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Editors’ Introduction

ot

MicHAEL WARNER, JONATHAN VANANTWERPEN,
aAND Cralc CALHOUN

“What does it mean to say that we live in a seéclilar age?”
asks Charles Taylor in the first sentence of A Secular Age. This appair@:ntly sim-
ple question opens into a massive, provocative, and complex book, éxceeding
even the scale of Taylor’s monumental Sources of the Self! Given ifs is‘cz\l‘e, the
stature of its author as one of the leading thinkers of cur time, and the criti-
cal importance of the topic in contemporary thought and politicfs,‘;A Secular
Age demands serious engagement. Hence the book before you; 1n t}le essays
collected here, leading scholars from a variety of fields and backgri)@nds offer
their own accounts of Taylor’s work. Bach charts a different com%eésation in
which 4 Secular Age intervenes. We hope that the result, though surely not a
complete or exhaustive assessment, will suggest something of the complex.tty

1 A Secular Age runs to 874 pages. Sources of the Self weighed in at a mere 503, incll.'j\ding notes.
Wiriting for The Immanent Frame, a Social Science Research Council blog on secularism, religion,
and the public sphere, eminent sociologist Robert Bellah refers to A Secular Age as Ta]rlor s “break-
through book,” calling it “one of the most important books to be written in my lifetime."” See Robert
Bellah, “Secularism of a New Kind,” The Immanent Frame, 2007: www,sstc, org/blogs/ irmmanent

_frame/2007/10/19/secularism-of-a-new-kind/ .




VARIETIES OF SECULARISM IN A SECULAR AGE

of the question of secularity, the analytic density of Taylor’s take on it, and
the variety of discussions that A Secular Age opens up.

This collection benefited greatly from a conference in April 2008 at Yale
University. At that event, most of the contributors presented earlier versions
of these chapters for discussion. The culmination of the weekend conference
was Taylor’s response, which appears in revised form at the end of this vol-
ume. The book is not, however, a straightforward record of the Yale confer-
ence: papers have been revised; some that were not presented then have been
added to the mix; and a few papers from the conference were unavailable for
inclusion here. (The latter, regrettably, included contributions from Rajeev
Bhargava, Courmey Bender, and Seyla Benhabib, all of whom made signifi-
cant statements at the conference.)

A Seeular Age is such a rich book that neither the conference nor this vol-
urne will be able to do it justice. But we would like to highlight a few of the
challenges presented by the book. To some degree these lie not just with its
content but with its form. A Secular Age is divided into five parts. Roughly,
Parts [ through IV are consecutively historical. Part [ treats the early modern
period, Part II the long eighteenth century, Part I1I the ninereenth, and Part
[V the twentieth. Part V is clearly of a different order: a sustained treatment
of the present condition, assessing both the problems with an exclusively
nonreligious spiritual outlook and the problems besetting contemporary reli-
giosity. But this is only a rough structuring; even the last part contains histori-
cal narratives, and the first four parts, though roughly historical, also contain
some major analytic and theoretical sections (including the exposition of the
idea of social imaginaries). The book does provide a liberal amount of sign-
posting; nearly every chapter begins with a summary of what has gone be-
fore. But the historical narrative that runs through the book is not itself the
structuring principle. Despite the chronological unfolding of the argument,
the book is structured by its argument, and not by the consecutive narration
of the past for its own sake. The fact that argument and chronology coincide
more in the earlier chapters reflects in part the difference berween looking at
the way challenges were met in the past and the way we confront challenges
in the present and still open future.

The interweaving of philosophical and historical understanding is un-
doubtedly crucial to Taylor’s thought, and has been a conspicuous preoc-

cupaticn of his long career. A Secular Age might even be taken as one long
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demonstration that the kinds of spiritnal questions considered in Part V are
historically conditioned. More generally, it is often hard to understand anew
configuration of ideas or culture without understanding what it vgas devel-

. oped out of or against. It is an illusion to think of intellectual histolrjr; as a pro-

cess of discarding false beliefs in order to shift to true ones. People work out

ways of thinking in response to particular and shifting problems i their pre-
vious ideas and their larger circumstances, creating along the way : a particular
configuration of understandings, possibilities, and limits. Graspmg any one
moment in such a process requires grasping at least something of the path
that led to it.? Taylor has analyzed a secular age as it develops w1thm and out
of Latin Christianity. The path is a crucial part of the story. »

The form of A Secular Age is obviously related to one of its mam substar-
tive points: that questions such as those of religion and ethics, though ap-
pearing to be pressed upon us by the bare facts of existence and th umverse
nevertheless get their parncular form and no small part of their ur, rency from
contexts of which we are not fully aware—unspoken premises about the
kind of society we live in, the way we imagine the goods we are Esf:i:*‘iving for,
the practical contexts in which the questions arise, and the ways Wé imagine
ourselves as persons. To say this is not to diminish the importance of the

questions. On the contrary: for Taylor, it is to show how deep they lie in our
constitution as persons and in the history of our social worlds. Historical re-

flection as pracriced by Taylor is not relativizing, because it locaf

of our ability to relativize.

Formally, however, it is a challenge. A Secular Age is neither a cenventxonal
historical narrative nor a conventional philosophical argument, and a reader |
who expects either is likely to be disoriented. Compounding this qh illenge, A
Secular Age is also—expressly—a personal book. Taylor here speafk.g of ques-
tions in which he has a powerful motivating interest. Attentive rfe ders will
notice, however, that the personal voice appears only occasiona]ljyi it is gen-

erally muted. Most of the book—especially the first four parts—seems de-

signed to function without the personal voice. Taylor has spoken ef his desire
to write the bulk of the book in ways that would be noncontroversial, insert-

2 See Taylor’s excursis on historical explanation, 88, 199—207. Taylor’s developme’nﬁ of this view
is informed particularly by Hans-Georg Gadamer; see Truth and Method, 2nd ed. (New York: Cross-
road, 198¢). Craig Calhoun tzkes up the subject in his review "Moraliry, Identity, and Hlstoncal Expla-
nation: Charles Taylor on the Souxces of the Self,” Socialogical Theory 9, 2 (:901}%: 132—2§3
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ing his own stance only when it is clear that other stances are possible given
the surrounding description of affairs.?

These splits within the form and authorial stance of 4 Secular Age might
help to explain why, as early reviews revealed, not everyone who reads the
book immediately grasps its project. Although the book has received wide
praise, several of its eatly reviewers seemed to have trouble describing the
main themes, or sorting out the history from the argument. One notable ex-
ample was a piece for the New York Times Book Review by intellectual historian
John Patrick Diggins, who opened his review by conjuring up Taylor’s “quar-
rel” with “secularism,” defined as “the idea that as modernity, science and
democracy have advanced, concern with God and spirituality has retreated
to the margins of life.”? This description, however, sounds not so much like
“secularism” as like sociological theories of “secularization.” Eliding the dif-
ference berween the two, Diggins took Taylor to task for his ostensible op-
position to both. Yet his representation of Taylor's argument was doubly
misleading. While Taylor has indeed written critically about contemporary
“modes of secularism”—defending one version of secularism against others
in a book chapter published in the late 19905°—the normative analysis of “sec-
ularism” as a political and ideological project does not figure prominently
within the pages of A Secular Age. Likewise, although Diggins foregrounds

1 A8 Taylor said in a conversation about A Secular Age, "What ! tried to do in the book . . . isto lay
out a picture of the scene in which we are all involved, a scene thac people could agree on even if they
are coming from different positions. . . . I think everyone who is really open and honest will acknowl]-
edge that this is our scene, or our common, situation, and that it has these three features that I outline
in my book: grear variety, great movement, and a great potential to be deeply shaken by other posi-
tions. . . . But of course this scene is lived from different positions. And I think in a book like this one
should do a varety of things, both describing general features that all can agree to, and being open
and honest about one’s own unique positon, what I describe as full disclosure, or disclosing one’s
particular way of looking at things.” See Ronald A, Kuipers, “The New Atheism and the Spirimal
Landscape of the West: A Conversation with Charles Taylor,” The Other journal, June 12, 2008: www
theotherjournal.com/article. phprid=37s.

4 John Patrick Diggins, “The Godless Delusion,” New York Times Book Review, December 16,
2007, 15.

5 Charles Taylor, “Modes of Secularism,” in Rajeev Bhargava, ed., Secularism and lts Critics (Delhi:
Onford University Press, 1998), 31-53. For a helpful introduction to basic analytical distinctions among
“the secular” (as an epistemnic category), “secularization” (as a conceptualization of historical pro-
cesses), and “secularism” {as a worldview or political ideclogy), see José Casanova, “Secular, Secu-
larizations, Secularisms,” The Immanent Frame, zoo7: wwwisste.org/blogs/immanent_frame
/2007 10/25/ secular-secularizations-secularisms/,
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Taylor’s supposed quarrel with what is usually called “the seculaﬁii ation the-
is,” the bulk of Taylor's book is devoted not simply to criticizing the view

that modernity inevitably marginalizes religion (although he does take issue

with that once paradigmatic perspective), but rather to explainin h:bw condi-
tions-of secularity have come to shape both contemporary belie :afld “unbe-
lief” alike. It is this focus on the “background” conditions of bitali_ef or the
“context of understanding” in which commitments are formed—-}ajrticulated
clearly in the book’s opening pages—that sets A Secular Age apafr - from the
vast body of sociological literature on secularization that preceicflés it.! The
whole point of departure of Taylor’s innovative approach was enn.rely over-

looked in Diggins’s review.”

Some reviewers—Diggins among them—read the entire book as a per-
sonal polemic or a work of Christian apologetics, sometimes mis takmg it for
a brief against the secular or an argument for Carholicism.® Writing in the

fashionable literary journal n+1, Bruce Robbins asserted that {Taylor has
joined [Tatal] Asad as a central figure in a wave of so-called ‘Iazogt-sccular’

6 For a critical review aof the study of secularization within sociology, see Phili{) §. Gorski and
Atres Alnnordu, “After Secularization?” Annual Review of Sociology 34 (2008): 55-85. Asjose Casanova
has wrirten, the theory of secularization “may be the only theary which was able 1o atrain a wuly
paradigmatic status within the modern social sciences.” Given the theory’s appar il ly definitive
standing, it went relatively unchallenged for many years and was often simply assurned. “The consen-
sus,” Casanova writes, “was such that not only did the theory remain uncontested but ‘apparently iz

was not even necessary to test it, since everybody took it for granted,” José Casanova, Piblic Religions
in the Modern World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 17. The classical (ar_lﬁ now much
contested) understanding of secularizatdon notwithsranding, “there is no single or wic:leiy accepted
definition of secularization” within sociclogy, and the multiple sociological understandings of secu-
larization both draw on and depart from a diverse range of “prescciological” variants, a:‘s Gorski and
Alrmerdu emphasize ("After Secularization?,” 57).

7 The misunderstandings and misleading intimations in Diggins’s review of A SecularAge are 50
manifold that it would be difficult to know where to begin a systematic analysis of them We attempt

no such review of the review here. Discussing the review in a conversation with Ronald A. Kuipers,
Taylor himself taok issue with its author’s slipshod reading, “It's obvious to me,” he sjai{i, “that [Dig-
gins] simply turned to page 25 and page 375 and thén closed the book. And he happened to hit a sen-
rence that was describing some position that wasn't mine, but he artributed it to me. Sée "Religious
Belonging in an Age of Authenticity’: A Conversation with Charles Taylor,” The Oth Journal, June
23, 2008: wwwitheotherjournal.com/article. php?id=376. For critical responses to D:ggms s review at
The Immanent Frame, written by Harvey Cox, Colin Jager, James K. A, Smith, and Jimmy Casas
Klausen, see www.ssrc.org/ b]ogs;‘u-nrnanent frame/2007/ 12/ 15/ the-godless- deluszon/
8 Taylor's "main purpose,” Diggins wrote, portraying the book as an apologeuc attempt to
“prove that God is still very much presenc in the world,” was "to salvage rehglon from | he corrosive
effects of modern secularism” {Diggins, “The Godless Delusion”).
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thinking that is highly skeptical, to say the least, of democracy, liberalism,
and the state, as well as of secularism.” It is hard to know what to make of
the assertion that Taylor, of all people, is skeptical of democracy in this con-
text; and as we will see below, Taylor's book is more accurately seen as a brief
against the idea that we have entered a “post-secular” age.'® A Secular Age,
wrote Charles Larmore, citing the book’s “shocking partiality” in his review
for the New Republic, was "a book written by a Catholic for Cathaolics.”!! Maore
than one reader wondered, along with Peter E. Gordon—whose long review
for the Journal of the History of Ideas grappled admirably with book’s complex
historical argument—whether Taylor really did find it “inconceivable” that
he might abandon his own faith.'? A leading participant in a conference on
Taylor's work at the New School doggedly and somewhat incredulously in-
sisted that he did, flatly misreading an early passage on the optionality, revis-
ability, and fragility of contemporary religious commitments, which Taylor
sees as defining feature of a secular age. Taylor, he worried, had made an un-
deniably dogmatic confession of absolute and unreasonable faith.!® Yet more
often than not, such critics simply missed the point. It is difficult to clearly

o Bruce Robbins, "Disenchanted,” n+1, August 4, 2009: www.nplusonemag.com/ disenchanted.

10 See our discussion of the “post-secular” below, pp. 21-23. Robbins inaccurately characterizes
many other arguments in the book as well, including the idea of the social imaginary, which he seems
o take as an activity of fantasizing that could be consciously steered. Elsewhere in the review he
writes that "A Secular Age also presents secularism as a disguised form of Christianity, hiding theologi-
cal content behind apparently secular concepts. On this reading, the disenchantment of the world
never really happened.” While arguments of this type have been made many times—notably by Karl
Lowith, Carl Becker, 2nd maiy in the nec-Schmittian school-—the secular in Taylor’s narrarive is not a
mask over hidden theology. Taylor does often point to the spiritual motives that have led to unfore-
seen transformations in religious traditions and their alternatives; but these are real transformations,
and Taylor does not regard the resulting displacement of religious traditions as iilusory,

11 Charles Larmore, "How Much Can We Stand?” New Republic, April 9, 2008: www.tnr.com/ar
ticle / books / how-much-can-we-stand.

1z Peter E. Gordon, “The Place of the Sacred in the Absence of God: Charles Taylor’s A Secular
Age,” Journal of the History of ldeas 69, 4 (2008): 635.

13 In the passage in question, Taylor indicates that he wants to define and trace a change “which
takes us from a society in which it was virtually impossible not to believe in God, to one in which
faith, even for the staunchest believer, is one human possibility ameng others. I may find it inconceiv-
able that T would abanden my faith, but there are others, including possibly some very close to me,
whose way of living ! cannot in all honesty just dismiss as depraved, or blind, or unworthy, who have
no taith {at least not in God, or the transcendent). Belief in God is no longer axiomatic. There are al-
rernatives. And this will also likely mean thacat least in certain milieux, it may be hard to sustain one's
faith. There will be people who feel bound to give it up, even though they mourn its loss”(54, 33, Fora
brief overview of the New School conference, see José Casanova, “Secular Imaginaries: Introduc-
tion,” International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Seciety 21 (2008): 1-4.
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identify any passage in A Secular Age that might support such clai.;njs of either
outright dogmatism or apologetic intent. It would be more accurate to say

that the book attempts to show how stances of skepticism and faith are inter-
woven and mutually “fragilized.” :

Some have assumed that Taylor would like to return to an; é:jarlier mo-
ment in the history of Christianity, though the book repeatedly ;st;resses rea-
sons why this would be undesirable even if it were possible.™ Taylor is less
interested in Catholicistn as a specific institutional or theologicél jbranch of
Christianity opposed to Protestantism than in a series of developrinénts in the
Latin Christian tradition that have shaped both—and also helped ihaugurate
a secular age that opened new possibilities for reconnecting the spmmal and
the material. Such reconnections would probably involve renewal of em-
bodied ritual, changed modes of marking time, different ways of pursuing
healing (54, 614). They.might also involve overcoming the smkmg tensions
around sexuality that have made this such a dominant issue in Chnsnan arxi-
eties about the secular in recent years.

It is not slighting this huge book to say that it won't be the last Word The
book has its own openings to divergent interpretations. Despite 1}:5 massive
size—or perhaps in part because of it—it is a less completely cr:afted whole
than Taylor’s other books, taking a number of sidetracks and frequemly dou-
bling back on itself. Like the secular age it seeks to cutline, it mcorporates in-
ternal tensions and even apparent contradictions. On Taylor’s agcpunt, “liv-
ing within” a secular age often involves being pulled in one ti:l.iii"ection or
another. Those attuned to religious belief and experience, as Téy:br under-
stands it, are pulled toward openings to transcendence, while ot};m:rs feel the
pull of "the closure of immanence.” But between these two polés; as Taylor
is at pains to emphasize, are a great many people who have E:ebn “cross-

14 While Taylor therefore seeks repeatedly to wurn aside charges of nostalgia and to plumb the
new spiritual possibiliies produced by a secular age, his particufar conception of Chﬁscian faith is
nonetheless significantly invested in substantial engagement with earlier historical penods Links to
earlier ages, he suggests, enable both a “deepening” of the religious life and a lousemng’ from “too
close an identification with this age.” See "Religious Belonging in an Age of Autheqt:mty. As Wil-
lizm Connally aptly wrote in an earlier essay, Taylor “is nat easily definable as either a secularist or
devotee of lost Christendom, a defender of modernity or one whe seeks to return to an enchanted
world . . . Bach time a philosophical or theological faction seeks to etch a division in stone, Taylor
surfaces to complicare the picture.” See William E, Connolly, "Catholicism and Phﬂésaphy A Non-
theistic Appreciation,” in Charies Taylor, ed. Ruth Abbey (Cambridge; Cambridge Umver51ry Press,
2004}, 166.
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pressured,” pulled in both directions, caught up somewhere between an
“open” and a “closed” perspective on the world, perhaps to different degrees
in different milieus. In the midst of such pulls and pressures, with draws and
demands from both sides, are individuals who are able to stand in the “open
space where you can feel the winds pulling you, now to belief, now to unbe-
lief,” those rare figures who can “feel some of the force of each opposing
position” (S4, 549). Taylor suggests that such individuals are acrually quite ex-
ceptional, since for most people, most of the time, much is taken for granted
and left unexarnined. Yet it would not be an exaggeration to suggest that one
of the great strengths of A Secular Age derives from Taylor’s demonstrated
willingness and ability to stand in the “open space” and guide his readers

through the range of perspectives its vantage affords. '

Reading A Secular Age

Given the scale and complexity of A Secular Age, it might help readers of the
present volume to restate a few of Taylor’s main themes. The book begins
with an important intervention—a new sense of what is meant by the histori-
cal shift to secularity, distinguished from two more familiar understandings
of secularization. The first of these older models (which Taylor calls “secular-
ity 1) is the retreat of religion from various public spaces: politics, science,
art, the market. The second {"secularity 2”) is more personal: the notion of
declining religious belief and practice, often thought to be an inevitable con-
sequence of modernity. With either of these two understandings of secular-
ization in mind, people often tend to think of secularity simply as the absence
of religion, not something in iself. Or they think of it mainly as a strong
separation of church and state—creating again a zone of absence. These twe
conceptions of secularity are central to the standard sociological stery of sec-
ularization and the standard public usage of the word “secular.”

Taylor's book seeks to resituate the discussion and thus to recast the de-
bate. Taylor doesn't dismiss either the decling or the compartmentalization
of religion, but he suggests that the dominant discussion of each is rendered

very misleading by reliance on what he calls “subtraction stories.” These are

15 Taylor draws this understanding of the “open space” from his reading of William james.
"james,” he writes, "is our great philosopher of the cusp. He tells us more than anyene else about
what it's like to stand in that open space and feel the winds pulling you, now here, now there”
(VR, 59}.
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accounts in which authors trace the decline or compartmentalization of reli-
gion without seriously considering the transformations this entalls—not just
in religion but in everything else as well.' Taylor touches on the familiar
topoi of secularization theory: urbanization, the rise of science, industrializa-
tion, and so forth. He notes that these can’t be quite so autonohiously and
uniformly effective as has sometimes been asserted or the decline of religious
practice in Burope would be matched in the United States and elséWhere. Bat
this is not really his topic. 2

A Secular Age does not attempt to offer a causal account of the 'spread of
unbelief or the writing of laws limiting public expression of rellglon Taylor’s
explorations of the history of thinking about God, religious mstmmons, the
natural and social order, and the person will help those undcrtakmg to of-
fer such explanations, especially by demonstrating how intertwined different
dimensions of historica] transformation have been. But Taylor’:s -jargumcm
centers on how the development of a secular age changed both 1-be:lie:f and
unbelief, both religious and nonreligious institutions, the way hl.irrian beings
understood both themselves and nature. He shows secu.iarizatibﬂ as a pro-
cess changing dominant senses of history and time, ideas about What is open
and closed in the human future, and the cross-pressures people face in strug-
gling to understand their circumstances and live their lives. ;

What is secular about “a secular age,” then, is not merely th?: ;iwh'ld]jng
of religion, or even the functional separation of Church from stétg:, science,
and aestherics. The most searching and original—but also unsett:léd and un-
serting—parts of Taylor’s book concern what he calls “secularity 3’ By this
he means “a move from a society where belief in God is uncha;llénged and
indeed, unproblematic, to one in which it is understood to beébﬁe option
among others, and frequently not the easiest to embrace.” Secuéla‘rity is not
just a net reduction in religious belief or practice, therefore, but?aéchange in
the very conditions of belief. “Secularity in this sense,” Taylor \:;v;:ites, “is a
matter of the whole context of understanding in which our moxi‘ai, spiritual
or religious experience and search takes place” (S4, 3). ' |

In contexts that are secular in this third sense, rehglosmy is more and

more considered a question of personal belief rather than collecmvc ritual or

16 Some of the most interesting parts of Taylor's baok are lengthy discussions: of the ways in
which ideas of personhood and subjectivity, social relations and moral obligations, rriaferia] well-be-
ing and economic pursuits have been changed by both (1) changes in the ways in whlch religion
shapes each and (2) reductions in the extent to which religion shapes each.
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practice. It has also become an “option,” according to which people define
themselves through one orientation or another, but in cither case without
the kind of inevitability that would reverberate indistinctly between subjec-
tive and ourward manifestations. Taylor makes it clear that in many ways this
shift to secularity makes religious belief more difficult to sustain—since “even
for the staunchest believer,” it has become “one human possibility among
others” (SA, 3)—but he doesn’t see only negatives on the balance sheet. Secu-
larization has come about atongside changes that we cannot help bur value,
like 2 deeper notion of self and subjective agency and a more egalitarian so-
cial order. Moreover, though belief may be problematic in new ways, it is also

pussible for it to tzke on new meaning.

BeLiEF AND FULLNESS

Taylor really means “belief.” He doesn’t want to see religion as just a number
of engaging practices or quasi-ethnic customs; and he is critical of sugges-
rions that the “essence of religion” lies in the answers it offers to the “ques-
tion of meaning,” which he sees as an approach that absolutizes “the modern
predicament” (SA, 717-718). Religion, for Taylor, entails some sort of “tran-
scendence,” especially “the sense that there is some good higher than, be-
yond human flourishing” (20). Yet he also seeks to steer clear of some of the
common complaints against a belief-centered account of religion.'” He does
not mean belief in specific doctrines. Nor does he understand belief as an
abstract intellectual commitment to the truth of a propositional statement.
Rather, he devotes considerable effort to showing how that sort of narrowed
“epistemological” approach is part of a package of cultural and intellectual
changes that make religious belief difficult and "embattled,” even while they
make for advances in other domains, like science.'®

The epistemological approach turns on a strong separation of the know-

17 Critiques of the equation of religion with belief have become numerous; one broad polemic
is Rodney Needham, Belief, Language, and Experience (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973). Sim-
ilar eritiques more pointedly developed in the context of religious studies include Talal Asad, Genealo-
gies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power i Christianity and Istam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1993) and, from a different angle, Taylor's own earlier work Varieties of Religion Today.

18 Think by contrast of a medieval proof of the existence of Ged. Aquinas, for example, does
not undertake such a proof from a position of epistemic neutrality, in order to see whether he can
produce an argument that will convince himself or others to believe. His project is, rather, the effort
of someone with faith te try to understand better what he should believe and what it means 10
believe.
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ing mind from culture, social relations, even body and perhaps ‘;'stirit“—that
is, aspects of our mental activity not readily rendered in rational-ér‘jbpositional
terms. Taylor joins with those who have argued for the importaén}ie of other
forms and dimensions of understanding, of tacit knowledge, a di

beddedness of each of us in langnage and culture. As he writes ile;ar the out-
set of A Secular Age, “By ‘context of understanding’ here, I mean both matters
that will probably have been explicitly formulated by almost evierijrone, such
as the plurality of options, and some which form the implicit, :lajfgely unfo-
cused background of this experience and search, its 'pre-ontolc%)gjjr,’ Lo use a
Heideggerian term” (S4, 3). We are only able to engage in the kmd of disem-
bodied reason moderns value against a background of undersita_indings we
often don’t recognize. Among these are some commitments thi;ltiare deeper
than others, more fundamentally shaping our thought and Duﬂé)oks. Here
Taylor builds on his argnment from Sources of the Self; where he éaﬂed these
“hypergoods” (see especially 63—75). We are all committed to sﬁch higher
goods, Taylor suggests, even those who claim not to be (reflecting their com-
mitment to “objectivity” and perhaps “rationality” as principles niore funda-
mencal than some others). It is not only the religious who have some “beliefs”
that go beyond the conclusions of—and indeed are orienting fé)r:f—ordinary

reasorn.

So one central move for Taylor is his attempt to change the wajiy we think
about belief. He starts out by evoking a subjective experience, f«vﬁaz he calls

“fuilness.” By this he means any experience of life and the worjdi as imbued

with meaning, beauty, and connection—whatever the source o the experi-
ence. Crucially, it is a subjective experience in which the fullness or satisfy-

ing intensity is understood to be objective—the way the world is; or at least

can sometimes be—not merely a result of subjective attitude. Our subjective
stances may afford us more or better access to fullness, but it is'fﬁot merely
an interior state. Indeed, it is a reflection of our individualistic, Esj}chological
orientation and also our rationalistic, epistemological criteria for imowledge

that we try to grasp fullness entirely in terms of subjective state

Jwe say we
have moments of transcendent experience, thus, rather than mo n;_ents when
we experience the transcendent character of reality. .

Fuliness is not in itself a belief; it is the sense of something laréér or more
deeply meaningful about which we may have beliefs. Nor is the sefﬁse of full-
ness derived only from a perception of reality and meaning beyoncjli this world
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or only interpretable in religious terms. This sense of heightened meaning
and connection is always possible within humanist and naturalist frames of
reference: this is the way life should be.!” But to most moderns, this strong
sense of the fullness of the world, of the wonder of it that goes beyond
everyday concerns about health, material prosperity, politics, even justice, is
zvailable only cccasionally. Some people may seem to have more consistent
access to it, and this may be a source of their inspirational leadership, extraor-
dinary commitments, or saintliness. But it is typically episodic, available only
for moments, perhaps aided by ritual but sometimes just surprising us. And
fullness is less available now than it used to b'e,'when it seemed routinely the
case that the material world was not all that there was.

Here there is an interesting twist to Taylot’s argument, for he thinks this
isn't all bad. A sense of fullness has.become harder to achieve, but it can also
be wonderful in new ways. If we can work through the various obstacles to
having a sense of living amid transcendence, we can experience it in richer
ways. Here Taylor’s argument is loosely Hegelian (not surprisingly, since he
is one of the greatest interpreters and analysts of Hegel). We start out with
easy access to a sense of fullness, but don’t know very well what we have. We
grow in knowledge (or, as Roussean would say, in arts and science), but in
ways that cut us off from full relationships to nature, our own lives, other
people, and God. Yet there is potential for returning to a sense of fullness
informed by poetry and philosophy, Beethoven's late quartets, and even a
deeper sense of what it means ecologically to care for the world or politically

te really value other people.

[MMANENCE AND TRANSCENDENCE

Making the idea—and experience—of transcendence sensible is cne of Tay-

lor'’s central goals. As important as transcendence is to Taylor’s account of

19 Taylor's treatment of “fullness” in A Secular Age has nonetheless been the subject of sustained
debate, and many readers have assumed he meant to evoke a specifically religious form of experi-
ence, As he says in a recent interview, "I've used this as a generic term on the grounds that I think ev-
erybody has some sense of, and desire for, 2 fantastically realized life, 2 life realized to the full. But in
ralking with people and reading reviews of the book, I've found that I'm often totally misunderstood
on this. They thoughr that fullness could only be applied to explicitly religious positions, while the
whole point was that | was looking for a generic term that applied to all people, whether religious
or non-religious. But fullness made people shudder, which might show thar the search for a univer-
sally acceptable term might be mission impossible.” See Kuipers, “The New Atheism and the Spini-
tual Landscape of the West.” Taylor returns to the question of “fullness” in his afterword for this
volurne.
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religion, however, most of his book is devoted to trying to undé.rstand “im-
manence,” and in particular the historical establishment and intellectual con-
tours of what he calls “the immanent frame.” Here Taylor emphasizes the

changes in the conditions of belief that he associates with secularity 3. The
immanent frame, he suggests, is “not usually, or éven mainly a se of beliefs

which we entertain about our predicament,” but rather “the sensed contexr

in which we develop our beliefs” (S4, 549).

Reworking and substantially revising Weber’s understanding of “disen-

chantment,” Taylor suggests that “the spiritual shape of the prese:nit age” (SA,
530) can be characterized by the religious and secular possibilitie%s {ﬁhe imma-
nent frame allows and enables, including the possibility of unreﬂieéy:ive unbe-
lief introduced by the idea of a selfsufficient immanent order,éa naturalist
conception of the world made possible and reinforced by a ra.rig: of other
historical changes.® Yet, religion and spirituality are not extmgujjshcd in this

context, but have rather been refigured. We should not confuseidijsenchant-

ment with the end of religion, therefore, as religious commitmentsiand open-

ings to “transcendence” remain possible from. within the irnma:ng;nt frame,
even as new forces push for “the closure of immanence.” One Wa:y j;c;»f reading
much of A Secular Age is as leading up to Taylor’s analysis of théz contempo-
rary dilemmas of the immanent frame, including the relative n’ie}its of the
“closed” and “open” “spins,” as he calls them: the ongoing proi:)zltejms of the
body, particularly as manifest in sex and violence; the fate of the ailsijiration to
transcendence; and the cross-pressuring of different perspectives.g

Taylor sees the modern West as shaped deeply by the idea of a E;atura] or-
der that can be understood without reference to anything outsid s:itself {un-
less perhaps human consciousness is understood this way, thouéhf;ﬁas Taylor
notes, it is often understood as one more natural phenomenon)é. indeed, he
suggests that this is “the great invention of the West™ (54, 15). It:‘ifs constitu-
tive of the frame within which one can set aside questions of divine creation,
marking off a sharp boundary with the transcendent. The orderaiﬁess of the

world is now impersonal, perhaps set in motion by a watchmaker God but

working by means of its own laws.

A central historical phase in the movement toward this modern under-
standing of self and others in the world is the late seventeenth- and eigh-

20 “So the buffered identity of the disciplined individual moves in a conscructjed_sociai space,
where instrumental rationality is a key value, and time is pervasively secular. All of this makes up
what I want to call ‘the immanent frame™ (542). :
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teenth-century spread of providential deism. Taylor offers a brilliant account
of how this paved the way for exclusive humanism, even though its protag-
onists did not understand themselves as leaving the realm of religion, and
indeed understood themselves as solving problems within existing Christian-
iry. A secular perspective grew within religion before it was taken up by the
irreligious. This was already evident in Augustine, of course, but it took on
new dimensions in the early modern era. Growing secularity meant at first a
greater religious engagement with human relationships and other affairs of
“this world.” Tt responded to a new affirmation of the virtues of ordinary life,
including not least the happiness and this-worldly nurturance of family life.
It responded to a new sense of historical time, anchored partly in the self
consciousness of early moderns as inhabiting a new era in which older forms
of religion might no longer suffice. But growing secularity also irvolved the
understanding that “this world” moved according to an impersonal order of
causes and effects within it. And this helped to underwrite the rise of modern
science. Though at first this meant reading the word of God in narure rather
than in ancient texts, it often became disengaged from religious connections
to the idea of a larger, transcendent whole.

By the iranscendent, Taylor generally means sources of meaning that lie
beyond this world—at least as we can grasp it in either anthropocentric-
humanistic or naturalistic terms. Taylor articulates three dimensions in which
we go “beyond”: a good higher than human flourishing (such as love in the
sense of agape), a higher power (such as God), and extension of life (or even
“gur lives”) beyond the “natural” scope between birth and death (S4, 20).

Taylor indicates that the God of Abraham who orients his faith is only
one way to grasp this transcendent reality. He is open, thus, to the potentially
equal vahue of grasping the transcendent in Hindu and Muslim terms {and he
may mean to include Muslims when he makes reference to believing in the
Ged of Abraham). In his afterword to this volume, likewise, he refers to his
own deep sense of the power of Buddhism. He is also open to new theolo-
gies that transform the meaning of the term "God,” including those that at-
tempt to rid it of anthropecentric or patriarchal projections (though in fact
theology as such doesn’t figure very strongly among the many intellectual
sources Taylor engages in A Secular Age). But Taylor's usage seems consis-
tently focused on that which is beyond nature by virtue of the actual contem-

porary existence of some other or additionai reality. Yet when we ask of the
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world as it exists “Ts that all there is?” we are also asking about t}:leffurure. In-
deed, part of what Taylor sees as imiting in the immanent ﬁ"a:nie is a ten-
dency toward both deterministic and instrumental approaches tc; hurnan life:
we are led to accept too much of what exists as the fixed character of reality,
then being left to adapt ourselves to it. ]

Limiting or not, the immanent frame is basic to both seculansm and reli-
gion as we know them today. The historical transformations that (;ventuated
in the establishment of the immanent frame, writes Taylor, "répfesent pro-
found changes in our practical self-understanding, how we fit mto our world
(as buffered, disciplined, instrumental agents) and into society (aé fesponsible
individuals, constituting societies designed for mutual benefit)” (SA, 542). We
cannot make sense of the decline of religious practice (whereé th:s has oc-
curred), the compartmentalization of religion as pﬁvate, or even;déclarations
of doctrinaire atheism without reference to these changes. T}feéirery term
“supernatural” expresses something of the larger point. The "naittilral” is the
unmarked category, and there is a sharp division from that wh1ch is outside
or above it, a division ironically promoted within Latin Chnstendom in order
to mark “the autonomy of the supernatural” (542).

Reform

At the center of Taylor’s account is an epic irony: that secularity in its mod-
ern Western sense is significantly a product of the long history of reform
movements within Western Christianity. Initially, reform (starting before the

usual dates of the Reformation and contimuing among Catholics as well as
Protestants after it) was a project of producing purer religion and c%lemanding
more widespread lay adherence to high (even monastic} standa]&dé of purity.
The effort to "cleanse” Christianity of folk beliefs and practices Was one part
of this story. So was the rise of new morality governed by self-d:isjcipline but
also ever-proliferating rules, the religious counterpart o the mabﬁers prized
in the civilizing process. The reform effort also helped shape tl'flejirise of an
understanding of an impersonal natural order in which God int?ex}vened less
frequently (if ever} and which could be the object of a purely nat;ufal science.
It shaped equally a transformation of the self to create indiviéﬁal subjects
—"“buffered selves”—able to take a distanced view of everythmg outs:de the
mind. This meant not only ceasing to understand the self as ppx ous,” such
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that demons or God could enter it, but also gaining the ability to act instru-
mentally in relation to the external world and to one’s own body. Reformers
created a sharper division between the spiritual and the physical.

The possibility of a fully secular society is an unanticipated result of re-
formers’ efforts to police the properly spiritual. They did so in order to “clean
up” the inherited beliefs and practices of pre-Christian folk religion and focus
believers” attention in a proper way on God. They sought to purge it of the
magical and festive. Early modern clerical elites—notably in the era of the
Reformation but on both Catholic and Protestant sides—sought to enforce
among parishioners standards of piety and orthodoxy previously deemed im-
portant only for elites.® In doing so, they came to define the phenomenon of
belief in a new way that was sharp enough to make declarations of explicit
unbelief—atheism—ifar more prominent than in earlier times (when people
might have shown little interest in religion, dissented from specific teachings,
or deviated from orthodox practices without asserting an episternic denial of
God}. These early modern religicus elites helped set in motion a continuing
purification of thought that would eventually take an antireligious turn in
the Enlightenment. But it started out with efforts to get people to be better
Christians.

These efforts started well before the Protestant Reformation, which has
no special place of privilege in A Secular Age. Indeed, rather than seeing the
Reformation as the beginning of modernity, Taylor more often adverts to
late medieval reforms, or even to more long-standing projects in the deep his-
tory of the religions associated with the so-called axial age.? The secular as
Taylor sees it is not a force that assaulted religion from without; it did not
suddenly appear from modernity; it was niot contrived by Enlightenment ra-
tionalists; and it did not entirely happen willy-nilly as the result of capitalism.
Its history is at least partly—perhaps mostly—a history of spiritual motives.

The disciplinary revolution familiar to sociclogists as part of a Weberian
account of the rise of capitalism is also a central part of this story of religious
transformation. “ITraining in a disciplined, sober, industrious life” helped to

shape both the instrumental character of modern secular society and its pro-

21 Here Taylor draws upon Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic (New York: Scrib-
ner’s, (971,

22 The idea of the axial age derives from Karl Jaspers; for a discussion, see Shmuel Eisenstads,
“The Axial Age: The Emergence of Transcendental Visions and the Rise of Clerics,” European Journal
of Sociology 23, 2 (1982): 204-314.
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ductivity. Bur it also helped to produce the very sense that sociciat‘y and self
could both be remade. It was thus an "experience on the part of éliges of suc-
cess in imposing the order they sought on themselves and societ)}'"?j (SA, 228).
Moreover, the disciplinary revolution coincided with the civilizing process to
create new kinds of sensitivities and values within secular culmjzré.” If this
became less violent, though, it also became oriented in new Waj(s? to a rule-
governed approach to morality. .

Only quite late in the process did people begin to think of themselves
as standing outside Christianity or even “religion” altogether. In the world
of Latin Christendom that is Taylor's focus, both modern rehglon and mod-
ern secularism bear the marks of this long process, which has made religion
more personal, more mental, and more voluntary. Religious and a\:n:i:ireligious
people in modernity have more assumptions in common than they often real-
ize. Taylor’s secularity 3.is meant to capture this often unrecogmzed common
condition and to show that its genealogy lies largely in the spiritual dilem-
mas of Latin Christendom itself. By the time the reader arrives al: Part V, in

which Taylor takes up the rival validity claims and ethical stanceis—,—religious
and antireligious—in the present, this surface rivalry has come t@ be seen as
the latest instantiation of dilernmas long unresolved, in somie Ways antedat-
ing Christianity itself. A Secular Age displaces the comrnonsensei 6pposition
between the religious and the secular with a new understanding 1n Wthh this

opposition appears only as a late and retrospective m1srccogmt10n
This is a powerful and striking thesis (though, again, not so strlkmg as
to strike all of Taylor’s reviewers). But Taylor is not without company here.
His central point bears some resemblances to the thesis of Marcel Gauchet,
in The Disenchantment of the World (for which Taylor wrote an mtroc[uct:on
to the English translation), but with equally important differences.® Gauchet
similarly argues that modern secularism extends the long h.tstory of unre-
solved contradictions and tensions in religion, and like Taylor he/ argues that
Christianity has played a unique role as “the religion of the end o religion.”

23 For “disciplinary revolution,” see Philip Gorski, The Disciplinary Revoluzion: C':z[ﬁnism and the
Rise of the State in Barly Modern Burope (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, zoos). The “civilizing
process” is a phrase made famous by Norbert Elias, on whom Taylor draws heavily. O J'iginally pub-
lished in 1930 in German, Elias’s work is best known as The Civilizing Process, Vol. I: The.History of Man-
ners (Oxford: Blackwell, 1969} and Voi. II: State Formation and Civilization (Oxford: Blackwell, 1982).

24 Marcel Gauchet, The Disenchantment of the World: A Political History of Religion, trans. Oscar
Burge (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997).
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Taylor follows Gauchet in linking axial age religions to the problems in the
social imaginary constitutive of state societies and in insisting on the social
dimensions of religious questions. Some of the same episodes in the history
of Christianity figure in important ways for each. Butr whereas Gauchet be-
gins by positing an anthropological axiom—that humanity is defined by its
power of negation, and paradoxically required religion to negaie that power
of negation—Taylor refuses 1o see the history of religion as one long detour
from mankind’s original nature. And whereas Gauchet sees the history as
rrending unmistakably toward a post-religious future, Taylor argues that this
“spin” (to use his own term) underestimates the spiritnal dilemmas that moti-
vate it.

This averarching story of the spiritual sources of the secular involves a
number of subthemes, including the narrowing of the once-expected gap be-
rween the spiritual demands of ordinary people and the religious virtuosi;
the rise of projects for social discipline (famously chronicled by Elias); the
disembedding of what Taylor calls “the buffered self”; the long process of the
“excarnation” of Christianity and, by extension, of modern life; the “eclipse
of all goals beyond human flourishing” (54, 19); the way in which the affirma-
tion of ordinary life led to the disappearance of the need for transformation;
and the attenuation of modes of ritual time, ancestral rime, and higher time
and their displacement by a monochronic idea of secular time.

Taylor traces the growth not just of “secularity” in the abstract but even
more of a secular culture with specific content. The rise of exclusive human-
ism, for example, involved the notion that human flourishing defines the
comprehensive good toward which human beings should be oriented. It was
thus secular and limited. Bur it was also the source of tremendous advances
in care for fellow human beings. Taylor would challenge the limitation of
the good to human flourishing but not reject the advances that humanism
brought. Likewise, secular culture grew with. thinking about society in terms
of new social imaginaries like market, democracy, and public sphere. Each
was shaped by humanism, but also by notions such as the equality of human
individuals aggregated in one way or another in an impersonal order. The
kind of simplistic opposition of religion to “secular humanism” drawn to-
day by some religious leaders is thus very misleading, according to Taylor.
Not only would it be unfortunate to jettison the goal of human flourishing; it
would impoverish rather than improve religion 1o try to cleanse it of engage-
ment in the secular world.

[ 18 ]
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The rise of a secular age obviously transformed attention toz the tempo-
ral, material world. But it also transformed the spiritual. It brcfvﬁght about
what Taylor calls the “excarnation,” the development of the noﬁdn that the
spirit ‘was radically other than and potentially contrary to the bbdy. We see
this in the epistermnological attitude, “the exaltation of disengagéd reason as

the royal road to knowledge, even in human affairs™ (SA, 746). It appeared

also in theology, devotions, and morality. Rather than pursuing the “enflesh-

ment of God” (739), Taylor sees the dominant versions of modernChristian-

ity seeking distance from the flesh. This left a large fi¢id open—ixiit;ially to in-
novations within a Christian frame and then to those with moven%le?nt outside
it. Starting with deism, thus, there was new attention to “the biociy, history,
the place of individuals, contingency, and the emotions. That is, it gntegrated
these as essential dimensions of our understanding of human 11fe but it ex-
cluded them altogether from our relation to God” (288). In this Taylor seesa
distancing from core Christian teachings centered on the mcarnatlon of God

in man as well as from a vital dimension of human existence.

Modern Social Imaginaries

Another major theme of A Secular Age—and one central to Taylor s concep-
tion of the immanent frame, though not always adequately appreaated by
critics of the book—is the “implicit, largely unfocussed backgrou:nd” of both
religious and secular thought and experience. In one main se i
book, incorporating much of his short book called Modern Soci

maginaries,
Taylor suggests that such basic organizing frameworks as democrfat}{c nations,
free markets, religious denominations, and media publics share many tacit
assumptions about the social world they make possible»mmdudili'lé that soci-
ety is in its essence an aggregation of individuals acting freely 1n Ejtheir own

interest. The social imaginary, as Taylor conceives it, “is not a set of ideas”
but rather “what enables, through making sense of, the practice ;'of a soci-

ty” (MSI, 2), Distinguishing it from “theory,” which is often form alated and
possessed by only a few, he shows that the imaginary has W1desprsad moral
implications—informing and informed by what he calls a "moderfn moral or-
der.”** Only against the background assumption of what makes modern soci-
ety moral do many of our norms and practices make sense.

25 Taylor distinguishes the social imaginary from social theory along three dimm;'i_i 'jmc. First, the
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Taylor’s exposition of the power of social imaginaries has made central
use of examples in which ideas migrate from philosophical or legal contexts
to popular practice. It has been criticized as a philosopher’s account, one that
does much berter analyzing the writings of intellectual elites than analyzing
broader popular culture or social structure (though it does have interesting
and innovative things to say about each). Some have perceived Taylor’s story
of modern social imaginaries as a trickle-down narrative, in which the ideas
of great thinkers gradually diffuse until they become so widespread as to be
facts of social life. And he does claim that “it often happens that what start off
as theories held by a few people come to infiltrate the social imaginary, first
of elites, pechaps, and then of the whole society” (MSI, 24). Yet the criticism
fails to fully caprure the sophistication of Taylor’s approach to the relation-
ship between practice, agency, and.understanding.

Taylor’s rendering of social imaginaries centers on the role certain widely
reproduced ways of thinking play in constituting larger ways of life. The his-
tory he relates is not simply one of the diffusion of consciously held ideas,
but one in which some are able to articulate more effectively ideas that are
already growing as parts of the background “pre-ontology” of an era. While
Taylor focuses on philosophers, poets, and political theosists, he also dis-
cusses--much’ more in passing—the importance of such nontheoretical
realms as fashion and sports events. These are practices that make sense only
given a certain common background of understanding. This background of
understanding is social, in the sense that it is reproduced in communication
and interaction, and starting with language it is as much constitutive of per-
sons as they are of it. But social imaginaries are social in a further sense. They
are not merely social but about the nature of society. They project images of
sociality that become part of the taken-for-granted background of modern
forms of social life.

Taylor’s three most frequently repeated exampies of social imaginaries
all turn in part on imagining social life in terms of large-scale coordination

among “disembedded” individuals. Thus markets, democratic citizenship,

imaginary puts the focus on "the way ordinary people ‘imagine’ their social surroundings, and this is
often not expressed in theoretical terms, but is carried in images, stories, and legends.” Second, while
theory “is often the possession of a small minority,” the social imaginary is “shared by large groups of
people, if not the whole society.” And third, the social imaginary represents the “common under-
standing that makes possible common practices and a widely shared sense of legirimacy” (MSI, 23).
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and the public sphere each offer a vision of social order as procz:lﬁ,ted by the

individual actions of strangers. In this they both reflect and reia;oduce cru-
cial aspects of modern social life: the central role of understanjdi.jng persons
as quasi-autonomous agents, the at least notional equivalence o:f ‘actors, the
predominance of horizontal rather than hierarchical relations, 'iard so forth.
From Taylor’s point of view, what is important is not the articulation of these
views or their systematizarion in philosophy but the way theyée*lable prac-
tices that make sense only with such conceptions in the backgrci)und: voting,
for example, or wearing home team paraphernalia, or advertisin;g_. People can
live practically in the social world of such practices without noti;ci,ﬂg the idea
of the social they imply, but none of these endeavors make sérfse without
some such view of the social being available and implicit.

Such an idea poses an obvious problem for historical anfalysis. What
would be an appropriate method for locating social imaginarieséé@nceived in
this way? The object of analysis, so defined, obviously lies WE.].;]. %ﬁutside the
comfort zone of most historiography, and Taylor has had to ﬁnd V\;ays O sug-
gest that a shift in the basic social imaginary can be inferred from a broad
range of other developments. ,

At the same time, the idea of background—and more speciﬁﬁfially of the
“social imaginary” 4s a structuring element in the !:)ao:kgmuncl—;isj one of the
things that motivate Taylor’s historical mode of analysis, not because it is a
teleological history, but because of his sense that historical conditioning lies
in our background understanding. !

Historical Specificity

In Taylor’s work, most important questions are too historical ;td be under-

stood or answered in completely abstract terms. But a corollary of this view

is that history is more than a set of contingencies that we can review with
disinterest. Taylor's history is in this sense closer to what is usually called
geneatogy (despite his well-known hostility to Nietzsche and Fqﬁjcault) than
it is to professional historiography. (For further discussion of the ﬁroblems of
history and form, see the contributions in this volume by Dunng, Sheehan,
Butler, and Jager.) ‘

This might also help to explain why Taylor, resisting a widespjread trend,

does not use the term “post-secular.” That term has migrated from academic
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contexts into the popular press and has now been embraced by such former
secularists as Jiirgen Habermas. In this context, the title of Taylor’s book
seems almost studious in its avoidance. It is not A Post-Secular Age but A Secu-
lar Age. Why?

There are no doubt many reasons, including Taylor’s skepticism about
other such labels for the present, including “postrmodern.” (Claims to have
broken with the modern past, he emphasizes, are themselves very much a
modern gesture. See, for example, S4, 7i6-—717.) But far more important is
that the “secular” in “post-secular” must be exactly that dual sense of the sec-
ular against which his book takes its point of departure. In order to believe
that we are post-secular, one must have a narrow and inadequate conception
of whart it means to be secular. Habermas, for example, writes that “post-
secular society” is that in which “religion maintains a public influence and
relevance, while the secularistic certainty that religion will disappear world-
wide in the course of modernisation is losing ground.” But this is to equate
the secular with a “secularistic certainty” that was, by Habermas's own ac-
count, a mistake. This understanding of the posi-secular neatly aligns with
what Taylor, at the very beginning of A Secular Age, calls “secularity 17 and
“secularity 2.” The purpose of Taylor’s book is to demonstrate that there is
another, much more fundamental sense of the secular that is not captured
by the classic sense of the secular as patterns of institutional separation and
"secularistic certainty.” Because this third sense of the secular comprehends
precisely those forms of religiosity that are now most widely mobilized, re-
surgence of religion is not evidence of a new post-secular dispensation.

The idea of the post-secular is, however, much in vogue, and repeated
often enough, it can persuade the unreflective that something in the world
epoch has shifted. There is even a Centre for Postsecular Studies in London;
but this group seems also to equate the secular with the most rigid secularist
ideology. For them, “post-secular” just means such anodyne ideas (or alleged
trends) as “a renewed interest in the spiritual life.”# This conception of religi-
osity, in Taylor’s terms, can be taken as showing just how far secularity 3 has
spread.

Equally important, Taylor’s attempt to hold a place fora respectable and

26 "Notes on a Post-Secular Society,” Sign and Sight, June 18, 2008: wwwisignandsight.com/fea
rures/ 1714.himl.
27 See www jnani.org/ postsecular/ centre. htm; accessed June 20, 2009.

[ 22 ]

EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION

worthy religiosity is itself an expression of the secular condition bf his title.
As his afterword in this volume makes clear, he argues for an anaiyéis in which
the religious and the secular {or secularist), far from being in e}%c{usive com-
petition, coexist and are subject to both social and ethical cross-f:féssures To
speak of a global shift from one condition (secular) to another (post -secular)
would be to miss this complex formation.

The mutual exposure of the religious and the secular is, moreover, not
just an analytic observation but a rhetorical burden. More pre :iéely, Taylor

hopes by stressing the cross-pressures attending each position toinduce mod-

esty in both. Talk of the “post-secular,” by comparison, suggests an unre-

solved mixture of triumphalism and melancholy.

'The causes impelling modesty must be recognized as one af;-the major

themes of A Secular Age, dominating Part V. This section of the book is de-
voted to a subtle exploration of what it means to say that religicénj, now con-

sidered as a matter of individual belief or faith or orientation, js. .optional—
and now that the options are played out in overlapping milieus rather than in
confessional societies. Taylor suggests that no matter how wi rmght differ-
ently resolve the issues for curselves, living in a pure 1rnmanencq or orienting

ourselves to some understanding of transcendent being, we still cannot es-

cape the fact that we live with others who resolve it differently; and this fact
has significance for the quality of our own convictions, no mitﬁer how se-
curely we might think we held them. The options, as he puts 1t have been
mutuatly “fragilized.”

This is both an analytic point and a rhetorical posture. Taylor s conclud-

ing contribution to this volume should make it clear that the purpose of 4
Secular Age is not to vindicate Catholic theology—at least in its major current
understandings—against “secularism.” On the contrary, the major rhetorical
burden of the book is to persuade us to understand this mutual f:aglhzanon
more deeply, and thus to de-dramatize some of the conflicts that have been
inflamed in so many ways around the world. »

Of course, Taylor’s effort to speak to our immediate human situation
amid these challenges creates a rhetorical tension between his analytlc tasks
of trying to explain what has happened and is going on and his effc:}rt to reori-
ent our less articulate perceptions. This is all the more compliécéted by the
wide range of addressees for his argument. It is not presented s i.tjnply to be-
lievers or unbelievers, nor to members of any one academic discipﬁne alone.
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SUBTRACTION STORIES

We return crucially to the reason thar subtraction stories are so unsatis-
factory. Many accounis of secularization treat the history of religion as the
career of a mistake that can now be corrected. Taylor’s polemic against
“subtraction stories” is both specific to this ideology and more broadly meth-
odological. With their implicit reference to a seemingly fixed and self-suffi-
clent “nature,” subtraction stories suggest a putatively original human condi-
tion to which we can now return (or a proper humanness to which we can
aspire) once the detritus of religion is cleared away. They thus naturalize
what they produce: a distinctively modern conception of social being.

Seeking to isolate one change as though it could happen without affect-
ing the rest of social life, they distort our perception not just of what has
changed but of what we imagine as continuous. The effect is multiplied
when the accounts are overdetermined by what amount to ideoclogical com-
mitments. This is the case, for example, when people speak of religion as a
prescientific attempt to explain the apparently irrational forces of the uni-
verse and the mysteries of mortal existence; or when religion is apprehended
as supernaturalism, illegitimately grafted onto a self-explanatory naruralism;
or when the disestablishment of state churches is thought to have left people
free to determine their own religious fate without constraint, letting the maz-
ketplace of religion operate without artificial impediment. In each case, the
allegedly original condition only makes sense given the history, and yet it is
presented as an unexplained default rather than as a contingent achievement,
People take religion to be a cognitive response to an otherwise inexplicable
world only when they have very modern assumptions about epistemology
and the excarnated character of religious questions. People take naturalism
to be a self-sufficient stance—once it is cleared from religious supernatural-
ism-—only when they overlook the Christian history that forced these stances
into opposition, and when they overlook the very special social conditions
of knowledge-making that make naturalism possible. People think of reli-
gious questions as irreducibly individual only once they have internalized the
norms of modern market democracies.

Taylor’s relentless criticism of subtraction stories is thus part of his at-
tempt to show how secular modernity is both more sedimented and more

creative than it takes itself to be. Secular societies are not just mankind rninus
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the religion. They are very specific kinds of societies, imaginable. 6n1y as the

outcomes of long histories. They produce not unillusioned indmduals who
see the facrs of existence nakedly, but people constituted by a dlstmct set of

- ethical goods, temporal frameworks, and practical contexts. The,secular is

never just the absence of religion, or its privatization, or its wsmng Itisa
cumulatively and dialectically achieved condition, and one of its dimensions
is the manifestation of religion as an optional axis of mobilization and belief.

This emphasis on the secular as having a positive social, hi térical, and
ethical shape—rather than as the default condition denoted by the negation
of religion—links Taylor to another school of contemporary crit;ical thought
about secularism, largely developed under the influence of Talal Asad Like
Taylor, Asad argues that the secular is not the taken-for- granted oppasxte of
religion but a set of conditions in which modern ideas of reltgmn are con-
structed. Like Taylor, he argues that these conditions have long and complex
genealogies in Christianity. And like him, he argues that bemg Secular in-
volves not just skepticism or disbelief but an ethical honzon tha Jshould be
understood in its own right.?

it is a striking fact about A Secular Age that this body of cnncai thought
makes no explicit appearance. Asad is not mentioned; nor are many contem-
porary scholars who follow in important ways from his work, such as Saba
Mahmood and Tomoko Masuzawa.? The same might be said also of the sub-
stantial body of critical thought in India in which many of the now wide-
spread ctitiques of the secular were first articulated—by Ashis Na ‘dy, Partha

Chatterjee, Rajeev Bhargava, and many others. Taylor knows and }ias been in

dialogue with both of these schools of thought. Indeed, his earlae_r essay on
“modes of secularism” was published in Bhargava’s landmark coll ccj:jtion Secu-
larism and Its Critics. Why, then, are they not more conspicuous as interloc-
utors? 3

28 See Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity (Stanford: étanford Uni-
versity Press, 2003); and David Scott and Charles Hirschkind, eds., Powers of the Seculzr Madern: Talal
Asad and His Interlocutors (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006), For Asad’s initial Liésponse A
Secular Age, see “Secularism, Hegemony, and Pullness,” The Immanent Frame, :.cc.:.*:%htrp:/ /blogs
ssrc.org/tif/2007/ 11/ 17/ secularism-hegemony-and-fullness/. He addresses the book in reater detail
in Talal Asad, “Thinking about Religion, Belief and Politics,” in The Cambridge Compaiﬂi:ﬁ to Religious
Studies, ed. Robert Orsi (forthcoming).

29 Saba Mahkmood, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Pnr_n:e:on: Prince-
ton University Press, 2004); Tomoko Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2005), ’
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The answer to this must have to do in part with Taylor’s desire to inter-
vene in the self-understanding of Western Christendom. Most of the schol-
ars named above have concentrated on the relation between the dominant
secular frameworks of modernity and those religious communities that en-
countered the secular primarily through colonial domination: Hindus and
Muslims in India, Muslims in much of the Arab world. The validity questions
that occupy Part V of A Secular Age lie outside the scope of these schools. And
the major arena of their own analysis—the postcolonial world—Tlies at least
partly outside the scope set by Taylor for his own book.

The absence of any explicit engagement with these other critics of the
secular would seem to mark one cost attending Taylor’s restricted focus on
Latin Christendom. Perhaps anticipating that the objection against this focus
would be couched in terms of ethnocentrism, Taylor offers a justification at
the beginning of his book. It is in part simply that he couldn’t do justice to
such a broad topic. This is reinforced by his emphasis on secularity as part
of a historically specific story of “multiple modernities” which “find rather
different expression, and develop under the pressure of different demands
and aspirations in different civilizations” (54, 21). One may of course object
that this rationale is inadequate. But more importantly, it is an answer to only
one sort of criticism. Many of Taylor’s interlocutors have in fact raised the
question of ethnocentrism or at least inadequate breadth of coverage, asking
whether secular culture doesn’t follow a different pattern elsewhere. As the
quoted passage suggests, he can answer “Certainly.” Taylor does have strong
claims about Western uniqueness. For example, “The greas invention of the
West was that of an immanent order in Nature, whose working could be
systematically understood and explained on its own terms, leaving open the
question whether this whole order had a deeper significance, and whether,
if it did, we should infer a transcendent Creator beyond it” (15). Such claims
can be examined on the basis of other cases and historical narratives. But this
isn't the strong question. It is perfectly reasonable for Taylor not to address all
cases and versions of secularity. The real question is whether he thinks about
the West in too limited a way.

After ali, it is not the case that Latin Christendorn gat to be what it is
before it came into contact with other parts of the world, or even before its
contact with those other parts had become a colonial project. As many recent
scholars have shown, the colonial governance of non-Christian peoples was
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one of the central contexts in which Europeans developed their understand
ings of religion, the state, and themselves.*® Not only that: the new ways of
knowing that were developed to deal with religious dlffercnce——mcludmg

our now commeonsensical 1dea of * rehglon 1tself—supphed the cogmtlve dif-

World pagans and the later subjugation of monotheistic civiliza
elaboration of new discourses about religion and belief thar i t}ilrn trans-
formed Christianity’s own universalist language. It also required ﬁuropeans
to identify themselves more and more with the technological progress and
administrative apparatuses by which they distinguished thernselves from
inferiorized peoples—and which, not coincidentally, gave added meanmg 10
what was secular about their own societies. The process by Wh.lCh Latin
Christendom got to be secular was in large part the same as the process by

which it got to be colonial. Thus it is analytically inadequate to fr ime the "in-

ternal” history of Latin Christendom as though this process were not inter-
nal to it. And it leaves the book oddly disengaged with the postcolo hial condi-
tions that have generated so much of the blowback against the ée cular. (For
further discussion of this point, see the chapters in this volume by Casanova
and Mahmood.)

There is, of course, much else to be said about secularity and secularism,

and about the way in which struggles over religion and the secul’fm;fhave pro-
duced conflict around the world: the central role that colonialism ;ias played

both in shaping a certain understanding of what religion is and nﬁspreading

models of secular governance around the world; the uneven and bumpy as-
similation of other religious traditions to the patterns that have ‘emerged
from Christian culture; the ongoing transformation of rehglosn:y in the con-

text of a now triumphally global mediatized democratic capitalism.

Other books will rightly take up other foci. Political seculansn‘ is, for ex-
ample, far more varied than is often thought, ranging from American doc-
trines of separation of church and state within a deeply religious culture to
French or Turkish versions of laicité to efforts like that of the Indian state to

20 Asad, Formations of the Secular; Timothy Pitzgerald, Discourse on Civility and Bar ar ity: A Criti-
cal History of Religion and Related Categories (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007); |:
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be equitably supportive of multiple religions. Bach of these is under chal-
lenge from various directions. But grasping the contest deeply depends on
going beyond a narrow emphasis on consciously held understandings and
explicit institutional mechanisms. For political secularisms are all embedded
in modern social imaginaries as well as in specific histories and organized
against a background of generally inarticulate but powerfully constitutive
understandings of people, the world, and what it means to speak of a higher
good or transcendent reality. Taylor helps us see the importance of each.

The Plan of the Book

Finally, a word about the organization of this book. The authors collected
here are among the most learned-and creative scholars in the emerging de-
bate over the nature of the secular, and we tried to give them free rein to re-
spond to Taylor’s book in whatever way they deemed important. Many have,
in fact, written quite wide-ranging essays on original topics, some addressing
Taylor more centrally than others. Rather than tediously summarizing each
essay or inventing an artificial schema for them, we wish simply to note a few
important clusters of emphasis and exchange. Some of these we have fore-
grounded by presenting the chapters in this sequence; others can easily be
teased out.

The first three essays are by Robert Bellah, John Milbank, and Wendy
Brown—a sociologist, a theologian, and a political theorist, Each of these es-
says places Taylor in relation to another intellecrual tradition. Bellah usefully
compares him to two other social theorists of the postwar period, Maruyama
Masao and Jiirgen Habermas. Milbank reads Taylor’s critigue of modernity
in relation to long histories of Christian theology. And Brown compares Tay-
lor's project to the historical materialism of Marx. Bach writes with a mixture
of polemic and appreciation; each writes as an exponent of a different intel-
lectual tradition. Because these chapters articulate such different understand-
ings of the contexts and conversations in which Taylot’s book might be read,
we think they serve well to open up the volume. Reading these three essays
together gives a strong sense of the range of audiences and conversations ad-
dressed by A Secular Age. They also outline some alternative lines of analysis
that Taylor did not pursue. '

The next three essays are not primarily framed as responses to A Secular
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Age, though each of them does have some commentary on the bioc;k. In these
essays, the authors have taken Taylor's work mainly as an occasiioﬁ O provo-
cation to develop their own thought on dimensions of experienice that are
captured neither by secularist reductions nor by rhetorics of tra ngccndence
Simon During, a scholar of literature and culrural studies, devel Dps a power-
ful and original take on the mundane, “those forms of life and experience
that are not available for our moral or political or religious or soplal aspira-
tions and projects”; the mundane so conceived is a counterpres sure against
the spiritual hungers so emphasized by Taylor. During also work?s to situate
the crisis of the secular in the peculiar historical moment of wl'i‘at he calls
“endgame democratic state capitalism,” in which serious altern%ltfves have
been delegitimized. William Connolly, a political philosopher, vn;hose book

Why I Ant Not a Secularist was one of the seminal critiques of seculanst ide-
ology, similarly elaborates his own language for overcoming the antithesis
of immanence and transcendence through a changed conceptlon of nature
and time, opening possibilities of “immanent naturalism” anc::l'_: ‘mundane
transcendence.” Stressing “an open temporal dimension exceeéding human
mastery,” Connolly shows how an ethics of becoming must hga*if.e in mind
more than human flourishing as it is usually conceived, and mdeed must not
limit itself to the precccupations of humanism. Akeel Bilgrami ;whose work
ranges from analytic philosophy to critical social theory, also engages Taylor
sympathetically Here he emphasizes how a reductive conception of nature

and agency played into projects of disenchantment and colonialirule alike,
but in so doing entrenched a false understanding of human ag nts as acting
upon the world in accord with wishes and ends that are internal to the sub-
ject. In contrast, he argues that we are always called upon by the objects of
our desires and actions. Our world is therefore inevitably to some degree en-.
chanted, in this Jimited sense. All three of these chapters propose a deeper
understanding of worldliness, beyond the various secularisms chfbnicled by
Taylor, and without any programmatic opposition to religion. |

The next group of three essays dwells on the problems cé)f form and
method. What kind of book is A Secular Age? What is its concei)tion of his-

tory? Where might its narrative stand in need of correction? What challenges

does it pose to the way we are accustomed to thinking about ijiétory? The
first essay in this group is by Colin Jager, a literary critic. Remmdmg us that A
Secilar Age has “a story 1o tell”—and emphasizing that the bOOk’S\ romantic
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method” produces an accouat that must “undergone,” rather than “simply
paraphrased or glossed,” in order for its force to be felt—Jager identifies a
“tonal ambivalence” in Taylor's work, springing from his phenomenological
commitment to radical reflexivity. “Casting around for more capacious or
generous ways to describe the distinct feel of the age,” he suggests, Taylor has
given us a “philosophic song,” a complex and poetic narrative in which the
tension berween secularity and Christianity remains unresolved. The other
rwo chapters in this cluster are by the historians Jon Butler and Jonathan
Sheehan. This cluster represents a particularly vigorous debate, with consid-
erable disagreements among the authors. To this debate can be added the
opening pages of Simon During’s chapter. And we have laid out our own
view on the question of genre and historiography in this introduction. It will
readily be seen that our own view differs in important ways from that of each
of the contributors.

The final group of essays brings rogether the sociologists Niliifer Géle
and José Casanova and the anthropologist Saba Mahmood. Each of these
contributors has written distinguished and pathbreaking work on the analysis
of the secular in the present global conjuncture. Each assesses Taylor’s book
from the point of view of how well it allows us to analyze current develop-
ments. And each works in different ways to provincialize the Latin Christen-
dom of Taylor’s focus in relation to those other parts of the world with which
it has always been engaged. In different ways, each expects the process of
globalization and confrontation to continue to decenter the Euro-American
understanding of secular moderniry.

The concluding essay is an afterword by Chatles Taylor. This is a modi-
fied version of the unscripted remarks Taylor made at the end of the Yale
conference. Significantly revised, it still bears some of the marks of the ear-
Jier talk and critical exchanges of the conference. While the argument of A
Secular Age is very difficult to summarize briefly, in this closing chapter Taylor
gamely risks “the heresy of paraphrase” and offers a brief précis of his book’s
“master narrative of secularity.”?' Revisiting the central concept of the “social
imaginary,” he also responds to those who have criticized the philosophical
anthropology embedded in his conception of “fullness,” elaborating on this

71 For “the heresy of paraphrase,” see Cleanth Brocks, The Well-Wrought Urn: Studies in the Struc-
ttre of Poetry (Mew York: Hlarcaure Brace, 1947). For further discussion, see Colin Jager's chapter in
this volume.
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in greater detail here than in the original book. Building on thié; aiscussiorl,
Taylor turns in the final pages to an explicit—and remarkably pé-:rjsonal—ac-
count of his intentions in writing A Secular Age. “What we badl;y‘f need,” he
writes, “is a conversation between a host of different positioris,i religious,
nonreligious, antireligious, humanistic, antihumanistic, and so on, in which
we eschew mutual caricature and try to understand what “fullness’ means for
the other.” Recalling his work with the Quebec commission on the practices
of reasonable accommodation,* and in light of tremendous divei'sity and po-
tential for conflict, Taylor imagines those who engage in such céﬁ_versations
as standing “like firebreaks in a forest fire.” In his life and wor!c?, ':jl"‘aylor has
dedicated himself to multiplying those firebreaks. His afterwordli both a fit-

ting conclusion to this book and an explicit call for continued conversation.

32 Taylor served as the commission’s cochair. See Gérard Bouchard and Charles Taylor, Building
the Future: A Time for Reconcilidsion, Abridged Report, Government of Quebec, 2008: www.accommo
dements.qe.ca/ index-en.html. :
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