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When he arrived at the University of Bielefeld in 1969, German sociologist 
Niklas Luhmann (1927–1998) described his main theoretical project as a 30-year 
endeavor to develop a sociological theory of society (Luhmann 2012: xi).1 From 
the beginning, he considered religion one of the core societal “subsystems” 
(Luhmann 1969: 136), next to politics, science, or the economy. In this, Luh­
mann, despite his complex relationship to the “old European tradition” (2012: 
40), was a classical (German) sociologist, like Marx, Simmel, Durkheim and 
Weber, for all of whom thinking and writing about religion was central to their 
work (O’Toole 2001). After having written some substantial essays on the topic 
in the early 1970s (Luhmann 1972a, 1972b), in 1977 Luhmann completed 
Funktion der Religion as his first major monograph on religion. He would go 
on to publish a few significant longer studies on the topic over the next few 
decades (Luhmann 1985a; 1989a, 1996a, 1996b, 1997a, 1998), especially in the 
last years before his death in 1998. This second intensive phase of engaging with 
religion resulted in Luhmann’s second major monograph on religion, Die Reli­
gion der Gesellschaft (The Religion of Society), posthumously published in 2000 
and translated into English as A Systems Theory of Religion in 2013 (hence­
forth STR). It is this book, and therefore Luhmann’s later theory of religion, 
that will mostly be discussed in this chapter. 

World society theory and functional differentiation 

Luhmann’s theory of “modern society” (2012: 90), as the larger context within 
which he develops his theory of religion, is a globally oriented theory of “world 
society” (Luhmann 1971; 1997b; 2012: 83–99; on world society theory see 
Stichweh 2019). Modernity, for Luhmann (2012: 96), is mainly characterized by 
a “primacy of functional differentiation”. With this description he highlights 
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that, from a systems-theoretical perspective, the most important aspect of 
modern world society is the emergence of a plurality of differentiated and 
autonomous societal domains. Luhmann (2012: 17) describes them as society’s 
primary “subsystems”, like politics, economy, science, law, etc. Systems theory 
suggests that these domains operate as “operationally closed autopoietic sys­
tems” (Luhmann 2013b: 4). It is important to note that this does not indicate 
complete independence. Rather, functional differentiation leads to both, gains in 
operative independence and an increasing dependence of the function systems 
on one another, including their “structural coupling” (88, 108–115). According 
to Luhmann, differentiation should not be understood as “the decomposition of 
a ‘whole’ into ‘parts’”. Instead, each subsystem “reconstructs the comprehensive 
system to which it belongs and which it contributes to forming through its own 
(subsystemspecific) difference between system and environment” (3). In this 
sense, from a Luhmannian perspective, religion – in modernity – should be 
theorized as a functionally differentiated societal subsystem. 

But what is this “modernity”, and how did it come to be? As differentiated 
communication, modern religion is both a result of profound societal transfor­
mations over the last half millennium and a main contributor to these changes. 
Religion has been one of the forces (re)making the modern world. While scholars 
in global history have described this as the emergence of “empires of religion” 
since the 19th century (Bayly 2004), in a systems-theoretical perspective it appears 
as the formation of the “religious system of global society” (Beyer 2006: 62–116). 

Religion as differentiated communication 

The core concern of Luhmann’s theoretical thinking about religion throughout 
his life was to offer theoretical tools to describe religion as differentiated within 
modern society as a distinct realm. In his early book Funktion der Religion, 
functional analysis serves to identify religion as a separate societal subsystem 
that transforms “indeterminate into determinate or at least determinable com­
plexity” (1977: 78–79). In A Systems Theory of Religion, religion appears as an 
“autonomous, structurally determined autopoietic system” of differentiated 
religious communication (STR 223). By transforming Talcott Parsons struc­
tural-functional analysis into a functional-structural analysis, however, Luh­
mann (1967), instead of pointing to a stable list of societal necessities, turned 
“functions” into a tool for comparative analysis. For him, “functional analysis” 
is a method “to comprehend what is present as contingent and what is different 
as comparable” (Luhmann 1995: 53). If I describe something’s function, I can 
begin to think about other ways in which this function could be, might have 
been, or will be fulfilled in the future. 

Between his two monographs on religion, in the pivotal 1984 book Soziale 
Systeme (Luhmann 1984a, translated into English as Social Systems in 1995), 
Luhmann replaced his earlier reliance on the concept of “action” with “com­
munication” as the central concept of his sociology. From this perspective, all 
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social systems consist of communications (and nothing else) as their “elemental 
units” (Luhmann 1995: 137–175). Furthermore, there is only one “world 
society” that encompasses all communications, as the “boundaries of commu­
nication (as opposed to noncommunication) constitute the external boundaries 
of society” (Luhmann 2012: 86). Communication is defined by Luhmann (1995: 
147) as the “synthesis of three selections, as the unity of information, utterance, 
and understanding”. This concept of communication as an “event” with three 
components serves as the basis of a novel theory of society that understands the 
“autopoietic” (self-generative) reproduction of communication as the basic 
operative structure of social life. In the “selection” of “understanding” a dis­
tinction is drawn between the “information” (the other-referential what or 
content of the communication) and the “utterance” (the self-referential how or 
why of the manner of and reasons for the communication). This “under­
standing”, as the third selection of the communicative event, realizes commu­
nication by selecting that something is being communicated (instead of a mere 
perception of accidental behavior) (Luhmann 1992: 252–253). In this sense, 
Luhmann’s (252) concept of communication “avoids all reference to conscious­
ness or life”. While consciousness (or “psychical systems”) as well as other 
environmental factors that make life possible are still necessary for commu­
nication and society to exist, on the level of sociological theory they are exclu­
ded from consideration. As “only communication can communicate” (251), 
communication continues through “understanding”, and social systems realize 
“a condition of connection with further communication in the communication 
system, that is, a condition of the autopoiesis of social systems” (253). 
Religion, in the sociological perspective of Luhmann’s later work, is under­

stood “exclusively” as “religious communication” (STR 26). Throughout his 
work, he describes the beginnings of religious communication (e.g., on the basis 
of the distinction familiar/unfamiliar, see STR 57) and in some of his longer 
essays (Luhmann 1984b; 1989a) presents evolutionary accounts of how the dif­
ferentiation of religion emerged. 

Differentiation (Ausdifferenzierung) refers to the process in which a system 
increasingly forms and maintains boundaries to its environment (Luhmann 
1995: 30–31). Luhmann asserts that there never was a societal situation in 
which all communication was religious (STR 132) and reconstructs a process in 
which religion very early on pioneers specific differentiations in form of topics, 
situations, places, or times for specialized religious communication (Luhmann 
1989a: 270; STR 132–140). This contributes to answering the question of “how 
religious communication distinguishes itself” and emerges as “a self-reprodu­
cing, operatively closed system” (STR 132). Rituals and myths, for example, are 
early forms in which religious communication organizes and distinguishes itself, 
as is the establishment of specific roles for specialists dealing with religious 
communication (STR 134–138). Despite such “evolutionary advances” (STR 
191), modernity creates various difficulties for religion, as its “cosmological and 
moral fixation” becomes difficult to sustain and its increasing functional 
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differentiation is now mostly a reaction to the differentiation of other systems in 
its environment (Luhmann 1989a: 276; see also STR 128–130). 

In A Systems Theory of Religion, Luhmann proposes a theory of religion as 
part of a general theory of society. His focus always lies on if, when, and how 
religious communication comes to form an autopoietic, differentiated societal 
system. This basic idea of a “function system for religion” (STR 52) as one of 
multiple function systems in society enables comparisons with law, economics, 
science, education, or art. In addition to communication, the system/environ­
ment distinction, and the idea of functions, Luhmann provides a range of other 
concepts like “(binary) code”, “program”, “contingency formula”, “symboli­
cally generalized communication medium”, and “organization”, as well as a 
systems-theoretical understanding of “secularization” (for a general introduc­
tion to Luhmann and many of his theoretical concepts see Borch 2011 and 
Baraldi et al. 2021). These offer manifold possibilities to ask in what regards 
religion operates in similar ways to other function systems, and in what regards 
it might be different, or lacking in particular features. 

Having analyzed religion as a specific “form of meaning” (Sinnform) in  the  first 
chapter of the book – that is as a distinct way of “fashioning forms in the medium 
of meaning” by drawing distinctions (STR 36) – he distances himself from other 
sociological approaches (Georg Simmel, Émile Durkheim, Max Weber), as well as 
from the phenomenology of religion (Rudolf Otto) by replacing the humanistic 
focus on ‘religious consciousness’ with an analysis of communication. He asks 
how religious communication can be identified as religious and answers this ques­
tion by claiming that religion identifies and distinguishes itself and should be 
observed through “an observation of its own self-observation” (STR 6–7). How 
does this self-observation work? This is where Luhmann introduces the concept of 
code. While he implies that all use of the “medium of meaning” (Sinn) and there­
fore all communication involves religion, as all communication operates by draw­
ing distinctions (STR 36, 14–17),2 religion as differentiated communication in 
modern society operates with a specific distinction: the code of “immanent/trans­
cendent” (STR 53). Each function system’s differentiation is based on its own 
binary distinction – its code – that serves as its “guiding distinction”. As a  “strictly 
binary schematism”, the code excludes “everything else in the sense of a tertium 
non datur” (STR 45). Religion’s code of immanent/transcendent, therefore, is a 
binary distinction that can be used to observe everything that is or happens from a 
religious perspective, “duplicating what is present, attainable, and familiar into a 
different realm of meaning” (STR 55). It provides an answer to the question 
“which distinctions specify religion (compared to the rest of the world)” (STR 14). 

As a theoretical and comparative term, a code thus describes a “a duplication 
rule” that offers a positive and a negative value for anything that can be com­
municated, building on the basic binary yes/no code of language (Luhmann 
2012: 218, 132). The codes at work within the operations of the various func­
tion systems result in such duplications of the world through the use of their 
specific binary distinction. They make it possible to observe everything that 
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exists from the perspective of the respective system, for example, as legal or 
illegal (law), true or false (science) (see Luhmann 2013b: 91). In this way, codes 
establish a “polycontextural” world of multiple, differing observations that are 
no longer able to be brought into accord (STR 205). As a result, on the basis of 
its code, religion emerges as a specific system that operates as differentiated 
communication. The co-evolution of the various function systems ultimately 
leads to a shift of the primary societal order from vertical stratification (a 
hierarchical order with a dominating upper stratum) to horizontal “functional 
differentiation” in modernity, with a plurality of equally relevant systems like 
law, politics, economy, science, religion, or art (Luhmann 2012: 1–108). 

Codes are asymmetric distinctions with a “positive” (or “designation”) value 
and a “negative” (or “reflection”) value (218). As “the countervalue is positively 
excluded”, reflexivity is built into the distinction, indicating that both values 
“can be considered for the entire domain where the code is applicable … but … 
can be excluded by determinable operations” (STR 47). In this sense, commu­
nication is religious “whenever it observes immanence from the standpoint of 
transcendence” (STR 53). This makes apparent, that – just like the binary codes 
of other function systems like legal/illegal (law) or true/false (science) – 
(modern) differentiated religion operates both universally and specifically (STR 
63). But if “everything can be described from the standpoint of transcendence or 
immanence” in any given situation, criteria and rules for “classify[ing] things 
and events” become necessary (STR 62). It is not (or no longer) sufficient – or 
even possible – to distinguish religion from other things solely through refer­
ence to specific times, places, topics, or roles (STR 132–150). 

At this point, Luhmann introduces the idea of programs (STR 62) that provide  
rules for “the proper choice of one or the other value” of the code (STR 193). 
Just like juridical norms, scientific theories and methods, or budgets and balance 
sheets provide rules for the application of codes like legal/illegal, true/false, or 
property/nonproperty (STR 65), religious programs like “revelations” or “dog­
matics” (STR 71, 191, 250; Luhmann 1989a: 319–321; 1989b: 96–97) provide rules 
for adjudicating the values of the religious code. While coding makes religious 
communication possible in general, programs give an indication when and how 
to observe “immanence from the standpoint of transcendence” in particular.3 

Luhmann provides some specific examples for programming and points to the 
great importance of “morality” (the binary distinction of good/bad) as a “sec­
ondary coding” of religious communication. The concrete forms that religious 
programs take, however, are less clear. Prevalent programs within Jewish or 
Christian theology suggest God as a transcendent observer observing the world 
from the outside (STR 62), while current religious semantics could find trans­
cendence “in the inscrutability of one’s own self” or, in a Buddhist perspective, in 
the emptiness “on which everything in existence, including one’s own self, is 
ultimately based” (STR 78). Equally, Luhmann describes how in “early Sumerian 
religion … all relevant appearances of the world, in nature and culture, are 
assigned gods, who are behind these appearances and responsible for them” (STR 
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43), providing a specific programming of the immanence/transcendence code. In 
all these cases, this universal code is interpreted and adjudicated in specific ways  
through the rules or criteria provided by such programs. 

In addition, Luhmann (STR 105–131) introduces the concept of the con­
tingency formula. It refers to the ways in which a system is available to itself as 
a unity, despite operating as a specific difference – immanence/transcendence in 
the case of religion (STR 105–106). A contingency formula thus represents “a 
programme of (all) programmes” (Luhmann 2004: 213). The function of con­
tingency formulas is “to suppress other possibilities also given” (STR 107), 
providing guidance for the ‘official’ values of the system. In the economy and in 
law, “scarcity” and “justice” operate as such formulas. For religion, they simi­
larly provide “a selection criterion, an almost complete formula for religious 
programmatics … indicating what is right and wrong in the relationship of 
immanence to transcendence” (STR 120). According to Luhmann, no single 
such formula across all religions has emerged. Nevertheless, he argues that 

[t]he most successful attempts, those of Buddhism and the monotheistic 
religions, appear to be founded on a common element: a redemptive out­
look. … They also hold out the prospect of sublating every distinction into 
something beyond all distinctions. That is the form in which the difference 
of immanence and transcendence is presented. The programs that become 
necessary appear as conditions of redemption. 

(STR 108)4 

To recap: The code of immanence/transcendence provides the basis for the dif­
ferentiation of religion as a societal function system, and programs serve to 
operationalize this code. They are necessary for the code to serve the function of 
distinguishing between communication that is part of the system and that is not, 
thereby establishing and controlling the system’s boundaries. Guaranteeing the 
system’s unity of operations, programs provide the “self-regulation and self-con­
trol of the system” (Baraldi et al. 2021: 181), guiding how it observes its own 
operations. Each system’s code  is  fixed – or rather, communicating using a dif­
ferent code means communicating in a different system. Programs, on the other 
hand, are variable instructions on how the positive and negative value of a code 
are to be applied. They, just like contingency formulas, can change over time. 

Luhmann supplements these concepts with an additional theoretical building 
block: symbolically generalized communication media. This element of his 
theory of religion (and of society in general) was present in Luhmann’s thinking 
from very early on (1972b: 56; 1974a; see also Tyrell 2023). The “discovery” of 
such media by North American sociological theorist Talcott Parsons and the 
refinement and extension of this concept by Luhmann might even be “regarded 
as one of sociology’s crowning achievements” (Baecker 2016: 151). Such media, 
like money, love, truth, or  power (STR 145), “supply communication with 
opportunities for acceptance” (Luhmann 2012: 192). Just like the equally 
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important “dissemination media” (20–189) of “writing” (and the printing press) 
as well as “electronic media” (from telephone to email), symbolically general­
ized communication media as “success media” (Erfolgsmedien) (122), react to 
the general “improbability of communication” (Luhmann 1981) and, pre­
supposing language’s general code of yes/no, “assume the function of rendering 
expectable the acceptance of a communication in cases where rejection is 
probable” (190). In other words: “Symbolically generalized media transform no-
probabilities into yes-probabilities in miraculous ways” (192). 

In the case of religion, Luhmann was unsure whether societal evolution has 
led to the emergence of a specific symbolically generalized communication 
medium. He tentatively described “faith” (or ‘belief’) as such a medium, parti­
cularly in the context of Christianity (STR 146). On the one hand, faith pro­
vides “[f]orms of communicative confirmation” (STR 146). As an “answer to a 
communication”, it occasions “communication about this communication”, 
somewhat functioning as a symbolically generalized communication medium 
(Luhmann 1989a: 318). On the other hand, other such media can be dis­
tinguished by whether they either serve to motivate improbable selections of 
experience (in the case of truth) or action (in the case of power) (STR 146). 
Religion, according to Luhmann, cannot privilege one above the other, instead 
assuming “that all life was observed by God” (STR 146). It is equally unable to 
“order the professional structure of the distinction between priesthood and laity 
according to the idea that ‘the one acts, the other experiences’”, as  “[t]his 
would contradict the notion of a community of faith” (STR 146). In addition to 
such doubts, Luhmann (STR 148) variously reflected on “functional equivalent 
[s] for this omission of a symbolically generalized communication medium” for 
religion, once more indicating that in regard to his style of theory-building, the 
concepts on offer should not be understood as a rigid system of fixed categories 
(relevant to every function system), but rather as tools for formulating com­
parative questions in the context of a sociological theory of society, which also 
includes a theory of religion.5 

As a sociological theorist Luhmann paid attention to questions of the 
organization of religion. Early on, he proposed a distinction between interaction, 
organization, and so ciety as a second main aspect of the differentiation of society 
(cf. Tyrell 2006) and a core element of his theoretical edifice.6 In A Systems  
Theory of Religion, this perspective, which in regard to religion Luhmann had 
previously explored in a variety of longer essays (1972a; 1974b; 1977: 272–316), 
appears primarily in the chapter on religious organizations (STR 162–179). What 
he attempts to demonstrate here (once more in a comparative perspective that 
highlights how religion is similar but also different to other societal function 
systems), is how “organized social systems play an important, indispensable role” 
in “all function systems of modern society”, while at the same time (most) 
“organized decision processes” do not “operate in the form of religious actions” 
(STR 162). “Archives are not sacred objects even in church administrations, and 
majority decisions have to be made and implemented even when individual 
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participants believe those decisions deviate from God’s declared will” (STR 162). 
All this demonstrates how religion in modern society increasingly operates in the 
form of a “member organization”, which contrasts with the idea of a “faith 
community” (STR 164). Organizations, according to Luhmann (STR 165), even 
though there might be a “multiplicity of shapes in which organizations appear 
within the religion system of world society”, are also “autopoietic systems”. They  
operate on the basis of communication, reproduce their own boundaries “by 
distinguishing between members and nonmembers”, and recursively connect the 
decisions of members by “decision premises”, forcing the members to submit 
themselves to the “special conditions of the system’s decision processes” (STR 
165–166). As Luhmann writes, “in organized social systems, the communication 
of one member is always a premise for the behavior of others”. In this  sense,  
organizations rely on and operate through a “self-guaranteeing autopoiesis of 
decisions” (STR 166). 

What does this look like in the context of religion? While religion, like most 
function systems of modern society, offers general inclusion to all, ‘inside’ this 
all-inclusive system, exclusions or rather restrictions of access must also be 
possible. This is managed through organizations, which allow for decisions 
about membership and provide “collectives with communicative capacity” (STR 
168–169). While religion as a societal system offers general inclusion, for orga­
nizations, exclusion through the distinction of members/non-members is the 
normal state. Religion, then, might play an important role in offering possibi­
lities for inclusion where other societal function systems have already decided 
on exclusion. While exclusions from most function systems reinforce each other 
through the “strict couplings of negative integration” (no schooling and no job 
equals no money or medical care) (STR 173–174), in the case of religion “what 
is remarkable is that there are so few interdependencies with the inclusion/ 
exclusion regulations of other function systems”. Exclusion from religion does 
not result in general exclusion from society, while “religion can blithely ignore 
any near exclusion from other function systems” (STR 220). 

In general, Luhmann’s interest in organization(s) in the context of reli­
gion, already in his first long essay on the topic (1972a: 245), was focused 
on “limits of the organizability of religious experience and action”. In  this  
vein, 30 years later, he still sees a stark “contrast between an organization’s 
own logic and what society requires of its function systems”, which  “turns 
out to be especially significant in the case of the religion system” (STR 172). 
In particular, as “it is always implicitly acknowledged in the form of a 
decision that the decision could also have been made differently”, decisions 
seemingly undermine (religious) truth claims (STR 172). Additionally, spe­
cific religious goals like “salvation of the soul” or “redemption” are “diffi­
cult to operationalize”, as it is hard to estimate whether they have been 
successfully accomplished or not. Religious organizations therefore mostly 
“make do” by defining “substitute ends” (STR 172). These may be atten­
dance at religious services, membership numbers, or successful conversions. 



Religion as differentiated communication 55 

As organizations, religions might be driven to “reforms”. Luhmann describes 
these as “ways to plan changes” that can only be found in organizations. 
Reforms are either aimed at the structure of the formal organization or at the 
system’s programs and presuppose a distinction between the operative execu­
tion of decisions and the communication about decision premises (STR 175). In 
the case of religion, “between the implementation of baptism and the determi­
nation of the conditions under which such implementation is recognized (and 
acknowledged) as baptism” (STR 175–176). Whether or not such reforms might 
have concrete results in the operation of the organization, just like in other 
contexts, religious elites are often implicated in the “addiction to reform within 
their organizations” (STR 178). 

In sum, Luhmann (STR 179, 178) asks “whether religion and organization 
are fundamentally incompatible”, as organizations – in treating everything as a 
decision – “appear to be systems for reproducing self-produced uncertainty”. 
Instead of relying on established canons and prohibitions, in organizations 
everything is seen as a decision and as such contingent, as something “that 
could be made differently, or not at all in the first place”, which might be 
experienced as destructive in matters of faith (STR 179). 

In addition to the general and comparative concepts discussed so far, in A 
Systems Theory of Religion Luhmann also discusses the idea of “secularization” 
as both an established sociological topic and as a specific way in which the 
religious system observes its environment. For him, “secularization” refers to 
“the other side of religion’s societal form … the description of its environment 
within society” (STR 203). As such, the concept gives an answer to the two 
questions of how to describe the domain of “nonreligious societal communica­
tion” and how religion observes the “rest of the world” (STR 203). In this way, 
“secularization” refers to a very specific form of observation, an observation 
about religion’s observations about its societal environment (STR 204). This 
relativity of “secularization” draws attention to the fact that if something is 
being observed as “secular” or “secularized”, this observation is limited to the 
perspective of religion. “A system operating in the environment of the religion 
system is itself not determined by the fact that it performs and observes its own 
operations in the environment of religion” (STR 204). 

As an observer-relative term, “secularization” thus refers to how religion 
observes itself in modern society, but also to “how religion reacts to the 
assumption of a secularized society” (STR 205). In this sense, “secularization is 
a concept […] that belongs to a society whose structures suggest poly­
contextural observation” (STR 205). It is clear then, that for Luhmann (STR 
205), “secularization has to be associated with functional differentiation as a 
modern form of differentiating the societal system”. In modernity, religion finds 
itself in a society in which it is one of a plurality of functional systems “as 
autonomous, operatively closed systems” (STR 207) and where “almost all 
structures and operations can now be traced back to decisions” (STR 208). 
Describing society as ‘secularized’ is the way in which religion, “as well as all 
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those who try to observe how it observes things”, have reacted to this situation 
(STR 208). Rather than pointing to “a loss of religion’s function or sig­
nificance”, for Luhmann (STR 217), then, secularization signifies primarily a 
“(temporarily?) poor adaptation to the conditions of modern society”. 

A discourse theory of religion, or a theory of religion? 

Any theory of modernity as a theory of societal differentiation must come to 
terms with the relatively stable, worldwide establishment over the course of last 
few centuries of several specific, universally relevant distinctions. In global mod­
ernity, politics, law, science, or religion are something specific, while clearly being 
not the same. It is an important feature of Luhmann’s theoretical program that 
he explicitly understands his theory not as an essentialist account of phenomena, 
but as a theoretical observation of systemic contexts of communication that are 
already observing themselves in the mode of second-order observation (see also 
Luhmann 2002). The title of Luhmann’s later books on society’s function systems  
must therefore be understood precisely in this sense. “The religion of society” 
(Die Religion der Gesellschaft), translated as A Systems Theory of Religion, does 
not describe religion as universal phenomenon, but rather the differentiated 
communication which operates in (world) society as religion (see Beyer 2001). 
Luhmann’s interest  in  the  “operativity” of the social thus leads him to offer a 
theory of the self-stabilization of systemic contexts of communication that can 
neither  be traced back to an  a priori  of ‘social structures’ nor to necessary func­
tions within society. Nevertheless, these structures are ‘real’, as operative series of 
communicative events in practice (Nassehi 2005: 181–183; Nassehi 2012). 

What does this mean for Luhmann’s sociological theory of religion? I would 
argue that he offers both, a discourse theory of religion and a theory of religion 
simultaneously (on this distinction see Hermann 2018). While he at first attempts 
to keep these two interests separate (by distinguishing the ‘self-observation’ of 
religion from a ‘description’ by others, for example a sociological theorist), over 
the course of his book this becomes increasingly difficult to sustain. 

In the beginning, Luhmann stresses that he does not want to define religion, 
but rather wants to observe how it distinguishes itself, relying on “what 
describes itself as religion” (STR 40). Assuming that ‘religion’ is always already 
operating in society, sociology’s task is to reconstruct this self-distinguishing 
and self-identifying context of communication. We can term this a discourse-
theoretical approach, which does not ask about religion as a ‘phenomenon’, but 
about religion as chains of communicative (‘discursive’) events, whose oper­
ativity and history can be described. At the same time, however, Luhmann 
reveals a second theoretical interest. This is clearest in his discussion of the 
“function of religion”. As a sociological observer, Luhmann aims to identify 
“numerous functionally equivalent solutions” and possible alternatives (STR 
82). He makes clear that this is an external observation: “functions are always 
constructions of an observer. […] Who is the observer if it is a question of 
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religion’s function? Is it the religious system itself, or is science the external 
observer?” (STR 83). Luhmann later answers his own question: “to make the 
most out … of the function question, one has to be able to take the position of 
an external observer”, even if such questions “cannot easily be copied onto that 
system” (STR 84). 

It could be said, then, that in A System Theory of Religion Luhmann pursues 
two separate theoretical interests. At first, he differentiates between self-observa­
tions (of the religious system) and external observations (by sociology, for 
example) and makes clear that different observers can (and, from a theoretical 
point of view, must) understand different things as ‘religion’. Over the course of 
his book, however, these two observations are no longer consistently kept apart, 
and it often remains unclear to which ‘religion’ – the self-observing religion or 
the religion determined by the sociologist via its function – Luhmann’s statements  
refer. Concluding the chapter on religion’s function he writes: “It probably will 
be all the more important to adhere to criteria of recognition such as code and 
function … Otherwise, every other inexplicable curiosity could figure as religion” 
(STR 104). Here, it is no longer apparent that asking for religion’s code, which  
Luhmann defined as central for the self-identification of religion as religion, and 
asking for religion’s function, which he described as an external observation by 
sociology, are questions asked by two different observers. 

It could be argued, of course, that both of Luhmann’s descriptive interests are 
external observations, because in both cases religion is described within a socio­
logical theory. Nevertheless, we can note the following difference: While the first 
aims to observe how religion describes and distinguishes itself as a self-stabilizing 
context of communication, the second attempts to describe religion from the 
outside (for example, by defining a function; see STR 85) and thus to distinguish 
religion from the point of view of an external observer. It is this difference that a 
distinction between discourse-theoretical (‘reconstructing’) and  theory-of-religion 
(‘necessarily constructing’) approaches could be used to indicate. 

Interdisciplinary reception of Luhmann’s theory of religion 

While in 2009, Peter Beyer could rightly describe the impact of Luhmann’s 
theory of religion to be limited to mostly theological debates and to the 
(German) sociological context (Beyer 2009: 111), in the last 15 years things have 
shifted at least somewhat. Reception in sociology continues, also internationally 
(Lidz 2010; Pollack 2015, Petzke 2018; Krech 2019; Vanderstraeten 2023), 
including attempts to employ Luhmann’s thought in empirical analyses (Wohl­
rab-Sahr 2005; Nassehi 2008). And theologians are equally still engaging with 
Luhmann (Robinson and Kuehn 2019; Kline 2020; Sariyar 2022; see Karle 2012 
for an overview). 

Beyer himself, in his 2006 book Religions in Global Society, provides an 
extensive and globally oriented interpretation of modern religious history, 
building on Luhmann’s theory. In two comprehensive theoretical chapters he 
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presents his version of a systems-theoretical theory of religion, followed by 
detailed explorations of the “formation and re-formation” (Beyer 2006: 117, 82, 
140, 191) of Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Confucianism, Shinto, and various 
new religions as “world religions” in modern society (257). 

In (German) sociology, Martin Petzke has produced the most comprehensive 
contributions to recent discussions of Luhmann’s theory of religion. In his 
monograph Weltbekehrungen (Conversions of the World) (Petzke 2013), as well 
as various essays (Petzke 2012, 2015, 2018), he attempts to demonstrate that, 
one the one hand, the theory of world societal religion presented in A Systems 
Theory of Religion falls short of Luhmann’s own standards of theoretical 
coherence. Petzke argues that in contrast to other global societal subsystems, 
for religion it is difficult to name a specific “elementary operation” which con­
tinuously reproduces a closed autopoietic system. While payments, scientific 
publications, and judicial decisions reproduce the global systemic contexts of 
the economy, science, or law, one would be hard pressed to identify a similar 
“elementary operation” in the case of religion. 

This applies not only to inter-religious relations: even within a single reli­
gious tradition such as Christianity, or, more narrowly, Protestantism, we 
can identify no such ‘systematic’ interconnection between communicative 
elements that merits a description as a ‘macro-level’ system. 

(Petzke 2015: 151) 

On the other hand, in reaction to this critique of Luhmann, Petzke then goes 
on to find an identifiable global context of differentiated religious communica­
tion in how religious organizations have established a “continual self-observa­
tion” of the whole world in terms of “religious adherence and conversions” 
over the course of the 19th century. This “interreligious macrostructure” cuts 
across evangelical Christianity, reform Hinduism, and Sinhalese Buddhism, but 
also incorporates Islam and Catholicism into “a religious sphere focused on 
religious adherence and individual conversions”. According to Petzke, it 
demonstrates a distinct communicative operativity resting on “fundamental 
notions of organizational rationality, individuality and associational religion 
sustained by an institutional environment” (167–168, 149). 

In religious studies, while there has been an increasing international engagement 
with Luhmann’s thought, partly fueled by the translation of A Systems Theory of 
Religion (Cho and Squier 2013; Driscoll 2016; Atwood 2016; Horii 2018; DeJonge 
2023), the most detailed studies still are appearing in the German context. 

In various essays, Christoph Kleine has discussed the potentials of Luhmann’s 
theory of religion and its compatibility with religious studies as a discipline 
(Kleine 2012, 2013, 2016). His main interest in employing Luhmann is to counter 
recent critiques of religion as a useful comparative concept (Kleine 2013: 1–6; 
2016: 51–52) and to demonstrate that, e.g., “the fundamental Buddhist distinction 
between things that belong to this world (laukika; seken) and those which 
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transcend the world (lokottara; shusseken)” in Japanese Buddhism “functions as 
a culturally specific emic version of the binary code transcendence/immanence” 
(Kleine 2013: 1). For Kleine, then, religion as differentiated communication can be 
found in many, or most cultures and in most time periods. In fact, “many cul­
tures conceptually organized and still do organize their world” by the binary 
distinction of transcendence and immanence (30). In particular, Kleine (5) is 
convinced that a distinction between “two spheres that we may – from an etic 
perspective – label as ‘the religious’ and ‘the secular’” is “fundamental and a 
potentially universal structural principle by which complex cultures are con­
ceptually organized”. In this way, his work also points to the role Luhmann’s 
theory plays in recent debates about “multiple secularities” (Burchardt and 
Wohlrab-Sahr 2012), which focus on the role of “endogenous differentiations and 
emic distinctions” in the emergence of differentiated religion(s) in global moder­
nity (Kleine and Wohlrab-Sahr 2021: 49). 

One of the most interesting theoretical projects drawing on Luhmann’s work in  
recent years is Volkhard Krech’s “Theory of Religious Evolution” (THERE) (Krech 
2018a, 2018b, 2021a; on this book see Istvan Csachesz in this volume). He combines 
a Luhmannian, systems-theoretical understanding of religion as communication 
with a theory of religious evolution and Charles S. Peirce’s semiotics. In particular, 
Krech (2020: 262) argues that “semiotic research on religion might benefit from 
social systems theory in order to understand how religious semiosis proceeds sys­
temically”. He proposes that “the combination of the function of ultimately coping 
with undetermined contingency and of the code immanent/transcendent” together 
allow us to understand the “societal function” and the “eigenstructure” of the 
“religious system” (Krech 2021b: 262). Krech (2021a: 19) considers “differentiated 
religion” a “specific form of meaning and an autonomous system of communica­
tion” and describes it as a “co-evolution to societal evolution” (2020: 195) which 
today is a “special subsystem of the functionally differentiated society” (2021b: 262). 
His approach demonstrates the ongoing relevance and theoretical potential of a 
Luhmannian approach to religion as differentiated communication for theory-
building in the study of religion. In particular, he points to its potential to build 
bridges “across the natural and social sciences as well as cultural studies in order to 
better understand religion in the context of general evolution” (Krech 2020: 216). 

A postfoundationalist reading of Luhmann’s theory of religion? 

Recent critical theory and postcolonial studies have been dismissive towards the 
theory of functional differentiation, describing Luhmann as “yet another ideologist 
of the modern” (Jameson 2002: 93) and calling for an “epistemic model which 
transcends the absolutist border metaphors of systems theory” (Eckstein and 
Reinfandt 2016: 164; see also Gonçalves 2016; however, on systems theory as cri­
tical theory, see Möller and Siri 2023). In this, such critiques echo earlier and cur­
rent sociological assessments of Luhmann’s theory, e.g. from the perspective of 
practice theory (Knorr Cetina 1992; Reckwitz 2004; Latour 2010: 263). 
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Nevertheless, I would argue that Luhmann’s theory of religion does not have 
to be read as a realist espousal of a modernist ideology of the separation of 
societal spheres but can be fruitfully understood through a poststructuralist lens 
as postfoundationalist (see also Richter 2023: 8).7 As Oliver Marchart (2007: 15) 
has argued, postfoundational thought takes into account both “a plurality of 
contingent foundations … and the impossibility of a final ground”, which fits 
well with systems theory’s insistence on the radical temporality of societal 
structures (Müller and Nassehi 2013). Urs Stäheli (2003: 24), for example, has 
highlighted “important similarities between a systems theoretical and a decon­
structive notion of communication”, arguing for a Derridean reading of Luh­
mann’s theory (Stäheli 2000). More recently, Hannah Richter (2021: 186, 198) 
has argued for “enfolding” Luhmannian and Deleuzian “theories of sense … to 
develop a poststructuralist theory of immanent creative genesis” based on 
“relational autopoiesis”. 
Building on such work, religion as differentiated communication could be 

understood as a contingent and contested structure in modern world society that 
is the result of historical processes. The “primacy” of functional differentiation 
“at the world societal level” does not indicate its implementation without alter­
native. Rather, it points to a structural dimension of world society, without 
which “everything would be different” (Luhmann 2013b: 131). Luhmann does not 
argue that other forms of differentiation like stratification do no longer play any 
role, but that where they occur, they are “ultimately dependent on society’s dif­
ferentiation into function systems” (STR 82). The strongest version of this claim 
is that such differentiations should now be understood as “by-products of the 
endogenous dynamics of functional systems” (Luhmann 2013b: 12). 

Is it possible to understand this structural dimension in non-essentialist and 
postfoundationalist ways? Systems theory conceptualizes structure in light of the 
improbability of communication (Luhmann 1981). Understood as the result of 
continuous chains of communicative events, the stability of societal structures is 
something that must be explained, rather than seen as a pre-existing foundation 
of society (Nassehi 2005). In this sense, functional differentiation does not refer to 
a stable teleological structure but is the sedimented result of historical processes. 
As structures, function systems continuously have to ‘prove’ themselves in “pre­
sent-based practice” (Nassehi 2005: 180; 2004: 102, 104). In Beyer’s (2006:  12)  
words: “Social subsystems are … structures of boundary creation and boundary 
maintenance, … ways of continuously regenerating certain kinds of boundaries of 
meaning.” Functional differentiation as a structure of world society, therefore, is 
always contested and only exists as it is reproduced in each present moment on 
the basis of historical sedimentations. Its stability is not guaranteed by anything 
beyond the autopoietic logic of its operation. 

Based on this view, religion as differentiated communication is a historically 
contingent development that we can only identify in “contemporary global 
society” (Beyer 2006) and not in a continuity from pre-modern situations. It is 
not a universal and timeless ‘phenomenon’, but an autonomous, eigenlogical, 
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self-stabilizing system in modern society. Its unity is based on the recursive 
connection of communications to communications and the autopoietic self-
identification of ‘religion’ as ‘religion’ (STR 7, 39–40). It is the task, then, of a 
Global History of Religion (Hermann 2021; Maltese and Strube 2021) to 
recount its history as one of several self-stabilizing global horizons of commu­
nication that are characteristic of world society. 

Notes 

1	 All translations from German texts are my own. 
2	 While I cannot explore this aspect of Luhmann’s theory in detail, he argues that, as 

“[w]e can only make observations in the realm of the familiar” and thus “all the dis­
tinctions that can ever be made are immanent distinctions” (STR 61), religion is 
implicated in “how meaning is possible if it is the case that something always remains 
unobservable” (STR 22). Therefore, “religion” is fundamentally entangled with the 
operation of “observation” itself, as “[a]ll observation must draw distinctions if it is 
to indicate something” (Luhmann 2012: 139). 

3	 At times, Luhmann expresses doubts about the success of the differentiation between 
code and programs in the case of religion. Discussing the “difficulties” (Luhmann 
1989a: 319, 323) and precariousness of this separation (Luhmann 1989b: 94), he points 
to an “alliance with morality” and its code of good/bad as one historically prevalent 
solution. He identifies a “problem of historical relativity”, indicating that in “older 
societies that have not yet completely adapted to functional differentiation” programs 
are “used to integrate the more abstract extravagance of binary coding back into 
society”, while “in our functionally differentiated modern society” the programs “are 
released from the demands of social integration and specifically tailored to each of 
their codes” (STR 65–66). 

4	 In his systems-theoretical study of Religions in Global Society (which I will discuss 
below), Peter Beyer (2006: 88) suggests that the various religions themselves could be 
considered the programs of the religious system: “For all intents and purposes, the 
programmes are the religions.” 

5	 In a different line of argument, and using a later, slightly revised understanding of 
medium (and form) (Luhmann 1997a: 306) as a “specific difference” between a 
“loosely coupled” medial substratum and “strictly coupled” forms created in this 
substratum, Luhmann (311–313) suggested that “God” and “souls” (or rather the 
distinction of God/souls) could be a medium of religion, generating and regenerating 
an abundance of possible combinations of damnation and salvation, in which an all-
observing God judged “each individual individually” (STR 147). In a functionally 
differentiated society, however, as Luhmann (1997a: 318) argues, this medium – and 
therefore a soul – are increasingly relevant “only for communication in the context 
of religion”. 

6	 See Luhmann 1982b. The most detailed exploration of this aspect of Luhmann’s 
theory can be found in Heintz and Tyrell 2015. For an introduction to Luhmann’s 
theory of organization in English see Seidl and Mohrmann 2014; Nassehi 2005. 

7	 The encounter of Luhmann’s theory with poststructuralist thought is complex and 
not yet fully explored. At times, Luhmann (1985b, 407) described his own work as 
“clearly poststructuralist”. He read, e.g., Jacques Derrida and Gilles Deleuze, and 
understood some of his central concepts like meaning (Sinn) and programs as building 
on their insights (2012a, 8, 65). For further reflections on these theoretical encounters 
see, e.g., Rasch 2000, Borch 2005, Moeller 2012, Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos 2013, 
Opitz and Tellmann 2015, Richter 2023. 
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