
See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/373412575

Symbiosis of Belief and Reason: Exploring the Interplay of Religion, Culture,

and Modernity

Article · March 2021

CITATIONS

0
READS

30

1 author:

Anil Kumar

Central University of Himachal Pradesh

30 PUBLICATIONS   31 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Anil Kumar on 17 September 2023.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/373412575_Symbiosis_of_Belief_and_Reason_Exploring_the_Interplay_of_Religion_Culture_and_Modernity?enrichId=rgreq-62bdf724bf70aff324034839ef181f83-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM3MzQxMjU3NTtBUzoxMTQzMTI4MTE4OTIxMzg4OUAxNjk0OTU0MjIxNzIy&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/373412575_Symbiosis_of_Belief_and_Reason_Exploring_the_Interplay_of_Religion_Culture_and_Modernity?enrichId=rgreq-62bdf724bf70aff324034839ef181f83-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM3MzQxMjU3NTtBUzoxMTQzMTI4MTE4OTIxMzg4OUAxNjk0OTU0MjIxNzIy&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-62bdf724bf70aff324034839ef181f83-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM3MzQxMjU3NTtBUzoxMTQzMTI4MTE4OTIxMzg4OUAxNjk0OTU0MjIxNzIy&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Anil-Kumar-133?enrichId=rgreq-62bdf724bf70aff324034839ef181f83-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM3MzQxMjU3NTtBUzoxMTQzMTI4MTE4OTIxMzg4OUAxNjk0OTU0MjIxNzIy&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Anil-Kumar-133?enrichId=rgreq-62bdf724bf70aff324034839ef181f83-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM3MzQxMjU3NTtBUzoxMTQzMTI4MTE4OTIxMzg4OUAxNjk0OTU0MjIxNzIy&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Central-University-of-Himachal-Pradesh?enrichId=rgreq-62bdf724bf70aff324034839ef181f83-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM3MzQxMjU3NTtBUzoxMTQzMTI4MTE4OTIxMzg4OUAxNjk0OTU0MjIxNzIy&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Anil-Kumar-133?enrichId=rgreq-62bdf724bf70aff324034839ef181f83-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM3MzQxMjU3NTtBUzoxMTQzMTI4MTE4OTIxMzg4OUAxNjk0OTU0MjIxNzIy&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Anil-Kumar-133?enrichId=rgreq-62bdf724bf70aff324034839ef181f83-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM3MzQxMjU3NTtBUzoxMTQzMTI4MTE4OTIxMzg4OUAxNjk0OTU0MjIxNzIy&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf


This article explores the intricate interplay between religion, culture, and society, delving into the evolution of 

religious beliefs and practices within the framework of modernity. It examines how religion, centred on the belief in 

supernatural forces, weaves through the fabric of culture, impacting rituals, symbols, and societal norms. An emphasis 

is placed on the dynamic interplay between the emotional dimensions of religion and the rationality symbolised by 

science. As modern societies gravitate towards secularism and empirical foundations, religion undergoes a 

transformative shift, adapting to coexist harmoniously with reason. This transformation is marked by changes in 

religious practices, from the all-encompassing influence in traditional societies to a more situational role in 

contemporary times. This evolution has led to the displacement of certain societal elements by religion, reshaping its 

contours within modern societies. Furthermore, the article underscores the intricate relationship between belief 

systems, artistic expressions, and ethical frameworks. It highlights that religion's impact goes beyond mere ritualistic 

observance, permeating individual morality and behaviour. While religion remains a unifying force, providing 

cohesion and a sense of purpose, it can also be a source of conflict when exploited for political agendas. The author 

concludes the article with a philosophical reflection, emphasising that despite the rise of reason, religion remains a facet 

of human existence, offering solace and guidance in the face of life's enigmatic uncertainties. This reflection postulates 

that the essence of religion transcends the confines of doctrine, encapsulating the timeless human pursuit for 

connection, meaning, and universal truths that reverberate across cultures and epochs.
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Introduction : Understanding Religion's Influence on 

Society and Culture

Religion remains an enduring facet of every 

societal framework, persisting through the annals of 

history, enduring in the present, and seemingly poised to 

persist into the future. The historical trajectory of human 

societies underscores the indelible impact and lasting 

presence of religion as a consequential institution, 

intricately woven into the fabric of cultural dynamics and 

integral to the very essence of human social existence.

Religion, a complex construct, encompasses both 

tangible and intangible dimensions. The material aspect 

entails tangible objects of religious significance, 

essential during religious ceremonies and rituals. On the 

other hand, the non-material aspects encompass beliefs in 

ethereal phenomena like mystical superpowers, soul 

transmigration, transcendence, and celestial realms such 

as heaven and hell. This non-material facet of religion 

exerts a moral influence on human conduct, shaping 

behaviours and attitudes. Essentially, religion forms a 

system of convictions that instils faith in supernatural 

entities, underpinned by assumptions and conjectures. 

One speculation suggests that fear, a fundamental human 

emotion, catalysed the genesis of religion as individuals 

sought to comprehend and mitigate the challenges posed 

by the natural world, owing to their limited cognitive 
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capacity.

Consequently, these phenomena give rise to a 

belief in and a profound apprehension of the presence of 

enigmatic supernatural forces. These forces are perceived 

as transcendent, surpassing human existence itself. 

Displeasing these otherworldly entities is inconceivable 

to individuals who subscribe to this belief system. In their 

perspective, reverence and appeasement are the only way 

to navigate these forces. This complex interplay of 

evolved religious concepts, crystallising into organised 

structures founded upon intricate systems of convictions 

and ceremonial observances, exerts a commanding 

influence over the psyche and existence of individuals.

Edward B. Tylor (1871), an erudite Anthropologist 

from England, characterises religion as “a conviction in 

the existence of supernatural entities.” Émile Durkheim 

(2008), a distinguished sociologist, delineates it as “an 

integrated framework of convictions and customs 

connected to the sacred.” These components, when 

intertwined, manifest as customs and proscribed beliefs, 

amalgamating into a singular moral community 

denominated as a “church.” Another perspective 

emerges, positing that the essence of religion lies in the 

faith placed in otherworldly dominion. Such convictions 

intertwine with emotional states—fear, reverence, 

elation, and awe.

Moreover, material objects are pivotal in religious 

practices—altars, talismans, fabrics, blossoms, leaves, 

offerings, crucifixes, incense, etc. These palpable 

symbols assume diverse forms across different cultures. 

Religious practices themselves also exhibit variation 

across societies. Distinct rituals, encompassing dance, 

recitations, song, abstinence, and consumption of 

specific nourishments, traverse the gamut of religious 

observances. Though often marked by seclusion, the 

execution of religious rituals occasionally transcends to 

communal ceremonies. Each faith system follows a 

distinct procedural pathway and designates a unique 

locus for worship. The dichotomy of sacred and profane, 

as well as the concept of an afterlife, pervades the essence 

of every religion, remaining quintessential elements.

From Supernatural to Rational

Much like the arguments presented by Frazer 

(1998) and the principles posited by Comte, the 

progression of human thought is encapsulated in the 

trinity of religion, magic, and science. These facets, while 

distinct, converge in their shared pursuit: the 

comprehension of the intricacies of the natural world and 

the endeavour to exert mastery over its workings. Parallel 

to religion, magic encompasses believing in forces 

beyond the natural realm. Its objective is to harness 

enigmatic energies through rituals and methodologies. 

While magic predominantly assumes an individualistic 

practice, religion manifests through communal worship.

Although magic often finds its roots in tribal 

cultures, its presence endures in contemporary societies. 

Even in modern contexts, individuals like athletes, 

professionals, and those in hazardous vocations engage in 

rituals reminiscent of magic. Adorning specific gem-

laden ornaments to ward off malevolent spirits or 

conducting occult ceremonies as safeguards against 

impending dangers reflect modern echoes of magical 

practices. Within the realm of magic, the practitioner 

assumes a stance of dominance over supernatural entities, 

employing rituals to subdue their influence. This 

dichotomy of power between the exorcist and the spirit 

underscores magical practice.

Magic is characterised by dual facets: the benign 

“white magic” and the malevolent “black magic.” White 

magic harnesses mystical forces for the betterment and 

prosperity of ordinary individuals, exemplifying its 

altruistic intent. In contrast, black magic employs arcane 

powers and sorcery for malicious purposes. This 

dichotomy distinguishes it from religion, which regards 

itself as a force superior to humanity. Religion, in its 

essence, embodies humility, submission, ethics, and 

morality in its values, a stark departure from the 

potentially harmful and malevolent aspects associated 

with magic.

Prayer, a cornerstone of religious practice, 

appeases the supernatural rather than commands it, as is 

often the case in magic. This divergent approach stems 

from the belief that these supernatural forces sway over 

the fabric of nature and human destiny. The distinction 

between these two realms lies not only in their 

methodologies but also in their underlying philosophies. 
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Religion perceives itself as a conduit to higher powers, 

while magic seeks to harness the arcane for both noble 

and sinister ends.

While religion and magic share a common belief in 

the existence of enigmatic supernatural forces, divine 

entities, and godlike beings, science takes a markedly 

distinct stance. Science is anchored in the realm of the 

visible and the comprehensible. It forges a connection 

with systematic exploration and comprehension of 

empirical truths. Its pursuit centres on unravelling the 

intricacies of entities based on discernible realities. In its 

quest for understanding, science systematically examines 

the causal and effectual interplay intrinsic to each 

phenomenon.

However, it is essential to recognise that scientists 

do not universally align with atheistic viewpoints as they 

embark on their explorations. Their personal beliefs can 

span a spectrum, encompassing roles as adherents, 

devotees, and at times, individuals with dogmatic 

convictions. In essence, their engagement in scientific 

inquiry does not necessitate a rejection of spirituality or 

religious inclination. The pursuit of scientific knowledge 

is not inherently antithetical to the presence of faith or 

philosophical devotion.

Sources of Religion

Sociologists and anthropologists endeavour to 

articulate theories concerning the genesis of religion. 

Often framed within an evolutionary context, these 

theories delineate progressive phases in the evolution of 

religious institutions within societies. E.B. Tylor, in his 

seminal work “Primitive Culture,” expounds his 

perspective on the origins of religion, which is widely 

recognised as the “theory of animism.” This theory posits 

that religion sprang forth from the concept of the soul. 

The notion of the soul emerged from the observations of 

death and the enigmatic realm of dreams. Among 

primitive communities, the belief in the transmigration of 

the soul took shape, whereby souls traversed realms after 

death and during slumber. Dreams were seen as 

manifestations of these interactions.

In “The Golden Bough,” J.G. Frazer undertakes a 

comparative exploration of religion, delineating a 

distinction between religion and magic. Frazer contends 

that magic represents humanity's endeavour to coerce and 

control nature, predicated upon the belief in human 

power surpassing that of nature. Conversely, religion 

involves the appeasement and harmonisation with 

powers deemed superior to humankind, believed to direct 

the course of nature and human life. Frazer's cultural 

schema articulates three stages of human thought 

evolution: magical, religious, and scientific.

Max Müller's (1889) theory, termed “naturism,” 

aligns with Tylor's ideas, positing that primitive human 

beings were primarily guided by a sense of fear, awe, and 

wonder. This stage of fear and astonishment lays the 

foundation for human cognition. Müller contends that 

religion arises from this domain of astonishment and 

dread, sourcing its inspiration from the profound 

sentiments evoked by the eternal and the enigmatic.

Émile Durkheim, in “The Elementary Forms of the 

Religious Life,” introduces a sociological theory, 

rejecting conventional religious theories. He underscores 

the distinction between sacred and profane elements in 

every society and religion. Sacred entities are regarded as 

exceptional and superior, thus necessitating protection 

and isolation. Profane aspects are prohibited and held at 

arm's length from the sacred. Durkheim posits that 

“Totemism” represents the most primitive form of 

religion, with totems embodying supernatural attributes. 

Totemism is rooted in a series of ideas, including the 

conviction that members of a social group share a 

common mythological ancestry. Symbols are crafted to 

represent totems, accompanied by specific taboos, such 

as the prohibition of consuming or marrying individuals 

sharing the same totem. Durkheim argues that religious 

ideas like totems emerge from the collective practices of 

social groups. The totem is sacred as it symbolises the 

collective identity of people in groups, facilitating unity 

and solidarity. Collective celebrations and ceremonies 

further fortify this sense of unity, fostering adjustment 

and adaptation to new circumstances within society 

(Kumar, 2013).

Popular Religions

The world is adorned with a tapestry of prominent 

religions, including Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, 

Buddhism, Jainism, and Judaism. Within India, where 
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Hinduism holds dominion, other faiths such as Islam, 

Christianity, Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism, and 

Zoroastrianism flourish. Each religion is distinguished 

by its unique system of beliefs and practices. Judaism, 

Christianity, and Islam originate from the Middle East 

and are monotheistic, with Judaism being the oldest. 

While all three share monotheistic attributes, Christianity 

arose from Judaism and later expanded to prominence. 

Initiated by Jesus, a Jew himself, Christianity emerged, 

while Islam, the world's second-largest religion, sprung 

from the teachings of Prophet Mohammad in the seventh 

century.

Hinduism, reigning as the world's oldest of the 

great religions, serves as the preeminent faith in the 

Indian Subcontinent, tracing its roots back thousands of 

years. It embraces polytheism, with adherents venerating 

multiple deities. Integral to Hinduism is the doctrine of 

“reincarnation,” wherein all creatures traverse cycles of 

birth, death, and rebirth until attaining “Moksha” (release 

from this cyclical existence). Hinduism emphasises 

fulfilling one's duties within society, particularly 

following caste and family (Kumar, 2015; Kumar, Ajaz & 

Tripathi, 2015; Kumar, 2018).

Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism emerged from 

Hinduism, each shaping distinct ideologies. Noteworthy 

is the role of beliefs and rituals, encompassing attitudes 

towards the supernatural and the sacred. Religious beliefs 

find foundation in the enigmatic world beyond, 

encompassing concepts such as God, heaven, hell, and 

moral codes. Sacredness is imbued subjectively, often 

through rituals and customs. Rituals serve as conduits for 

specific ambitions and desires, with practices varying 

across cultures and time periods.

Different forms of religious communities arise, 

encompassing the church, sect, and cult. The church, 

marked by an organised hierarchy and bureaucracy, is 

epitomised by institutions like the Catholic and 

Protestant denominations within Christianity. In 

Hinduism, temples exist as essential centres, managed by 

designated individuals responsible for their upkeep and 

religious functions. Comparatively more minor and less 

structured, Sects often emerge as dissenting movements 

against established religions, seeking to propagate 

alternate teachings. Cults form around individual leaders 

and ideologies, attracting like-minded followers.

Max Weber (1993), in his study of religions, 

specifically Hinduism, sought to explore their influence 

on economic development. He postulated that 

Protestantism, emphasising hard work as service to God, 

facilitated the rise of modern capitalism in the West. 

Conversely, Weber contended that Hinduism's focus on 

“other-worldliness” hindered economic growth due to its 

detachment from material gains. However, this view has 

been challenged, as early Indian entrepreneurs, primarily 

from devout communities, defied Weber's assertion. 

Moreover, Weber's conclusion of Protestantism's 

exclusive role in development is not universally true.

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels (1957) viewed 

religion as a tool of alienation. Marx perceived devotion 

to God detracted from self-realisation and agency, 

fostering complacency towards inequalities and 

injustices. He famously referred to religion as the “opium 

of the masses,” arguing that it assuaged societal 

grievances by promising future solace, thereby 

mitigating potential resistance to oppression. According 

to Marx, religion contributed to a passive acceptance of 

prevailing social disparities.

Religion's Shifting Significance

Religion influences various aspects of culture, 

contributing to both commonalities and variations among 

different societies. Across all religions, certain shared 

elements are discernible. These include believing in 

supernatural powers, worship and propitiation of deities, 

mysticism surrounding these divine forces, preserving 

their sanctity, and demarcating sacred from the profane. 

However, religious practices vary, engendering cultural 

distinctions. Hindu temples, Islamic mosques, and 

Christian churches exhibit architectural diversity. Rituals 

and customs also diverge from the multitude of Hindu 

deities to the monotheism and messianism of Islam and 

Christianity.

Diverse practices emerge in cultural rites, 

especially in contexts like last rites. Muslims and 

Christians inter bodies on the earth, while Hindus opt for 

cremation. Each group follows distinct post-cremation 

rituals. Zoroastrians, conversely, employ the unique 
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“Tower of Silence”, where vultures consume the 

deceased. Symbols and signs play a significant role in 

conveying religious meanings. Their interpretations may 

differ across religions and cultures. Mourning, for 

instance, is symbolised by black attire among Christians, 

while Hindus often wear white on such occasions.

Religion profoundly influences local art and 

artefacts. Hindu folk art frequently features depictions of 

gods, goddesses, elephants, and cows, which hold 

religious significance. Indian festivals, essentially 

religious or incorporating religious elements, are 

celebrated fervently. Durgapuja in the North venerates 

the goddess Durga, whereas Dussehra marks the triumph 

of good over evil through the victory of Lord Rama. 

Deepawali is a time of worship for the goddess Laxmi, 

representing wealth. Religious practices are central to 

these festivals.

Ethics and morality are profoundly impacted by 

religion. Virtues like honesty, compassion, and 

benevolence are upheld, while violence, deceit, and 

falsehood are condemned. Religious adherents view such 

actions as sinful, consigning wrongdoers to hell, while 

virtuous individuals are destined for heaven. This moral 

dichotomy underscores religion's emphasis on peace, 

love, and care, fostering societal unity and harmony. As a 

cohesive force, religion binds individuals through shared 

values and moral principles, aligning them toward 

common objectives.

As commonly understood, religion constitutes a 

belief system in supernatural entities. Belief resides 

within the realm of emotions, while the supernatural 

extends beyond empirical experience. Thus, the 

foundation of religion lacks rationality. In contemporary 

society, rationality and secularism are paramount 

(Kumar, 2008). Science and technology govern 

economic aspects, and the scientific approach primarily 

acknowledges the observable. As religion hinges on 

unverifiable belief rather than reason, its significance has 

waned in modern societies compared to traditional ones.

Nonetheless, even amid the advancement of 

science and technology, religion cannot be entirely 

eradicated. However, its role has shifted within modern 

societies, resulting in the displacement of other societal 

aspects. Noteworthy characteristics of religion reflect 

these changes:

a) In traditional societies, religion saturates all facets 

of social and personal life, while in modern 

societies, its influence is constrained to specific 

contexts.

b) Traditional societies commonly had Strong 

religious convictions and frequent ritual 

observance. In contrast, religious faith in modern 

societies varies among individuals, with some 

steadfast believers not necessarily engaging in 

rituals.

c) Historically, religion and state were often 

intertwined, while modern states lean towards 

secularism, maintaining a separation from 

religion.

Conclusion

In conclusion, religion acts as a unifying force, 

fostering societal cohesion and integration. Despite its 

positive aspects, religion can also be a source of conflict 

and communal tension. While all religions aim for human 

progress and well-being, hidden political motives can 

lead certain parties or nations to stoke animosity between 

religious groups, resulting in outbreaks of communal 

violence. Modern-day terrorism can be seen as a 

manifestation of such manipulations in the name of 

religion.

In the intricate tapestry of human existence, 

religion emerges as a profound thread that weaves 

together the realms of belief, culture, and society. It is a 

realm where the rational and the emotional converge, 

where the known and the unknowable coexist. 

Throughout history, religion has held sway as a guiding 

force, offering answers to the unanswerable and solace in 

times of uncertainty. Nevertheless, as societies advance 

into the realm of reason and science, religion's 

significance has transformed, evolving into a coexisting 

entity with other facets of life.

In this epoch of enlightenment, where science and 

technology cast their illuminating glow on the mysteries 

of the universe, the traditional domains of religion find 

themselves examined through a new lens. The shift 

towards rationality and secularism is undeniable, 
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heralding the rise of a society that seeks empirical truths 

and tangible explanations. However, religion, with its 

ethereal underpinnings, continues to persist, refusing to 

be dismissed. It has adapted, carving out a niche in 

specific contexts, and, in doing so, it reflects the dynamic 

interplay between the tangible and the intangible, the 

rational and the emotional.

While the constructs of religion may vary across 

cultures and eras, certain constants endure. Belief in the 

supernatural, ritual practices, and the quest for meaning 

transcends temporal boundaries. Religion, though 

sometimes a source of division, paradoxically binds 

humanity by instilling values that transcend the self and 

nurturing a collective spirit. However, it remains a 

double-edged sword, capable of being exploited for 

political ends, giving rise to conflict and turmoil.

Religion is an intricate mosaic interwoven with the 

human experience in the grand tapestry of existence. It 

shapes thought, moulds cultures, and defines identities. 

Its role in the modern era, while redefined, remains 

pivotal, serving as a reflective mirror that holds up the 

dual nature of human aspiration and frailty. As we 

navigate the realms of reason and faith, it is essential to 

recognise that the essence of religion reaches beyond 

doctrine—it echoes the quest for meaning, the thirst for 

connection, and the enduring search for the profound 

truths that bind us all.
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