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World Building From the Inside Out began because of a mistake.

My mistake.

I’d been world building for over ten years. I’d studied cultures and anthropology at a college known (and infamous) for its thorough humanities program. I’d taught classes on world building and coached people through the process individually.

And yet, when it came to incorporating world building into my own speculative novels, I failed. 

Over and over again. 

My worlds were well designed. My races looked cool and had neat clothing and weaponry. And the names! Oh yes, I loved making up all those crazy names.

But I had missed one key factor that I should have remembered from my very first literature class: a story is about plot and characters, working towards a goal, and having disasters thrown at them. It’s about excitement. Adventure. Emotional depth. Pacing.

I had beautifully-formed races with no heart. No soul. No motivation.

No reason to go along with my plot other than because I said so.

For some reason, that made for some pretty shallow cultures!

To use a favorite expression from my college days, I was missing the cultural worldview.

Worldview, the essential collection of beliefs that frame how an individual and a society perceives, interacts with, and makes decisions about the world.
Once I stopped banging my head on my desk, I did what any self-respecting, hyper-planning teacher would do: I began writing a curriculum for myself. I researched all sorts of different ideas on world building and tried out character builder profiles with pages and pages of questions. 

I sifted my way through cultures and societies and compiled a set of tools to build a story culture from the worldview, instead building the geography, races, and other physical aspects and then throwing in the philosophy and beliefs as an after-thought. 

The result is World Building From the Inside Out, a quick primer to get you to the core of your story world’s cultures. 

We start off with religion/philosophy. What are the essential moral and philosophical beliefs of your culture? By deciding what motivates them on a basic level, you can then figure out how your main character interacts with them, and how they in turn are products of that culture. Furthermore, it will be easier to create and manipulate conflicts between different races because you will understand their core needs and desires.

From there, we move on to government. Government is often closely entwined with religion/philosophy, and sometimes it even acts as a replacement for a religious system. After government comes society, including family structure, marital traditions, and gender roles. 

For the fun of it, we touch on art, technology, naming, and food. These are often the places where you can have the most creativity.

Next come appearance and location. These categories are often the easiest to change according to what the plot requires. They are also the easiest areas to get lost in minutiae that will do nothing to further your actual plot and get that story on paper.

We end with appendices on health and medicine, military, and education. While these areas aren’t strictly necessary, they can have great relevance to your personal story.

So if you’re the kind of person who wants to go deep and world build fantastic story cultures, then this is the book for you. 

Please join me on an exciting journey into the heart of man. 

Or elf. 

Or half-unicorn. 

Or whatever else your brain can come up with!
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Chapter 1 – Religion
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The dreaded “R” word. 

This can be a tough area to tackle for any author. Some keep religion out of their novels entirely because of possible controversy or fear of stepping on the toes of readers. However, culture is shaped around belief and worldview, and everybody believes in something. Figuring out the central beliefs of your culture is vital to understanding their core motivations. 






One route is to make a religion from scratch, pulling together different existing cultural elements. Tolkien chose this route in The Lord of the Rings. The origin of Arda (the world of Middle Earth) is a mish-mash of a bunch of different mythologies, featuring a high god, Illuvatar, served by a pantheon of godlike helpers, the Valar, each with their own special part in governing Arda. Although this is a pagan concept, he threaded through elements of Christian faith with the selfish perversion of Melkor into darkness, his temptation of the elves to rebel against the Valar (and so Illuvatar) and the Marring of Arda with the destruction of the Two Trees. All of these events echo the biblical Fall of Man.

Other authors solve this dilemma by basing a religion solely on the real-life religion or philosophy they adhere to. For instance, Sharon Hinck created a quasi-Christian religion for The Restorer. If that’s what you feel comfortable with and it works with your story, go ahead. This method also simplifies things and helps reader comprehension.

For some extra fun, show multiple belief systems. Remember that in every religion there are radical, devout, moderate, and nominal believers. Even if you decide to have one religion be the Only True Way, it adds depth to show the different layers of belief within that religion, and within any religions which have opposing viewpoints. 

Below are common forms of belief with examples and uses. This list is by no means exhaustive but should get you started.

Pantheism: equates god with the forces and laws of the universe, the idea being that god or the god-forces are in everything. Could also be the worship of all gods of different creeds, cults, or peoples indifferently, or the toleration of worship of all gods.


Examples: Some examples include the Roman Empire and some sects of Hinduism. Also, the current push in the United States towards absolute toleration could be seen as a push towards pantheism. 


Use: Pantheism can be used by leadership to appease the populace and build national unity among disparate religious sects. However, this can backfire if the sects refuse to play along.



Monotheism: the belief that there is only one god. All other gods are false.


Examples: Christianity. Judaism. Islam.


Use: Monotheism is very helpful in uniting a nation towards a common purpose. Enforcing a monotheistic national religion can also help establish dictatorial rule, or even a theocracy. The more a culture associates a religion with their national identity, the more likely they are to be loyal to that nation and the function of practicing the religion will reinforce national ties. By the same token, there are always the dissenters who want a separation of church and state, which can lead to either disaffected belief in the ‘national religion’ or outright rebellion.



Polytheism: the belief in more than one god. This religion can overlap with animism.


Examples: Greek Mythology. Roman Mythology. Egyptian Mythology. Lots of animist religious beliefs. Note that polytheism can also include the concept of a high god who rules over lesser gods. This is different than angels, who are direct messengers of God with no power of their own except what is specifically granted to serve Him.


Use: Polytheism can provide many different deities for a government to blame if things go poorly. However, polytheism can also cause conflict if one deity is perceived to favor one city-state over another (as in Greek mythology). Polytheism can be a workable system if combined with pantheism, allowing for toleration of all gods and religions. Just note that issues will come up because people will inevitably favor one god over another. Plus, there are always those pesky monotheists!



Nationalism: being loyal to and proud of your country. Nationalism often comes with the belief that your country is better than other countries. Nationalism can coexist with other religions, but can also stand alone, especially if the populace identifies with Deism or atheism as a whole. Something has to fill that religious hole in the heart, and country-worship can do the job.


Example: Communist countries often fall into this category, particular North Korea. Also, the intermingling of religion with government can cause the observance of a certain religion to take on nationalist leanings.


Use: Nationalism is incredibly useful in unifying a country. Countries who suppress other religions in favor of nationalism can often move very quickly in conquest and can also enforce the government ideals easily. The most extreme example is Nazi Germany (besides being an insult, Nazi does stand for National Socialist Party). The flaws in nationalism are that it can raise dissent and rebellion from citizens who feel that their individual rights are being threatened.



Deism: the belief that some kind of authority or higher power does exist, but this higher power is unknowable, or can only be known through rational observation of the physical world. Religious texts are generally considered insufficient for studying the higher power but can be adhered to as the person wishes for their personal edification.


Example: The Enlightenment scholars were often Deists. Deism was a backlash against the Puritans and was a common philosophy among many of the founders of America. In addition, Deism is an undeclared belief of many nominal believers of various religions.


Use: Deism is common if the culture is moving towards a science-based morality but is trying to cope with and appease those who cling to old religious traditions. Deism meshes best when the emphasis is on building a bridge between hardline scientists and hardline spiritualists. 



Atheism: the belief that there is no god. This can be an active state of rebellion, a passive disinterest, or a passionate pursuit of individual reason and self-actualization. Note that something has to replace this void in the life of individuals and society as a whole.


Example: Atheism includes humanist philosophies such as the Objectivist beliefs of Ayn Rand (starting with the concept that humans are born good). Atheism can also include anti-theists, such as the late Christopher Hitchens, who were dedicated to disproving the existence of God.


Use: Atheism can be the natural end of a society that is burned out on trying to meld different religions together, or else has had a negative experience with religion in the past. In addition, atheism is quite compatible with societies that want to establish totalitarian control, and capitalist, free market societies that don’t want to deal with troublesome religious censorship and morals.



Scientism: the significant trust in scientific rationalism as applied to all areas of life, from philosophy, to social sciences, to literature and art. This can possibly be the next step after a culture becomes deist or atheist.


Example: Vulcans in Star Trek and the Federation in Star Trek: The Next Generation, for although other religious beliefs are tolerated, ultimately science and rational thought are seen as the key to real understanding.


Use: Scientism is similar to atheism in some respects. In fact, atheism and scientism are highly compatible within the same society, although not mutually exclusive. Scientism is a more extreme view, however, and can lead to more social issues if
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