects are part of our intraactions in temples transform temples from spaces into places. These places orient us
within our cosmos, connect us with a human and non-human network, and provide us the
freedom to engage in religious practice. When we change, alter and eliminate the intra131

actions that we engage in regularly, like burning incense, our sense of place dissolves
leaving us in a non-place. “Non-places are sites of passage where travelers are constantly
in motion but never get anywhere…. Although seemingly local, non-places are all the
same and, thus, are really nowhere” (Taylor, 19). This means that temples that have
transformed into non-places are not distinguishable from the spaces around them. No
matter what the temple visitor does in a non-place, the sensuous affective experience of
being in the temple is no longer the same and so does not connect them to the larger
network of humans and non-humans that had previously been a part of the place-making
of the temple.
Burning incense is a particularly powerful practice that can help to create a place
and thus it is potent and significant when incense is removed. I want to unpack this idea
by talking briefly about the role of religious practice. Religious practice is a repetitive act
“where physical work and mental play meet” (Taylor, 109). Burning incense is a practice
that requires full-body work. Kowtowing in all four directions while holding the burning
incense and offering prayers to the divine brings together the mind and body in a way that
cultivates an awareness or affect that is beyond language but shapes beliefs and thought
processes (Taylor, 109). This kind of repetitive religious practice cannot and does not
happen in any ordinary space. “Practice always requires a specific place - there is a place
for practice and a practice of place. We do not know a place until it becomes part of our
practice” (Taylor, 109). By removing incense from Buddhist temples, the SARA was
doing away with the practice of burning and offering incense and as a result the temples
revert back to being non-places and ordinary spaces.
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Furthermore, incense is an extraordinary material object because of its ability to
orient the human subject through the human’s intra-action with its olfactory quality.
“Smell not only recalls the past but also grounds the present and even transports us to the
future” (Taylor, 60). Through smelling the odor of the incense, the human subject is
oriented in time and space, linked together with this world and the divine world. In the
moment of intra-acting with the incense the oriented human is marking the place as a
place of religious significance and meaning where heavenly and earthly powers are
meeting. “X marks (the) place - the crossroads, site of a crossing and double-crossing
through which meaning both emerges and is eclipsed” (Taylor, 33). The removal of
incense in Buddhist temples not only erases the ability to participate in religious practice
and be in a place shaped by belief and meaning but it also disorients the human subject
making the connection between this earth and the divine unclear and intangible.
Our examination of the role of incense and the limitation of incense makes it clear
that there are perhaps more factors influencing the limitation of incense besides just a
concern for the environment. The SARA is limiting and controlling the use of incense as
a way of turning Buddhist temples into non-places that are defined by how successful
they are as tourist attractions not as sites of Buddhist religious practice.

Conclusion
“Place is a gift we should relinquish reluctantly” (Taylor, 18). The concept of

place is complicated and unclear, like affect it is difficult, if not impossible to write about
and yet it is an essential part of the construction of a religious experience. Without a
sense of place, religious practice, belief and community are all weakened. Religious
spaces begin to merge with their surroundings, becoming non-places where practitioners
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and visitors are unable to move forward in their practice or connect to the divine. Place is
powerful and yet it can be so easily destroyed by altering the networks of human and
non-human subjects that meet at a nexus to be experienced and sensed by each other. By
removing incense, the SARA is not only changing the sensory experience of visiting a
Buddhist temple but is taking away a key element of the construction of place within the
Buddhist experience. Incense plays an essential part in marking Buddhist spaces and
places as different and in creating transformative Buddhist religious experiences.
The removal of incense is indicative of the SARA’s effort to transform Buddhist
temples into marketable and profitable tourist sites where visitors can learn about and
experience Chinese culture. In doing this the SARA is working towards seeing to the
removal of religion and religious practice from Chinese culture as discussed in Document
19. By removing incense, the SARA is changing the intra-actions that allow for the
emergence of affects that create a sense of place in each Buddhist temple. The
implications of this is that Buddhist ideology and practice are being targeted, erased and
replaced with profitable tourist sites in the place of religious spaces and places. By
employing the theoretical frameworks provided by new materialism and affect theory we
have been able to trace the entanglements that incense is a part of which has illuminated
the complicated political relationship that exists today between the Chinese state and the
Buddhist community.
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Chapter 6
Conclusion
While this thesis focuses on incense in Buddhist temples in Shanghai, my priority
was not to impress upon you the significance of incense in Buddhism. Rather, my goal in
writing this thesis was to start a discussion about the significance of placing religious
studies in conversation with new materialism and affect theory. My argument is that by
supplementing text-based research with the embodied, sensory-based learning that is
encouraged in new materialism and affect theory, our understanding of what religion is
and how religions develop can be complicated and enriched. Turning our attention
towards the affective forces of material objects in religious traditions changes our
perspective from analyzing the ‘ideal’ form of what a religion should look like to a more
complicated version of religion that takes into consideration the fluidity of lived
traditions. My methodology, which included smell and soundwalking, allowed me to
demonstrate how including embodied, sensory experiences in our data collection can lead
to a more in-depth understanding of the development of lived Chinese Buddhist
traditions. It forces us to think outside of the structures we usually use to define religion.
When we break down boundaries between ourselves, the material world and our research
we create an opportunity to explore the socio-political factors that might otherwise be
missed when doing more traditional forms of religious studies research.
This project focuses on alternative ways of doing religious studies research by
supplementing text-based research with embodied learning and a focus on the material
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world. I conducted on-site research at Jing’an Temple, Longhua Temple, Zhenru Temple
and Jade Buddha Temple in Shanghai from September 2017 to December 2017. I chose
to learn about contemporary Buddhist traditions in Shanghai by focusing on incense.
Incense was particularly fascinating as an object to me because of its many sensory and
transitory qualities. These sensory and transitory qualities make incense a powerful object
that informs how temple visitors use their bodies within the temple. The experience of
incense makes temple visitors kneel, kowtow, pray and meditate. Incense’s qualities also
create a sense of place that differentiates a specific temple space from the outside world
and from other religious sites. Without the presence of the affective, sensory qualities of
incense in Buddhist temples, temple spaces blend in with, and become, cultural tourist
sites rather than religious centers. Through my sense-based walking methodology and
through my application of new materialism and affect theory, I have provided an
alternative way of learning about and studying religion that includes experiencing and
understanding the affective power and sensory qualities of objects. I applied these
methodological and theoretical frameworks to illustrate the complicated socio-political
network that incense participates in. This research is a valuable addition to the field of
religious studies because it is when we expand how we learn that how we understand
religion can be deepened.
I structured my research questions to reflect the goals of new materialism and
affect theory. I did this by placing incense and the affect that emerged from my
engagement with incense at the center of my research questions. I began my research by
asking the following questions: what can be gained by introducing new materialism and
affect theory to religious studies research? Specifically, how can my observations of
136

incense in four Buddhist temples in Shanghai enrich our understanding of contemporary
Chinese Buddhism? My sub-questions included: what role does incense play in these four
Buddhist temples? Where is incense within each temple? How does incense contribute to
the creation of place? What is the relationship between place and incense and human
bodies? What is emerging from the intra-actions between incense and the other material
objects, human bodies and temple structures?
Asking these questions helped me to focus my attention on finding and
experiencing incense in each temple. I wanted to be conscious of the sensations and
affects that emerged from my engagement with incense in each temple. It was important
to investigate how these sensations and affects dictated how I moved through each temple
and how I felt about each temple. When I entered Jing’an Temple, Zhenru Temple, and
Longhua Temple I sensed incense and was affected. My body slowed, and my breathing
deepened. This contrasted with my experience at Jade Buddha Temple where there was
no incense to orient me. I moved through the temple quickly, becoming overwhelmed by
the sights, sounds, and smells that were part of the temple landscape. By paying close
attention to my intra-actions with incense at each temple I was able to locate an entrypoint for the socio-political networks that influence the role of incense in Chinese
Buddhist temples and the development of the Buddhist community. While I used my
experiences as a starting point for research creation on contemporary lived traditions in
Chinese Buddhism, in no way was I trying to make the claim that my experiences are
representative of the Chinese Buddhist community. My research questions were
important for ensuring that throughout my research process I was employing the concepts
from new materialism and affect theory.
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One of the reasons I chose to focus on incense was the SARA’s decision to limit
how much incense temple visitors could burn during each visit. I initially assumed that
this decision was due to environmental concerns however I quickly realized there was
much more going on than simply having the environment’s best interests at heart. While I
did see signs asking visitors not to walk on the grass, or litter on the temple grounds, I did
not see any widespread effort to be environmentally sustainable at any of the temples.
During visits at each temple I experienced visitors using single-use plastic, smoking and
haphazardly discarding burning cigarettes, garbage and litter spilling out of garbage can
and still many people burning more than their allotted three sticks of incense. By placing
incense at the center of my research project I was focusing in a way that made me able to
notice the contradictory and complicated nature of socio-political forces that are a part of
contemporary Chinese Buddhism. Instead of investigating just the environmental hazards
that incense poses I could see the political and social elements that needed to be
discussed as well.
While doing objective, text-based or quantitative research would call for me to
discover a ‘truth’ about Chinese Buddhism, my research creation was not focused on
objective facts, Instead, I wanted to emphasize how affective, sensory experiences create
memories and traditions that reinforce Buddhist ideology and community and how
Buddhist affects effect human and non-human bodies. The aim was to give space to the
knowledge that exists within the temple space, including the knowledge that comes from
subjective sensory experiences of incense and other objects. By sharing my observations,
I did not want to turn the attention to my own body but to illustrate how we might
approach the study of the affective relationships that exist between the human and non138

human subjects in religious communities. There was no ‘truth’ to discover; the motive
was to explore the alternative knowledge paradigms and larger networks that exist in the
affective, material world and which we are continuously sensing and experiencing in our
bodies and yet rarely consciously acknowledging or thinking about in our research
practices.
After analyzing my observations from each of the four temples in Chapter Five, I
wanted to explore the socio-political forces that influence incense in Shanghai’s Buddhist
temples. I hypothesized that the Chinese government’s decision to limit the use of
incense is a microcosm of the government taking control of religious practice in mainland
China and transitioning spaces of religious practice into culture tourist sites. The first
political force that I explored was Document 19. Document 19 is China’s Freedom of
Religion policy and has changed the landscape of religious practice in China. Studying
Document 19 revealed that the government is indeed involved with the religious practice
happening in China. While there are religious freedoms granted to Chinese citizens, the
government takes the stance that religion is a necessary tool for many people currently,
but it will no longer be needed when China fulfills all the social and economic needs of
its citizens. The next part of the socio-political network that I examined was the historical
cultural relationships that incense had in China. To do this I read poetry from two noted
Chinese poets, Li Qingzhao and H’uang-Ting, who both documented incense in everyday
and religious life. These poems showed that incense has been and still is a very important
and powerful object in Chinese Buddhism which suggests to me that removing incense
from Chinese Buddhist temples today would be difficult to enforce as it would be
changing an entire sensory landscape and affective relationship between Buddhist
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practitioners and their practice. I moved on to discuss the reasons for limiting incense that
the Chinese government cited; primarily being that incense is an unnecessary pollutant
and that the ritual of burning incense carries no Buddhist spiritual benefits. I thought
through the significance of a Buddhist eco-ethic and questioned whether or not it would
be possible to create and enforce a Buddhist eco-ethic in China. I concluded that because
incense has been such a constant force in China historically and considering the powerful
affective qualities of incense in Buddhist temples today, the current limitation of incense
by the Chinese government is effectively breaking down the Buddhist religious
community and working towards turning each temple into a solely tourist location.
It was essential for my discussion of the socio-political forces that are at play in
incense’s network to define place. Place, like affect is difficult, if not impossible to write
about in a coherent way. However, the sensing of place is a key part of the construction
of religion. Without a sense of place, religious practice, belief and community are
weakened. When the objects and sensory experiences that are a part of the construction of
place are removed or changed religious places can transition back to religious spaces
which are no longer charged with religious affect. Place is powerful and yet it can be so
easily destroyed by altering the networks of human and non-human subjects that meet at
a nexus to be experienced and sensed by each other. By removing incense, the SARA is
not only changing the sensory experience of visiting a Buddhist temple but is taking away
a key element of the construction of place within the Buddhist experience. Incense plays
an essential part in marking Buddhist spaces and places as different and in creating
transformative Buddhist religious experiences. Employing the methodological
frameworks of new materialism and affect theory I was able to see how incense’s
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affective forces were a part of the creation of place in each of the four Buddhist temples I
visited. Ultimately, thinking through my sensory experiences using my theoretical
foundation of new materialism and affect theory illustrates how the study of a Buddhist
material object, such as incense, can add complex insights into the nuances and
multiplicities that create, influence and shape contemporary Buddhism, and more
broadly, how the study of material objects can provide new ways of approaching the
study of religion.

Limitations
Due to the elusive qualities of affect and place and the mysteries of the material
world there were of course, some limitations to my research. For instance, I could have
conducted interviews with temple visitors about their experiences in the four temples and
their relationship with incense. However, it would have been exceedingly difficult to
have these conversations because the affective forces of religion and the affective
qualities of material objects are rarely thought about outside of academic as well as very
difficult to speak about. Furthermore, once we begin to speak or write about specific
affects we are forced to label them and in doing so we turn them into emotions and are no
longer having a conversation about affect. In the future it would be interesting to think
about ways of creating conversations with temple-visitors about their sensory experiences
and how the material objects that they engage with regularly are responsible for shaping
and adding meaning to these sensory experiences.
My research could have also been expanded to more temples in Shanghai and the
surrounding suburbs. This could have included Daoist temples as well as other Buddhist
temples. It would be interesting to see what other socio-political factors become apparent
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by studying more temples where incense is being used and monitored. This expansion
could have also included visiting sites where incense is being made. While I did not want
to focus on the actual materials being used to create the incense, I do think that it would
be invaluable to see the creation of incense. How might seeing the process of incense
being made strengthen the affective relationship between our body and incense? Lastly,
this research project could be expanded to look at the objects that are directly related to
incense, like censers. While I do talk about censers in this thesis and I did think about
them while I was conducting my on-site research it would be very interesting to conduct
a study about the relationship between incense and censers and what these relationships
do for the creation of place and the creation of the religious experience.
The biggest limitation of my research is one that I have already touched on. It is
that the language for discussing affect is elusive. It is difficult, if not impossible, to come
up with terms to explain the sensory experiences and relationships that come about
through intra-actions between our bodies and the material world in specific places or
sites.

So, What? Where to in the future?
My research is significant because it brings two theoretical disciplines, new
materialism and affect theory, together in Buddhist studies scholarship which has not
been done before. In the future other scholars of religion can take this theoretical
approach to their work, researching individual objects relevant in their religious
community of study. This is an important contribution to the field because it provides an
example of other ways of undertaking religious studies research. It shows the benefit of
allowing non-qualitative data or non-logical ways of thinking to guide research creation.
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Paying attention to the affective forces of an object and the place it is found in widens
what legitimate research creation can look like. By breaking down the boundaries that
separate our brain from our bodies and our bodies from our environments we begin to
sense and feel the vibrant flows of affect that are, and have always been, moving through
us and around us, dictating how we move, think and know.
As Stewart wrote in “Worlding Refrains,” “Everything depends on the dense
entanglement of affect, attention, the senses, and matter” (Stewart 2010, 340). My goal
has been to illustrate just how important it is to pay attention to these entanglements of
affect, attention, senses and matter when we conduct research in religious studies. By
gathering my data through sensory walks, I became aware of different forces that of
affect and matter that called to me and made me rethink what I already knew about
Chinese Buddhism and the role of incense in Buddhist temples. Drawing on the work of
Plate, Barad, Bennett and many other new materialist theorists and affect theorists I
engaged religious studies in conversation with new materialism and affect theory to
demonstrate that incense plays an essential part in creating Buddhist places and in intraacting with temple visitors to allow for the emergence of powerful and transformative
affects, beliefs, practices and community. Broadly speaking, these methods of doing
religious studies research can and should be applied to other objects and other research
questions to investigate what knowledge paradigms from the material and affective world
we have been overlooking.
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