
2)
• Judaism
• Christianity
• Islam
• Buddhism
• Hinduism
• Taoism

(*) Folk Religions — on a spectrum between
1) "Small, local forms which do not adhere to the 
norms of large systems." and
2) "An appropriation of large system religious 
beliefs and practices at a popular level."

Caveat / Disclaimer
Anything I may say about folk religions is:
• Real (somewhere),
• And Not Real (but not everywhere),
• And both Real and Not Real
 (depending on your current frame of reference),
• And neither Real nor Not Real
 (your current frame of reference doesn't apply).

What Are Unifying Practices of Folk Religion?

• Typically have no formal creed or sacred text
• Tend to be collaborative and accretive
• Tend to be animistic — the supernatural is present within
 and affecting the physical realm
• Locations, objects and events have a particular embodied god
• Spiritual forces have power over and impact human affairs
• Often bring external religious practices into another religion
• Often employ divination, magic, or special religious rituals
• Often employ talismans or ascribe spiritual power to particular
 objects for protection or good luck
• Often employ rituals to keep evil spirits or forces at bay
• Often incorporated ancestor worship/veneration
• Embrace popular divine manifestations that originate within a larger
 religious tradition.

1)
• paganisms
• Ethnic religions
• Neopaganisms

"Religion"
Until they run into an essentialist religion, most folk "religions" don't 
even have a word to identify them; even the word "religion" may be 
missing. If they think of it at all, it is thought of as a set of identifying 
practices — this is who we are†; often these practices are not 
considered religion.

"real"
what someone's 

prepared to act on

† Of course, as territorial entities, 
there are always boundaries, but 
they tend to be rather permeable, 
allowing for the ready exchange 
of materials, ideas and even 
people.

Before the industrial revolution and planned obsolescence,
most people did not throw away anything that was not plentiful
and might be reused in one form or another.

master
/ disciple

guide
/ apprentice
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essentialist -
if you're Y then
you must do X

religious
impluse

'organized'
religion

rules, regulations
& ecclesiastic laws

hierarchy

priests

top-down
(the elites'
religion)

to tie fast
confine, restrict

the revealed
word

inflexible
rigid boundries

one way /
our way /

fundamentalism

transcultural
(global)

"Great"
traditions

primary focus:
the organization

"an experience of 
vastness and

have a desire to
place something 

between you
and  it"

artificial scarcity
/ sin

tithes / taxes
/ sacrifice

belief, faith

power over /
control dynamics

• nobility
• ecclesiastics
• academics
• "professionals"
• crafters
• farmers
• serfs / slaves

dogma / "official"
mythologies

existentialist -
if you do some of
X then maybe Y

cultural specific
(local)

• tribe
• community
• clan
• family
• individual

bottom-up
(the commons'

religion)

"Little"
traditions

'identity'
religion

the individual
experience

elders

social
recognition

primary focus:
the community

experience

how & why
stories

traditions
(guidelines)

accomodating
flexible

boundries

sharing /
social

responsibility

abundance / 
pollution

many ways /
syncretism

offering

spirituality

what is
religion?

"an experience of 
interrelatedness
and a desire to
get along with

your neighbors"

to breathe
vitality, life

mystery / awe /
reverence

justification of
the status quo



1st dilemma

essentialist

existentialist

power over
nature

embedded
within nature

        Values:
• shelter
• water
• food
• fertility
• safety
• social

        Values:
• status
• rank
• power
• wealth
• privilege
• notability

exclusive

special actions,
speech & attitudes

inclusive

presenting as
universal

too complex,
based on a

mental construct

2nd dilemma

Folk Religions — on a spectrum between
1) "Small, local forms which do not adhere to the 
norms of large systems." and
2) "An appropriation of large system religious 
beliefs and practices at a popular level."

misunderstanding
leads to local
interpretations

abstract

concrete
focused on the

present and
near future

focused on a
specific past and

the far future

simple,
based on the

real world

the next world

this world

very local

ethically biased
towards the elite

jam yesterday,
jam tomorrow,

never jam today

3rd dilemma

strong ethics
within the group

prayers and
'right' thoughts

spells, offerings
and prayers

4th dilemma

passive —
the hope
of action

active —
the expectation

of action

the individual
first

the community
first

one person
makes a

decision for all

5th dilemma

everyone 
contributes to

a decision

limited input
to decision

making process
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