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From Bodylore to Digital Folklore: The Practice and Transformation of Folklore in a World of
Technology: A Case Study of Xianghuo Rituals

Lai Weihong

Abstract: In the Chinese folk belief system, “Xianghuo” (incense-burning) serves as a symbolic medium that
embodies the people’s concepts and symbols, signifying the knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe
held by the people since ancient times. Traditional Xianghuo rituals are not only a process of practicing bodylore but
also represent the material-spiritual exchange and circulation between the sacred and the secular, highly exemplifying
the “embodiment” inherent in folk belief practices. With the advancement of media technologies, the ritual process,
once characterized by embodied presence, is gradually giving way to the “disembodiment” mediated through digital
media, consequently giving rise to Xianghuo rituals as a form of digital folklore. Contemporary folklife is a hybrid
reality where the technological world and folk culture coexist and evolve within the nature—culture/society continuum. In
this context, folkloristic must further transcend Cartesian dualisms, such as traditional/modern, nature/culture, and body/
technology, to better understand the reflexive and internally coherent ways in which humans pursue meaning through
folk culture within a technological world.

Key words: xianghuo rituals; bodylore; digital folklore; folk beliefs; practice of folklore
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