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“Animals are Not Authorized to Become 
Spirits after 1949!: Religion, Politics, and 

New Media in Contemporary China” 
a lecture by 

 Zhange Ni
Assistant Professor of Religion and Culture
Virginia Tech University

Bio
Zhange Ni is an assistant professor in the Department of Religion and 
Culture, Virginia Tech. She received her Ph.D. in Religion and Litera-
ture at the University of Chicago Divinity School (2009) and did her 
postdoctoral work in the Women's Studies in Religion Program at 
Harvard Divinity School. Her �rst book The Pagan Writes Back: When 
World Religion Meets World Literature will be published by the 
University of Virginia Press in May 2015. She is currently working on 
two new projects that study the formation of Chinese secularism in 
the twentieth century and religion and politics in contemporary 
American and Chinese popular culture respectively. 

This paper studies an Internet-based joke that mocks the 
Chinese state's media regulation policies by inventing a 
SARFT (State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film 
and Television) order that would ban animal spirits on TV. The 
popularity of this faked ban sheds light on the gap between 
state-sanctioned epistemic secularism and popular fascina-
tion with the e�cacious power of even non-human animals. 
It also attests to the persistence of the cosmological assump-
tions and institutional constructs of Chinese religion despite 
a whole range of secularization projects in the twentieth 
century. This paper aims to investigate the unique con�gura-
tion of Chinese secularism as a problem space--where the 
boundaries of religion and politics are constantly being 
(re)negotiated--by bringing together not only ancient stories 
and new media but also state manipulation and popular 
appropriation.


