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From November 8th to November 10th, 2012
the conference „Religion, Tradition and the Popu‐
lar” was held at Freiburg University. The confer‐
ence was organized by the anthropologist Judith
Schlehe and other members of the Freiburg DFG
research group 875 “History in Popular Cultures
of Knowledge” dealing with the “popularization of
history”,  a contemporary development to be ob‐
served in different cultures all over the world. In
the conference papers the emphasis  was placed
on Western Europe and Southeast and East Asia.
Amongst the conference’s aims was a deconstruc‐
tion of the old dichotomy of East and West and the
application  of  a  transnational,  interdisciplinary
approach. 

Nowadays  the  dichotomous  construct  of  a
“modern,  secularized”  West  and  a  “premodern,
religious” South or East cannot be maintained. On
a global scale one can observe a return of both the
religious, as well as the “popular” and “paranor‐
mal”. This is deeply connected to people’s longing
for  the  vernacular,  more  personal  integration,
more concrete experience and participation in re‐
sponse  to  an  increasingly  global,  anonymous
world.  The  key  question  of  the  conference  was
how  traditional  religious  concepts  and  institu‐
tions are affected and renewed by such trends of
popularization. In this context the “popular” (or
one should perhaps better use the term “popular‐
ized”)  is  no  longer  seen  as  an  ephemeral  phe‐
nomenоn, reduced to the interests of  the “folk”,

the lower, uneducated social strata. Rather it is a
new “fuzzy” cognitive paradigm, typical of a new
global  middle  class  intentionally  playing  with
eclecticism,  syncretism,  media,  entertainment,
commerce and so on. Such new trends become es‐
pecially provocative and problematic within the
traditional  realm of  religion.  Should populariza‐
tion be seen as a new potential for (global/local)
identities, a broadening and pluralization of tradi‐
tional religious thinking, or is it a trivialization of
the latter?  Are  concepts  of  “better”/“worse”  still
relevant, or do we need a fundamental “refram‐
ing of categories”? 

Following  the  sociologist  HUBERT
KNOBLAUCH (Berlin),  during  the  last  decades  a
remarkable hype of spirituality has taken place in
Europe.  Outside  the  petrified  structures  of  con‐
ventional  churches,  diverse  spiritual  interests
(meditation,  healing,  organic  and  ecological
modes of living and so on), are sought to satisfy
people’s  need for a vivid,  concrete transcendent
experience of “feeling one with the universe”. No
longer  marginal,  “alternative”  phenomena,  they
have become mainstream. Knoblauch states a sig‐
nificant transition from “alternative” to “popular”
religion.  This  new  kind  of  spirituality  does  not
necessarily constitute a competition for tradition‐
al religion. Rather there occurs something like a
crossing  of  borders,  a  merging  of  new,  popular
and traditional religious practices. 



In Southeast Asia, the popularization of reli‐
gion – in the sense of a syncretic, open attitude –
has long since been a characteristic feature. The
historian ANTHONY REID (Canberra)  traces  this
back  to  historical  experience.  In  reaction  to  Is‐
lamization  during  the  16th  century,  in  the  18th
century many Southeast Asian peoples developed
a kind of “syncretic marriage between formal Is‐
lam and the power of the spirits”. In this way the
vernacular,  traditional  was  “constructed”  as  a
kind of weapon or defense in confrontation with
the world religion of Islam. 

This seems to be a successful strategy in deal‐
ing with religious and social restraints till today.
In his paper the cultural scientist ARIEL HERYAN‐
TO (Canberra) showed that in present Indonesia
besides official Islam there exists, a new form of
popular Islamism (the so called “Post”-Islamism)
especially  attracting  urban  middle-class  youth.
The term should not be misunderstood, because
Post-Islamism is not a secular movement, it tries
to combine Islam with a modern, individualistic,
democratic  way  of  life.  The  post-Islamic  move‐
ment is especially strong in the sphere of popular
culture, for example film. 

Conference  organizer  JUDITH  SCHLEHE
(Freiburg) reported on her field research on the
so-called “paranormal” practitioners in Indonesia.
These  popular,  magical-mystical  experts  mostly
practice in urban contexts using elements of vari‐
ous religions.  They offer healing or the satisfac‐
tion of everyday needs to people of whatever so‐
cial  and ethnic  origin,  gender,  religion etcetera.
They  themselves  belong  to  different  religions.
Some of them are ethnic Chinese which is of spe‐
cial  significance  because  in  Indonesia  Chinese
people suffered from suppression for a long time.
Judith  Schlehe  argues,  that  the  practice  of  the
“paranormal”  can  be  interpreted  as  cultural
translation and as a counter-discourse against in‐
creasing  religious  fundamentalism  and  intoler‐
ance. But Schlehe also admits, that the “paranor‐
mal” are still a marginal social phenomenon. 

The studies on the klenteng (Chinese temple)
Sam Poo Kong in Semarang (Java), carried out by
the  anthropologist  EVAMARIA  MÜLLER
(Freiburg), show that the coexistence of different
religious  traditions  often  is  not  as  harmonious
and pluralistic as it seems. The history of the tem‐
ple indeed is a multicultural one, but mostly it is a
history of power struggle between Islam and Con‐
fucianism, a “one after another/against the other”,
not a “side-by-side” of different cultures and reli‐
gions. Curiously the main reason, why the temple
is accepted as a multicultural place today seems to
be a commercial one. Multiculturalism “sells”, not
only in a symbolic, political meaning, but also in a
concrete  commercial  one:  members  of  different
cultural  and  social  backgrounds,  not  only
amongst  the  leading  political  circles,  can  make
money out of it, and so it is a commercial interest
that unites people. But as soon as religious and so‐
cial “hard-core” matters are concerned, there oc‐
cur new conflicts. 

PATTANA KITIARSA (Singapore)  gave one of
his last talks, as he passed away shortly after the
conference.  His research field was Thai popular
culture. He spoke on Theravada-Buddhism as an
important form of  popular religion in Thailand.
Theravada Buddhism is  a  syncretic  mix of Bud‐
dhism,  folk  Brahmanism  and  spirit  belief.  This
popular religion is completely independent from
the state. There are no institutions, the main pur‐
pose is the satisfaction of everyday needs and the
constant  longing  of  people  for  health,  luck,
wealth. Theravada-Buddhism is often used for lot‐
tery games which are very popular in Thailand.
For  Theravada-Buddhism  there  seems  to  be  no
contradiction  between  religious,  personal  and
commercial  aims.  On  the  contrary:  Commercial
aspects  and  economic  needs  are  so  important
that, according to Kitiarsa, it seems to be appro‐
priate to use Max Weber’s view of religion (in a
reconsidered and modified way) as a theoretical
and methodological base of research. 
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The – holy or unholy – marriage of religion
and commerce was also a main topic in the study
on the use of Christian symbols and semantics in
commercial advertisement presented by the reli‐
gion  scholar  ANNA-KATHARINA  HÖPFLINGER
(Zürich). This was the only paper dealing with the
popularization  of  Christianity  in  the  Western
world. At first sight the religious function of Chris‐
tian semantics seems to be eliminated, as project‐
ed in well-known promotional clips, for example
when John Malkovich (as God) sells the mercy of
living on to a man (George Clooney) for a Nespres‐
so machine. As far as the “encoders”, the produc‐
ers of such commercial clips, are concerned, the
message is clear: a wealthy educated urban clien‐
tele, while enjoying an aesthetic game with reli‐
gious  subjects  and the  déjà  vu-effect,  should  be
persuaded to purchase the products. But the “de‐
coding” of  the advertising messages is  far more
complex and polysemous than the encoding. On
the one hand true “faith Christians” don’t accept
the commercial and aesthetic use of religious top‐
ics. On the other hand there’s no doubt that while
traditional religious semantics are deconstructed
by commercial use, new semantics evolve and re‐
ligious  everyday  knowledge  is  “fed”  with  new
concepts and ideas. It is a mutual process of “me‐
dia  using  religion”  and  “religion  using  media”.
Höpflinger speaks of a “fuzzy” religion. 

New  media  also  play  an  important  role  in
“microblog  Christianity”  in  China,  examined  by
the sinologist KRISTINE KUPFER (Freiburg).  Sina
Weibo is a social networking service, with which
one can find a lot of users referring to themselves
as  Christians  without  fearing  discrimination.
However, most of these users are “tag Christians”,
not “faith Christians” – a young urban generation
using Christian symbols and topics in a syncretic
way to create a new life-style or to express exis‐
tential feelings and emotions. Of course it’s diffi‐
cult to say, if there are comparable Christian activ‐
ities in the “offline”-sphere, but even if this is not

the case, “online”-Christianity forms a world in it‐
self and creates its own dynamics. 

In the lecture of media scientist EHLER VOSS
(Leipzig), the focus was on the role of the develop‐
ment of media and media concepts in the chang‐
ing of religious views in Europe. Today most peo‐
ple think of media as technical achievements of
mankind. But in the 19th century the term medi‐
um referred to a person who had special cognitive
abilities, whose mind was perceived to be open to
the world of spirits and thus able to “mediate” be‐
tween reality and the other world. Even then the
crucial question was, if the medium is really just a
kind of “channel” for external forces, or if he/she
him/herself  “creates”  the  message  (be  it  con‐
sciously or unconsciously) in accordance with the
expectations of the clients. Even today a medium
is only accepted as “authentic”, if there exist clear
proof  that  he/she  is  not  “cheating”  –  a  curious
remnant of 19th century essentialism and the be‐
lief  in the “objectivity” of science.  Voss makes a
bold connection between the “human” version of
the  medium-message  problem  and  Marshall
McLuhans famous statement that “The medium is
the message” referring to technical media. 

Two  papers  dealt  with  neopagan  religious
movements  in  the  West,  especially  the  cult  of
Asatru, the northern Germanic Gods. RENÉ GRÜN‐
DER (Freiburg), a sociologist cooperating with the
Freiburg Institute of Parapsychology, showed that
the time when the cult of the Germanic Gods was
considered an exclusive domain of right-wing ex‐
tremists  is  long  gone.  During  the  last  decades
there has been a vigorous development of neopa‐
ganism, coinciding with an incorporation of influ‐
ences from various social discourses, such as fem‐
inism,  folk,  ecology  etc.  Today  it  is  a  manifold
movement, supported by members of the middle
and upper classes who are longing for new con‐
crete transcendent experiences beyond the limits
of the well-established Christian institutions. The
revival of pagan polytheism can be seen as a reac‐
tion  to  a  “polyvalent  world  culture”  and  as a
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“chance of dealing with the complexity of modern
societies”.  While  Nordic  neopaganism  is  still  a
marginal  phenomenon,  it  has become a fashion
trend  (neopaganist  weddings,  funerals  etc.),
which  can  also  be  observed  in  Eastern  Europe
and even in Romance-speaking Europe. 

From  the  lecture  of  the  literary  scholar
STEPHANIE VON SCHNURBEIN (Berlin) it became
clear how Nordic neopaganism as a religious sur‐
rogate  could  be  considered  problematic.  Von
Schnurbein  looked back  to  the  historic  roots  of
this  quasi-religious  movement  in  the  early  19th
century.  The  beginning  of  the  enthusiasm  for
northern mythology coincides with the romantic
debates on the aestheticization of religion, i.e.  it
was an art-religion, an apparent intellectual con‐
struction from the very beginning (Wagner, Niet‐
zsche and so  on).  Of  course  the construction of
myths is a fascinating thing, but it is also a dan‐
gerous,  paradoxical  venture.  It  contradicts  the
concept  of  the  myth  as  something  original,  au‐
thentic, eternal and irrespective of human wit. Ev‐
erything produced by art keeps the unpleasant af‐
tertaste of artificiality and arbitrariness. Another
problem is the fatal interference of the aesthetic
and the political/ethical, which is a persistent un‐
dercurrent in northern mythology (for example in
the black metal scene). 

Short upshot: While in South East Asia new
forms  of  popular  “fuzzy”  religion  –  in  spite  of
their current contestation – are rooted in a long,
vivid tradition of the syncretic, the merging of ele‐
ments of different religions or the merging of reli‐
gion  with  other  social  discourses  seems  to  be
problematic  in  many  Western  countries.  Never‐
theless,  the change of  religious concepts  can be
seen as part of a broader global process of shifting
cognitive attitudes and modes of knowledge. This
process seems to be promoted and shaped by the
specific conditions of new media communication,
which “create” a new type of globally connected
youth. This generation has subsequently become
accustomed to a broad, syncretic model of knowl‐

edge.  They  transcend  the  boundaries  of  estab‐
lished  social  subsystems  and  discourses  while
combining spheres of life once considered incom‐
patible, for example the classical boundaries be‐
tween  the  realms  of  religion/ethics,  commerce
and the aesthetic. Though the different forms of
popular religion in itself often seem to be margin‐
al,  together  they  constitute  a  mainstream  phe‐
nomenon,  expressing  a  strong  need  for  a  new
kind of transcendence which people can experi‐
ence in a concrete way and which is directly con‐
nected to their personal wishes and aims. In this
sense,  forms of  popular/popularized culture  are
no longer bound to certain social and local strata,
but contribute towards a new universal Weltan‐
schauung. 

Conference Overview: 

Panel 1: The Conceptualization of Popular Re‐
ligion 

Hubert Knoblauch (Berlin): Popular Spiritual‐
ity 

Panel 2: Popular Religions and the Construc‐
tion of History 

Anthony Reid (Canberra): Synthesizing Global
and  Local  Religious  Systems  in  Early  Modern
Southeast Asia 

Ehler Voss (Leipzig): Past and Present of Medi‐
umship in Europe 

Panel 3: Popular Religions and the Media 

Kristin Kupfer (Freiburg): Blogging for Souls?
Conceptualizing  Christianity  in  Chinese  Mi‐
croblogs 

Anna-Katharina Höpflinger (Zürich): “Tomor‐
row, Christ on the Cross will be Selling Socks.” The
Reception of Religion in Contemporary Advertise‐
ment Campaigns 

Ariel Heryanto (Canberra): Cinematic Contest
of Popular Post-Islamism 

Panel 4: Popular Religions and the Market 

Evamaria Müller (Freiburg): Sam Poo Kong in
Semarang – A Contested Place of Worship 
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Pattana  Kitiarsa  (Singapore):  Of  Weber  and
the  Real  Religion of  the  Masses:  The  Making  of
Modern  Popular  Buddhism  in  Contemporary
Thailand 

Panel 5: Popular Religions and the Combina‐
tion of Traditions 

Judith Schlehe (Freiburg):  Translating Tradi‐
tions  and  Transcendence:  Everyday  Needs  and
Paranormal Practice in Indonesia 

Panel 6: Popular Religion in Europa: Neo Pa‐
ganism 

René  Gründer  (Freiburg):  Neopagan  Tradi‐
tions in the 21st century: Re-inventing Polytheism
in a Polyvalent World-Culture 

Stephanie von Schnurbein (Berlin): Germanic
Neo-Paganism – A Nordic Art-Religion 

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/ 

Citation: Regine Nohejl. Review of Religion, Tradition and the Popular in Asia and Europe. H-Soz-u-Kult,
H-Net Reviews. March, 2013. 

URL: https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=38517 

 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No
Derivative Works 3.0 United States License. 

H-Net Reviews

5

http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/
https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=38517

