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The Condition of Religion in Modern, Post-modern, Global Transformation Processes: Critical 
Contribution to Theories of Religion 

Abstract 
The focus of studies on the phenomenon of religion in the sociological literature has been the radical transformations 

that took place in traditional social institutions in the modernization process. The dominant approach in the social sciences 
of the 19th and 20th centuries assumes that there is an irreconcilable tension between religion and modernity. This assumption 
is problematic because it is based on partial and superficial analysis. Focusing on images, not social patterns, has been the 
main weakness of some approaches that focus on religion and analyze social change. It is a reality that religion, which is the 
source of the ontological search for meaning and safety, changes form depending on social change, like other social 
institutions. Based on this reality, analyzing the effects and reactions of the great transformations in the history of sociality 
on religion/sacred in the last five centuries, rather than the change of representations, offers a more explanatory theoretical 
framework regarding the structural features of social and cultural change. This study aims to contribute to new theoretical 
approaches by periodically revealing the main lines of both the transformation of the phenomenon of religion and the reaction 
of religion to social transformations since the beginning of modernity. Reactions of religion/sacred are discussed against the 
effects of modernity (as a radical cultural change) in the first part, post-modernity in the second part and globalization in the 
third part of the article. In the last part, the possibilities and problems of conceptualizations that try to explain the change of 
religion/sacred are discussed. 
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Extended Abstract 

In the field of sociology of religion, a holistic explanation of the state of religious experience 
in the periods of modernity, postmodernity, and globalization is still needed. The main focus of the 
article is the thesis that there is an irreconcilable tension between religion and modernity. The 
general aim of the article is to show that researchers in the field of sociology of religion would have 
a more coherent and realistic theoretical framework if they focus on religious patterns rather than 
images of the sacred in the transformation of religion. The findings of the article are reached through 
qualitative research. The prominent sources in the debates on modernity, postmodernity, 
globalization, and the relevant literature in the sociology of religion constitute the main data sources 
of the research. These sources are analyzed based on the comparative method and the findings are 
expounded in a theoretical form. 

In the first part of the article, the phenomena reflecting the transformation of religion in the 
modernization period, as a radical cultural change, are examined. The secularization thesis and the 
approaches against it are evaluated. In the second part, the effect of relativism and eclecticism on 
religious thought in the advanced stage of modernity, which is called postmodernity, is discussed. 
In the third part, the views of the main theorists of globalization and the reactions of religion to the 
effects of globalization are discussed. 

The analysis of religion and social change throughout the article shows that the processes of 
modernity, postmodernity, and globalization should be treated as intertwined social transformation 
processes, not as three different periods. Modernization is a radical change in culture and the 
transformation in the consciousness of people who experience this change due to the dominance of 
functional rationality. The structural differentiation of modern society and the division of labour 
based on functional rationality have caused both the rising of individualization and the fragmentation 
of human consciousness. With the development of communication and transportation technologies, 
the interaction between people and different meaning systems, and between people has accelerated. 
Under these conditions, like all social institutions, religious meaning systems change at a formal 
level. As a result of the analysis which was conducted in the article, the following conclusions have 
been reached: 

1. In traditional societies, established and continuous relationships are more concrete. With 
the escalation of individualization, the religious experience becomes more abstract to the extent that 
relations become abstract. In this context, it is necessary not to look for the religious only in 
traditional religious institutions. 

2. As modernity strengthens individualization, individual meaning systems are produced. 
Thus, religion gains an individual appearance by moving away from the influence of institutional 
authorities and community control. 

3. Modern knowledge and discoveries lead to questioning of traditional meaning systems. 
When traditional institutions could not respond to current change, the trust of their members 
decreases. The search for individual meanings increases. In this context, it is not religion that 
weakens, it is the traditional form of religion. Religion could take on new forms. 

4. In the process of weakening traditional religious meaning systems, there is active 
opposition to modern ideologies. However, despite this opposition, modern ideologies take over 
historical religious experience and become institutionalized and sanctified like traditional religions. 

5. When trust in modern ideologies weakens in the postmodern era, traditional religions 
reappear in the public sphere. 

6. As opposition to macro narratives such as modern ideologies and traditional religions 
increases, religious pluralism increases, and eclectic religious understandings emerges. 
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7. As a result of modernity, both relativist religious tendencies and fundamentalist religious 
movements emerge with the development of pluralism in the late modern (postmodern) period. 

8. The increase and intensification of interaction between people, thanks to the advancement 
in communication and transportation technologies, also produces enhancement of hybrid religious 
orientations.  

9. Religion is one of the dynamics of globalization and is under the influence of globalization. 
With the development of global networks, global religious movements have emerged. 

10. Contradictions become global as inequalities become global. The inability to resolve 
social contradictions causes the revival of religious communities and the emergence of radical 
movements based on religious identity. 

11. Traditional religious movements, while seemingly opposed to technology, quickly adapt 
to technical developments to increase their sphere of influence. As a result of this adaption, virtual 
religious communities are formed, and virtual religious rituals are practised. 
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