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"Luke	Skywalker?	I	thought	he	was	a	myth!"	

Rey,	Star	Wars:	The	Force	Awakens	(2015)	

	

This	all	began	with	an	email.	Before	the	2015	premiere	of	Star	Wars:	Episode	VII,	Jon	

Lohman	emailed	the	PUBLORE	listserv	asking	about	the	cultural	osmosis	regarding	

Star	Wars.	 Specifically,	 his	 son	had	never	 seen	any	of	 the	movies	but	had	become	

literate	in	the	story	and	characters,	seemingly	out	of	nowhere.	Others	chimed	in	that	

they	 were	 experiencing	 the	 same	 phenomenon	 and	 soon	 it	 became	 clear	 that	

something	worth	 exploring	was	 going	 on	with	 Star	Wars	 and	 its	 place	 in	 culture.	

From	that	conversation,	the	New	Directions	in	Folklore	section	sponsored	a	special	

panel	 at	 the	 2016	 AFS	 Annual	 Meeting,	 titled	 "The	 Folk	 Awakens:	 Star	 Wars,	

Folkloristics,	 and	 the	 Intersection	 of	 Hollywood,	 Narrative,	 and	 Memory."	 The	

success	of	the	panel	made	it	clear	that	there	was	both	a	need	and	audience	for	this	

topic	to	be	explored	in	greater	detail.	The	articles	included	here	are	the	first	step	in	

that	 exploration.	 As	 a	 special	 issue	 of	New	Directions	 in	 Folklore,	 this	 assemblage	

serves	 not	 just	 as	 a	 look	 at	 a	 specific	 dynamic	 between	 folk	 and	 popular	 culture	

created	 by	 Star	 Wars,	 but	 also	 as	 an	 example	 of	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 pushing	 the	

boundary	of	folk	studies	can	yield	new	insights	for	the	discipline.	

As	 envisioned,	 this	 project	 is	 a	 continuation	 of	 the	 dialogue	 begun	 by	 the	

1993	Western	Folklore	special	issue	"Theorizing	Folklore:	Toward	New	Perspectives	
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on	 the	 Politics	 of	 Culture."	 In	 their	 introduction,	 the	 issue's	 editors,	 Amy	 Shuman	

and	 Charles	 L.	 Briggs,	 directly	 asserted	 that	 the	 role	 of	 folkloristics	 in	 the	

postmodern	 condition	 was	 to	 stand	 in	 opposition	 of	 modernist	 binaries	 and	

"[examine]	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 traditionalizing	 (identifying	 aspects	 of	 the	 past	 as	

significant	in	the	present)	is	a	dynamic	cultural	process"	(109).	Of	course,	they	were	

spurred	on	by	their	own	reflections	on	the	now-canonical	Toward	New	Perspectives	

in	Folklore	(1972),	which	had	the	monumental	effect	of	refocusing	the	discipline	as	

well	as	expanding	it	outside	of	the	romantic,	antiquarian,	and	insular.	In	the	ensuing	

decades,	entire	generations	of	scholars	have	focused	on	performance,	reception,	and	

practice	as	central	areas	of	exploration.	The	performer	and	the	audience	became	as	

central	 to	 folkloristics	 as	 the	 literal	 texts.	 The	 notion	 of	 an	 authentic	 or	 "correct"	

performance	 was	 shed	 in	 favor	 of	 a	 relativistic	 recentering	 of	 power	 with	 each	

performance.	 Indeed,	power	was	 centrally	 important	 to	Shuman,	Briggs,	 and	 their	

colleagues.	 In	 the	 post-Foucault	 academic	 environment,	 folklore	 and	 vernacular	

culture	were	seen	as	ways	for	power	to	be	spread	or	politicized	through	structure,	

symbol,	 and	 of	 course,	 performance.	 However,	 only	 a	 few	 years	 later,	 that	 power	

dynamic	 would	 be	 complicated	 further	 by	 the	 digital	 turn	 of	 the	 late	 1990s,	

continuing	through	today.		

The	 21st	 century	 has	 seen	 a	 new	 cultural	 paradigm	 take	 shape,	 combining	

globalized	 commercial	 culture	 with	 the	 advent	 and	 standardization	 of	 "digital	

culture."	 Where	 previous	 cultural	 forms	 were	 limited	 in	 either	 geographic	 or	

linguistic	 scope,	 digital	 culture	 is	 almost	 limitless	 and	notions	 of	 power	 are	 being	

reimagined	on	a	daily	basis	(if	not	more	immediately).	This	journal’s	former	editor,	

Trevor	J.	Blank,	has	been	a	leading	voice	in	that	shift	and	his	works,	combined	with	

the	work	of	others,	many	of	which	were	published	in	New	Directions,	have	made	the	

digital	 world	 open	 to	 inquiry	 for	 folklorists.	 As	 Lynne	 McNeill	 so	 deftly	 noted:	

"When	we	look	at	what	kind	of	folklore	appears	in	digital	settings,	we	often	find	that	

it’s	 just	 old	 folklore	 in	 a	 new	 guise"	 (2013,	 81).	 The	 old	 rules	 of	 folkloristics	 still	

apply,	 even	 if	 the	 global	 culture	 is	 now	 more	 integrated,	 co-dependent,	 and	
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performative.	In	a	way	that	Henry	Jenkins	would	recognize	as	the	past	reinventing	

itself	 (2008),	 digital	 culture	 becomes	 realized	 through	 actions,	 and	 "real	 life"	

becomes	 digitized	 through	 social	media	 and	memes.	 It	 is	 in	 this	 cultural	mélange	

that	our	authors	approached	Star	Wars:	not	just	a	series	of	movies,	but	a	"franchise;"	

further	still,	the	"Star	Wars	franchise"	is	not	just	a	business	enterprise,	but	the	focal	

point	 of	 a	 global	 participatory	 fan	 community	 that	 exists	 in	 formal	 and	 informal	

means	and	at	every	level	of	cultural	production.	

In	a	way,	the	essays	and	articles	included	here	are	often	retrospective	in	their	

methodological	 scope.	 But	 that	 only	 speaks	 to	 the	 ground	 that	 still	 needs	 to	 be	

covered	by	scholars	to	bring	the	emerging	alliance	between	popular	culture	studies	

and	folklore	studies	"up	to	speed."	Positive	steps	have	certainly	been	made,	the	most	

notable	 being	 the	 recent	 publication	 of	The	 Folkloresque	 by	Michael	 Dylan	 Foster	

and	Jeffrey	Tolbert.	The	edited	volume	documents	and	analyzes	the	ways	in	which	

folklore	influences	popular	culture	in	the	late	20th	and	early	21st	century.	And	yet,	

there	 is	 plenty	 left	 to	 be	 explored,	 most	 importantly:	 how	 does	 popular	 culture	

influence	and	create	new	folklore?	Again,	in	many	ways,	this	is	a	sort	of	reversion	of	

perspective	for	folklorists	and	one	that	comes	close	to	embracing	the	view	by	some	

in	 cultural	 studies	 that	 folklore	 is	 just	 an	 antiquarian	 form	 of	 popular	 culture.	

However,	 in	 the	 global,	 decentralized,	 and	 shifting	 cultural	 forms	 of	 the	 21st	

century,	 the	 interchange	 between	 "popular"	 and	 "folk"	 takes	 on	 a	 new	 power	

dynamic	 that	 needs	 to	 be	 further	 explored	 by	 folklorists.	 This	 special	 issue	 is	 an	

attempt	to	advance	that	conversation,	not	as	a	definitive	closure,	but	as	an	opening	

for	others	to	follow	through	with	their	own	thoughts	and	contributions.	

The	 focus	 on	 Star	Wars	 is	 not	 random	 or	 coincidental.	 Unlike	 other	major	

movie	 franchises	 or	 popular	 culture	 mainstays,	 Star	 Wars	 provides	 folklorists	 a	

unique	opportunity	to	study	an	entire	cultural	ecosystem	in	the	way	very	few,	if	any,	

other	cultural	productions	exist.	To	wit,	Star	Wars	is	everywhere.	Instead	of	donning	

our	 pith	 helmets	 and	 trekking	 into	 the	 cultural	 jungle	 like	 colonialist	

anthropologists,	 "Star	 Wars	 Culture"	 is	 ubiquitous	 and	 can	 be	 studied	 from	 the	



	

New	Directions	in	Folklore	 	 													 	

	
	

	 	 	

4	

movie	 theater,	 YouTube	 videos,	 or	 fan	 conventions	 across	 the	 globe.	 Indeed,	 the	

"Star	Wars	Phenomenon"	could	only	exist	in	the	conditions	of	late	capitalism	and	as	

such	 provides	 invaluable	 insights	 into	 the	 inner-workings	 of	 our	 shared	 cultural	

experience.	 As	 a	 legal	 entity,	 Star	 Wars	 is	 a	 multi-billion	 dollar	 combination	 of	

commercial	 products,	 spanning	movies	 and	 seemingly	 every	 type	 of	merchandise	

imaginable.	And	yet,	at	a	cultural	level,	Star	Wars	is	"owned"	by	its	global	fanbase,	a	

nebulous	 group	 who	 have	 embraced	 participatory	 culture	 since	 the	 first	 movie’s	

release	 in	 1977.	 To	be	 a	 "Star	Wars	 fan"	 is	 to	 be	 a	member	 of	 a	 postmodern	 folk	

community,	 decentralized	 and	 inclusive	 to	 all	 who	 know	 the	 jargon,	 respect	 the	

rituals,	and	believe	the	legends.	And	that	is	the	experience	highlighted	in	this	issue:	

the	 creation	 of	 the	 folkloric	 from	 the	 popular.	Where	works	 like	The	 Folkloresque	

provide	 a	 necessary	 and	 cogent	 frame	 for	 understanding	 how	 the	 folkloric	

influences	the	popular,	the	following	articles	help	us	understand	the	contemporary	

manifestation	of	the	inverse:	how	popular	culture	creates	and	maintains	traditions	

on	a	global	scale.	

The	 issue's	 first	 research	 article	 is	 Markus	 Davidsen's	 in-depth	 history	 of	

Jediism,	its	internal	factions,	its	beliefs,	and	its	practices	as	a	lived	religion:	"The	Jedi	

Community:	 History	 and	 Folklore	 of	 a	 Fiction-based	 Religion."	 Davidsen	

demonstrates	the	unique	connection	between	Star	Wars	and	its	fans	that	separates	

it	from	other	large	popular	franchises.		Where	cosplaying	and	participatory	fandom	

embodies	 characters	 or	 performative	 identities,	 Davidsen’s	 Jedis	 embrace	

spirituality	and	dogma	like	any	other	accepted	religious	practice.			

Of	course,	Star	Wars	fandom	is	not	just	bound	to	physical	or	spiritual	worlds,	

but	 exists	 in	 digital	 worlds	 as	well.	 Continuing	 the	 trend	 of	 blending	 fiction	with	

belief	 with	 current	 events,	 Christine	 Widmayer	 analyzes	 the	 negotiation	 of	

performative	 fandom	 in	 her	 article,	 "The	 Feminist	 Strikes	 Back:	 Performative	

Mourning	 in	 the	 Twitter	 Response	 to	 Carrie	 Fisher's	 Death."	 Jared	 Lee	 Schmidt’s	

"‘May	 the	 Fourth	 Be	With	 You’:	 Star	Wars	 Day,	 the	Mass-Media	 and	 a	 Vernacular	

Hybrid	Fan-Holiday"	documents	digital	expressions	of	the	emergent	fan-created	and	
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fan-enforced	holiday	"May	the	Fourth."		Both	of	these	look	at	a	digital	manifestation	

of	 the	 larger	 Star	Wars	 fan	 community	 and	 yet,	 it	 is	 striking	 how	 different	 those	

manifestations	are	realized.	

The	 volume’s	 two	 research	 notes	 set	 the	 stage	 for	 new	methodologies	 and	

areas	of	 inquiry.	 	 James	Deutsch's	 timely	 "Folklore,	Politics,	 and	Fake	News	 in	 the	

Reception	of	Rogue	One"	highlights	how	social	media	has	become	an	integral	part	of	

the	folklore	lifecycle,	helping	to	propagate	rumors	and	affect	the	"real	world."		The	

second	research	note,	"Fan-Driven	Identity	Narratives:	The	Performative	Culture	of	

Star	Wars	Cosplayers"	by	Anelise	Farris,	 takes	a	new	look	at	performative	 fandom	

and	brings	into	focus	the	power	of	the	body	for	cosplayers,	especially	those	within	

the	more	"official"	groups:	the	501st	Legion,	the	Rebel	Legion,	and	the	Mandalorian	

Mercs.	 	 Both	 Farris	 and	 Deutsch	 are	 tackling	 contemporary	 issues	 in	 ways	 that	

provide	frameworks	for	future	research.			

In	all	of	these	notes	and	articles,	the	authors	demonstrate	how	the	Star	Wars	

phenomenon	 spreads	 the	 gamut	 of	 fandom	 levels,	 from	 passive	meme-makers	 to	

active	 religious	 devotees,	 from	 do-it-yourself	 costume	 designers	 to	 socio-political	

provocateurs.	Combined,	 they	provide	a	 jumping-off	point	 for	scholars	 to	consider	

the	 dynamics	 between	 popular	 and	 folkloric,	 global	 and	 local,	 authentic	 and	

manufactured.	Just	as	Shuman	and	Briggs	saw	folklore	studies	as	a	way	to	split	these	

binaries	 imposed	by	modernism,	Star	Wars	has	provided	an	actualized	example	of	

what	that	means	in	real	terms.		

This	special	 issue	 is	ambitious	by	design	and	I	would	be	remiss	 to	not	 take	

the	opportunity	to	thank	those	who	helped	make	it	possible.	The	journal’s	editor-in-

chief,	David	 J.	 Puglia,	 has	 been	 a	 tremendous	 asset	 and	 this	 issue	would	not	 exist	

without	 his	 indispensable	 assistance.	 The	 editorial	 process	 has	 likewise	 benefited	

from	 the	 gracious	 assistance	 of	 Annamarie	 O’Brien,	 Nicholas	 Hartmann,	 Cory	

Hutchinson,	and	Jennifer	Spitulnik.	As	always,	the	New	Directions	editorial	board	has	

provided	 invaluable	 time	and	effort	 in	making	 this	 issue	 the	best	 it	can	be.	And	of	

course,	 final	 thanks	 go	 to	 the	 authors,	 without	 whom	 this	 issue	 would	 not	 exist.	
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Their	 innovative	 ideas,	diligent	 research,	 and	adept	writing	has	given	us	 the	push	

forward	in	what	I	believe	to	be	the	next	step	in	scholarship	comparing	and	analyzing	

the	relationship	between	folklore	and	popular	culture.	
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