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Over the past century, non-institutional and informal forms of religiosity have
undergone rapid, complex, and multilayered transformations. In response to
this phenomenon, the social sciences and religious studies have employed a
range of terms to classify and analyze it—ranging from "cult" and "sect" to
"new religious movements,” "New Age," and "contemporary spirituality.”
This conceptual diversity not only reflects internal changes within the
phenomenon itself but also stems from theoretical turns, epistemological
shifts, and conceptual transformations within academic traditions. The present
study, drawing on the methodology of conceptual history (with emphasis on
Reinhart Koselleck’s approach) and framed by Nuri Tinaz’s theoretical
model, seeks to reconstruct the evolution of key concepts and terminologies
used to name and study this phenomenon between 1930-2010. Findings
suggest that this conceptual development can be categorized into three main
periods and three transitional phases, each marking a shift in analytical
approaches, disciplinary engagements, and socio-historical contexts. This
periodization not only enhances our understanding of the phenomenon but
also clarifies its relation to the body of knowledge produced around it.
Ultimately, this study offers an interdisciplinary framework for historically
understanding transformations in religiosity beyond institutional religion, by
focusing on the dynamic interplay between language, theoretical discourse,
and social change.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Over the past century, non-institutional and informal forms of religiosity have undergone rapid, layered,
and complex transformations in response to broader social, cultural, and epistemological shifts, and
academic discourse in religious studies and the social sciences has mirrored these transformations
through evolving terminologies and conceptual frameworks that attempt to classify, explain, or critically
engage with phenomena ranging from “sects” and “cults” to “new religious movements,” the “New Age,”
and “new spirituality.” This study, situated within the methodological tradition of conceptual history as
formulated by Reinhart Koselleck and informed by Nuri Tinaz’s theoretical typology, explores the
historical and epistemic evolution of these terms from 1930 to 2010, while emphasizing how each term
not only reflects a specific stage of religious transformation but also marks a distinct academic and
ideological paradigm.

Discussion

The first period (1930-1950) was defined by the church—sect model of Ernst Troeltsch and Max Weber,
which conceptualized sectarian religiosity as oppositional, marginal, or deviant, yet still within the
broader framework of established religion, thus positioning informal religiosity as the “other” of
institutional religion. Between 1950 and 1970, a transitional phase marked by the emergence of the term
“cult” reflected both a need to go beyond the church—sect typology and a response to growing
individualism and religious experimentation in post-war societies, but the term quickly acquired
pejorative connotations in public discourse and media, weakening its analytical utility despite its initial
sociological rigor. From the 1960s onward, the term “new religious movements” (NRMs) replaced
“cult,” signaling a scholarly shift from moral judgment to descriptive and sociological analysis of
religious innovation, identity formation, and institutional fluidity, aligned with theories of social change,
subcultures, and alternative communities; however, the rapid growth of spiritual consumerism,
esotericism, and hybrid belief systems exposed the limitations of NRMs in capturing religion’s
increasing individualization, experiential emphasis, and cultural diffuseness. The second major
transitional phase (1995-1980), marked by the proliferation of the “New Age”—both as a movement and
as a diffuse cultural milieu—reflected a broad shift from collective identity to subjective, eclectic, and
experience-centered spirituality, no longer grounded in organizational forms but mediated through
markets, media, and therapeutic culture. The third period (1995-2005) was dominated by the discourse
of “new spirituality,” championed by scholars such as Paul Heelas, Linda Woodhead, and Gordon Lynch,
who proposed that the primary locus of religiosity in late modernity had moved from external authority
and institutional belief to inner experience, personal meaning, and affective resonance, thereby
reconfiguring the study of religion as a study of lifestyle, emotion, and subjectivity rather than doctrine
or hierarchy. Between 2005 and 2010, a further transitional phase emerged, in which scholars such as
Sutcliffe, Knoblauch, and Ammerman challenged the binary opposition of religion versus spirituality
and began reframing spirituality as a dynamic, embodied, and culturally embedded dimension of human
life that operates across institutional and non-institutional settings, a shift that hints at the possibility of
a fourth paradigm in the study of religiosity—one in which spirituality becomes normalized within
diverse disciplines such as psychology, healthcare, media, and education.

Conclusion

Taken together, these findings reveal that the history of academic terminology in the study of non-
institutional religiosity is not merely a sequence of replacements but a series of paradigm shifts shaped
by broader cultural anxieties, disciplinary debates, and epistemic realignments. The evolution of terms
such as sect, cult, NRM, New Age, and new spirituality shows how academic language co-produces the
very realities it claims to describe, mediating between institutional power, social imagination, and
scholarly discourse. By mapping these shifts across three main periods and three transitional phases, this
study contributes to a more reflexive understanding of how language, theory, and social change intersect
in the academic production of religious knowledge, and it underscores the need for conceptual awareness
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and methodological flexibility in analyzing contemporary forms of religiosity that resist fixed
categorization, cross institutional boundaries, and challenge traditional notions of belief, authority, and
community.
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