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Chapter 3. The Secular Age
In this chapter, I outline the literature underpinning the key concepts associated with the
phenomena to be interpreted in this research: the secular, secularisation theory and the postsecular. I investigate the complexity of these notions, particularly in light of contemporary
academic debate. My research question – what is the nature and extent of post-secular
changes in Australia, requires me to investigate the historical and contemporary development
of the post-secular as a theoretical concept, as well as how it has emerged primarily from
sociological and political contexts. The post-secular expresses the relationship between the
secular and religion, hence my inclusion of these topics in this section. Before I discuss the
relevant literature in this section I begin with a working definition of secular, desecularisation and post-secular to establish the contextual framework of the associated
literature.

Working definitions of key terms

I draw on the work of Taylor239 to define the secular not only as the demarcation of public
spaces into religious and non-religious sectors, but also as:


The decline of religious belief that impacts both the public world and private life of
individuals



the categorisation of religion and spirituality as separate and even oppositional entities



the development of the master narrative of the secular that has positioned it as a
powerful and ongoing presence resulting in the eventual extinction of religion.

The post-secular is characterised by its critical response to the secular and is defined by240:
239

Taylor, A Secular Age.
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a multi-religious society in which the presence and vibrancy of religion in the public
sphere is a significant challenge to the mainstream narrative of the secular.



Religion as a significant aspect of individual’s lives as well as being important to
both sacred and civic ritual.



Religion as both connected to mainstream historical traditions, and as an evolving
and dialogic process finding new ways to connect to people’s lives through spiritual
practices and experiences.



The secular remaining present and coexisting alongside religion, with this interplay
and tension creating the post-secular.

In contrast to post-secular, de-secularisation refers to religious resurgence and the interplay
between secularising and counter secularising forces.241 For Berger the return of religion can
be understood as a direct response to the secularisation thesis and in opposition to the secular.
For the post-secular the meaning is more complex and involves the mutual relationship
between modernity and the secular.242 It also becomes apparent that the differences in the
meanings of the post-secular were heavily influenced by the background of the theorist.

Both the post-secular and de-secularisation point to a significant change in understandings of
the secular. The post-secular indicates a movement forward as an ongoing and evolving
process. In contrast, de-secularisation refers to religious resurgence and the reversal of
secular forces within society.
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The secular
Jose Casanova argues that ‘any discussion of the secular has to begin with the recognition
that it emerged first as a theological category of Western Christendom that has no equivalent
in other religious traditions’. 243 The English word ‘secular’ is derived from the Latin
saecularis or saeculum and was used in the medieval period to refer to people, activities or a
period of time considered to be limited and worldly or non-religious. For example, ordinary
diocesan priests who did not belong to a religious order were said to be secular priests, and
festivals that were not explicitly religious were termed saecularia. 244 Later, in the
Enlightenment period, the term secular came to signify
the dyad, religious/secular, that served to structure the entire spatial and temporal reality
of medieval Christendom into a binary system of classification separating two worlds, the
religious-spiritual-sacred world of salvation and the secular-temporal-profane world.245

In sociological theory, understandings of the secular have been influenced by the work of
Weber, Durkheim and Marx, who used the term to refer to the process by which religion is
separated and kept separate from the discourse and practices of the public life of a nationstate.246 This then gave rise to the theory of ‘secularisation’, in which decreasing religious
affiliation, and then attendance, was interpreted as a sign that religion was slowly
disappearing from industrial and post-industrial societies.

247

Bremer argues that

‘secularisation’ emerged in sixteenth century France and is ‘the transfer of goods from the
possession of the Church into that of the world’, further developing into the understanding
widely known today.248

243José
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Oxford, 2011).p. 56.
244Leo F. Stelten, Dictionary of Ecclesiastical Latin, p. 236.
245Casanova, 'The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms'.p. 56.
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Secular, secularisation and secularism
Casanova provides a discussion of the distinction between the secular, secularisation and
secularism as follows. First, the secular refers to a set of realities differentiated from the
religious.

Second,

secularisation

represents

the

‘empirical-historical

patterns

of

transformation and differentiation’ in the religious and secular fields. These social
transformations aggregate into a theory of secularisation and the process of the decline of
religion. Third, to Casanova, secularism refers to both a principle of statecraft and an
ideology.249 Casanova argues that secularism may alternatively be understood as an
epistemic knowledge regime elaborated into philosophies of history and normativeideological state projects, into projects of modernity and cultural programs. Or,
alternatively, it may be viewed as an epistemic knowledge regime that may be
unreflexively held and phenomenologically assumed as the taken-for-granted normal
structure of modern reality, as a modern doxa or as an ‘unthought’.250

Calhoun et al. also distinguish between secular terms, that is, between ‘processes of
“secularisation”, the practices of “the secular” and the political ethic of “secularism’”. 251
Additionally, Calhoun et al. argue that the link between secularism and modernisation has
become a ‘model of secular modernization that many newly emerged non-Western nations
attempted to emulate in the latter half of the nineteenth century’.252 They further explore the
critical link between religion and the secular:
On the one hand, the Enlightenment image of the triumph of the secular over religion
required a clear notion of the “religion” that was being contained; on the other hand, it
required a definition of the secular order that was assumed to be succeeding it.253

Notes toward a Genealogy', Religion: Beyond a Concept (Fordham University Press, 2008), 432-37.p. 433.
249Casanova, 'The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms'.
250
Ibid. p. 1051.
251C. Calhoun, M. Juergensmeyer, and J. Vanantwerpen, Rethinking Secularism (OUP USA, 2011). p. 3.
252Ibid. p. 6.
253Ibid.
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From Calhoun’s discussion it can be understood that the secular, secularisation and
secularism have affected religion in complex and lasting ways, shaping political and social
contexts as well as individual beliefs. Critically, Jürgen Habermas has shifted the discussion
of contemporary religion and its relationship with the secular by speaking of the importance
of secular society and the rethinking its relationship to religion. Habermas envisions this in a
way that moves beyond perceptions informed by situating religion as a relic of the past, and
instead actively re-engaging with religious understandings in public life.254

Much of the existing relationship between secular society and religion is underpinned by
notions that depict religion in reference to such concepts as outmoded ritual, tradition and
belief. This situates religion as an antiquated adherence to prescribed principles and practices,
without adequate reference to the many groups and individuals globally who continue to seek
fulfilment through religion and its soteriological or therapeutic promises.255 This perspective
positioned the secular as an alternative worldview to religion, offering an optimistic view of
secular progress in its place. In this way, secularisation assisted in separating religion from
public life; as William Connolly argues, it is seen as functioning to ‘chasten’ religion and
relegate it to the private sphere.256

Much of the recent research into religion has taken place in the field of sociology and situates
religious participation as being on the decline, which statistical measurements of religious
affiliation verify.257 This decline would appear to confirm the effect secularisation has had on
religion, suggesting that the secular influence on religion is a ‘zero-sum game’ leading to the
eventual extinction of religion.258 It has also separated religion into a ‘discrete category of

254Jurgen
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human activity’, a separation that, according to William Cavanaugh, is without historical
precedent.259

From the above discussion, it clear that there are layers of meaning to the secular, as the
related terms secularisation and secularism indicate, making it necessary to discuss these
meanings and the development of this term. John Caputo investigates how the term secular
has come to be recast as indicative of the absence of religion.260 As both the secular and
religion are implicated in this search for meaning, they have inherited broader connotations,
with religion now viewed as a standalone category in opposition to the secular. Caputo
concludes that the contemporary use of secular is completely alien to its original context,
which was ‘someone who was not a member of a monastic order’.261

Likewise, the term religion was originally used to describe the active practice of religion,
rather than the separated institutional presence referred to in current terminology.262 These
changes show the imprecision that stands at the heart of contemporary discussions on
religion, which fail to acknowledge the historical complexities involved and refer to religion
without exploring the experiences of individual adherents. 263 That these two words have
come to mean something different from their original content tells us something of the nature
of changes to society over this time; it is an indication of the rise of secularisation and the
relegation of religion to the private sphere. Despite this change, however, religion and the
secular remain bound together. As Talal Asad notes, the link between religion and the secular
is strong, as the concept of religion is now bound to its ‘Siamese twin, secularism’.264

259William

Cavanaugh, The Myth of Religious Violence (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009).p. 61ff.
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261Ibid. p. 43.
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Charles Taylor’s epic A Secular Age tackles many of the questions underpinning discussions
of the secular, teasing out the complex definitions, characteristics and issues that arise. In
particular, his threefold explication of the secular is a useful way to view this topic. This is
summarised by Bellah as follows:265


Secularity 1: the expulsion of religion from sphere after sphere of public life.



Secularity 2: the decline of religious belief and practice.



Secularity 3: ‘the conditions of experience of and search for the spiritual’ that make it
possible to speak of ours as a ‘secular age’.

Bellah points out that ‘[m]any excellent books have been written on these two aspects of
secularisation. But Taylor’s focus in this book is on the third type of secularity’.266

From secular to secularisation
Berger suggests that, historically, the move towards secularisation began centuries ago, with
its roots in ancient Israel and the ascendency of Israel over other local, pagan, kingdoms.267
Taylor concurs, arguing the critical break from paganism by Israel signals a profound
discontinuity that parallels the rise of a ‘demythologised’ worldview. 268 Israel broke away
from a world in which sacred and supernatural powers pervaded all aspects of life, to one in
which these powers are more selectively managed and positioned. In the light of this growing
divide between the sacred and the profane, two historical movements are contained in
secularisation: first, one that defined the relationship of the secular to religion by ensuring
religions confinement and, second, its antecedent, that determined the level of engagement
between religious and pagan society.

265

Robert Bellah, Secularism of a New Kind, Social Science Research Council, 'The Immanent Frame',
<http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/>, accessed 18 March 2013
266Ibid.
267Berger, The Sacred Canopy : Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion.p.113–17.
268Taylor, A Secular Age., p. 74
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This level of engagement is explored in the writings of Augustine from the fourth and fifth
centuries, notably City of God. His position on the secular indicates his interest in the
intersection between the human and divine. Augustine was concerned with how believers and
non-believers alike engage with one another and how, as a society, they relate to God. His
writings also indicate that the secular and religion were not discrete categories at the time, nor
were they set in opposition to each other. Sacred and secular originated in God’s creation of
the world, so Augustine viewed them as intimately bound together. 269 According to
Augustine, the secular is not a disinterested attitude towards religion as more recent
understandings assert. Nor is it a program of reform, similar to those instituted throughout
European history to make-over society so that it conforms to certain values.270 Augustine’s
support of secular rule was based on his understanding of the gap that exists between the
heavenly and earthly city. 271 According to Augustine, the secular and the sacred exist
concurrently and engagement between the two was not to be avoided. It also speaks to the
fact that the world cannot be viewed as if in past times ‘all was religious’. 272 Secular
understandings have coexisted throughout history with religion, and both helped to regulate
human affairs in a way that sought to enable social harmony.273 This highlights Augustine’s
understanding of the coexistence of earthly authority and humanity alongside the heavenly,
not in an oppositional sense, but in a cooperative one.

A further precursor to the more recent legitimisation of the divide between religion and the
secular can be recognised in the influence of the Reformation.274Berger argues, the Protestant
Reformation altered the relationship between God and humanity, restructuring the

269Robert

Markus, Saeculum: History and Society in the Theology of St. Augustine (Cambridge: Cambridge University
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270Taylor, A Secular Age., p. 242.
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272Noah Feldman, 'Religion and the Earthly City', Social Research, 76/4 (2009 Winter 2009), 989+.p. 991.
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relationship between the sacred and the secular.275 The Protestant shedding of the Catholic
vision of the human person led to an emphasis on a fallen humanity and fallen world and,
consequently, ‘shrinkage in the scope of the sacred in reality’.276 As all human persons were
equally incapacitated before God, which the abolition of certain religious vocations attested,
it fell to the individual to throw themselves upon God’s mercy and seek inner transformation.
This could not be vitiated through human actions, but was solely dependent on grace. 277
Alongside this, the notion of a civil society outside the seemingly corrupt influence of the
Church grew and positioned the secular as an antidote to the over-enthusiasm often displayed
by religious power.278

The particular effects of this reform movement unfolded over an extended period of time, but
one trajectory of interest is the inner transformation and disposition necessary for the
individual to be confident in God’s grace, with this requiring a disciplined and ordered
existence. The drive towards organising both the individual and society under the rubrics of
reform further defined this time of great change, with the implications affecting both
believers and non-believers.279 Taylor notes that this became an indicator of the translation of
the secular from its previously religious context to the humanistic sphere. Attached to this
concept is the deeper issue, also noted by Taylor, that the presence of the secular came to
mean a decline in religion. Taylor suggests this falsified a link between disenchantment and
the decline of religion, meaning that secularisation always means a decline in faith. 280As this
link between secularisation and religious decline was so widely accepted, what was formerly
an active engagement between the secular and religion was gradually displaced by an

275Berger,

The Sacred Canopy : Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion. p. 112.
p. 111
277
Taylor, A Secular Age., p. 79.
278Ibid. pp. 397–98.
279Ibid. pp. 85-86.
280Ibid. pp. 427–28.
276Ibid.
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evolving attitude towards devotion and faith, one in which belief is relegated to the private
concern of the individual.

Taylor explains that, far from diminishing religion, this gradually widened the conditions of
belief, signifying a proliferation of belief systems, including self-sufficient humanism. 281
Taylor recognises that secular worldviews emerged from, and developed in, religious
contexts, particularly in the time before the Reformation, but he sees their purpose as not
necessarily to limit the influence of religion. Rather, their purpose was to assist in
maintaining dialogue between religious and nonreligious contexts. The radical change that
saw secularisation excluding religion, instead of engaging with it, came with the rise of the
disenchanted worldview and the impetus towards modernisation, where it found its
legitimation. 282 The effects of this, though profound, opened the door for explorations of
religious experience and belief previously uncharted.
Secularisation is often viewed as a modern phenomenon. Jose Casanova’s discussion in ‘The
Secular and Secularisms’, in which he explores manifestations of the secular as historical
moments and events, is representative of this perspective. These manifestations include the
separation of church and state, the public/private divide and the establishment of nationstates, alongside other noted institutional structures. 283 These events span the last few
hundred years and have emerged in different forms in different places, but are often
recognised as the key characteristics of secular societies.284 This preoccupation with more
general and external renderings of secularisation positions it as an innocuous process and
function of governance, largely dictating the relationship of citizens to the state while
confining religious influence to the private sphere.
281Ibid.

pp. 18, 20–21.
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283
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Secularisation under these terms is a paradigm designed to minimise the influence of religion
in the public sphere. More importantly, secular worldviews, stripped as they are of religion,
are seen by some as the apex of a progressive and enlightened society. As such, outmoded
religious beliefs are discarded through a concomitant demystification and problematisation of
religion.285 Nonetheless, for the purposes of this research secularisation does not just refer to
this institutional divide between public and private belief, but to the changes to the human
person, or what Taylor refers to as the ‘transformation of human beings’, under its
influence.286 Secularisation is not just limited to geographical or organisational spaces but is
an internalised process affecting individuals and their beliefs.287

The secular self
Emerging from the secularisation thesis, Taylor views the secular self as pivotal to an
understanding of the secular age. For Taylor, the secular self refers to the reconfiguration of
the human person in what he describes as the ‘recreation of human identity’.288 In order for
the secular project to succeed, the human person needed to be reinvented as a ‘disengaged,
objectifying subject’.289 For Berger, this meant that modernity fostered individuals who see
the world without recourse to religion.290 The secular self-proposed a self-fashioning model, a
mature individual who has the capacity to face reality.291 Believers then became subject to
their belief as informed and motivated by feeling and subjectivity, associated with childish
immaturity and illusion. Religion was no longer designated a rational and legitimate desire of
believers, but was set in opposition to the coming of age embodied by the secular self.

285Taylor,

A Secular Age., p. 363.
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288
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The secular mantra is that religion is an individual concern that, once relegated to the private
sphere, becomes impotent in public arenas, unless those beliefs can be translated into ‘secular
terms’. This ignores the connection that exists between individuals and religion as, according
to Bellah, ‘religion retains its unique capacity for reflection on the social whole’, with the
awareness that this ‘reflection’ can take the form of public activity directed, and participated
in, by private religious selves who in and through these processes manifest their belief in
public ways.292 This has proved to be a secular blind spot, as the so-called demise of religion
did not occur. 293 Suggesting that, in order for the secular project to succeed, the human
person needed to be reinvented as a ‘disengaged’ subject oversimplifies the complex
processes and interactions in which humans are involved.294

Throughout A Secular Age, Taylor illuminates a number of these changes with Casanova
describing this aspect of Taylor’s work as ‘the emergence of the self’.295 Taylor’s previous
work, Sources of the Self, provides further understanding of the development of the secular
self as ‘stifling the response in us to some of the deepest and most powerful spiritual
aspirations that humans have conceived’.296 According to Taylor, the atomistic view of the
human person that secular influence promotes isolates the self from wider relational sources
and meanings valuable and necessary for human existence and flourishing.

This research acknowledges that the processes of secularisation have resulted in social and
cultural changes, but what is more pivotal and central to this development are changes to the
understanding of the nature of the human person. The secular is not a neutral position on the
human person, as claimed; rather, it can be seen to operate as a critique of prior accounts of
human persons. Regardless of the secular advocacy of neutral social and public spaces, at its
292Bellah

quoted in John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing,
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heart is a normative position on the human person, which is a denial of the ‘basic structure of
being a human person’.297 The resultant increasing divide between humanity and God that
secular influence upholds is evident in pronounced changes towards the human person within
scientific, theological, philosophical and other fields of human endeavour. The secular vision
that heralded this rift offers an alternate reality of the human person. The secularisation
theory plays a large part in this, as it formulated an approach to religion reflected in changes
to the self that occur under its influence.

The secularisation theory
The secularisation theory was proposed in the 1960s and supported by a number of wellknown academics of the time, including Peter Berger in his 1967 publication The Sacred
Canopy. It built on the work of Max Weber and Emile Durkheim, among other founding
fathers of modern sociology, while also galvanising the ideas on secularisation that were then
in circulation. It emerged largely from an investigation into the European situation,298 where
the theory gained momentum during the decolonisation process in former European colonies.
There was an assumption that as former colonies modernised their economies and societies,
they would have become secular. The driving force of this theory proposed that
modernisation impacts religion on a number of fronts including:
a. religion would become a private and individual concern and, thus, the social
significance of religion would decline;299
b. modernity is locked in a battle with religion, and modernity will eventually win;300
c. religion will become implausible and lose credibility;301 and, for some theorists

297Caputo,

On Religion., p. 9.
Rick Phillips, ‘Can rising rates of church participation be a consequence of secularization?’ Sociology of Religion, 65/2
(2004), p. 140.
299Berger, The Sacred Canopy, p. 147.
300Ibid. pp. 131–32.
301Ibid. pp. 127, 151.
298
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d. an evolutionary approach towards religion involving its eventual extinction302 (also
known as ‘the disappearance thesis’).303
Modernity in this discussion refers to Taylor’s definition of it as a
historically unprecedented amalgam of new practices and institutional forms (science,
technology, industrial production urbanization), of new ways of living (individualism,
secularization, instrumental rationality); and of new forms of malaise (alienation,
meaninglessness, a sense of impending social dissolution).304

Under the umbrella of modernity, secularisation is considered by Taylor as a background
paradigm305 that takes shape alongside the emergence of a new moral order; modernisation
and secularisation can be seen as ‘socially shared ways in which social spaces are
imagined’.306 The secularisation theory rests on the understanding that society is transformed
both in the public and private sphere under the overwhelming influence of modernity.

The secularisation theory remains influential and has been referred to as a self-fulfilling
prophecy.307 Regardless of this, numerous denials of its relevance and even doubts about its
validity have begun to surface. 308 There are a number of contemporary supporters of the
orthodox theory of secularisation, such as Bruce and his prediction of the demise of
Christianity in Britain. 309 However, the following comment from Taylor encapsulates the
ambivalence that often signifies this field of study: ‘“modernity” (in some sense) tends to
repress or reduce “religion” (in some sense)’. 310 His comment calls into question the
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remarkable acceptance of the secularisation theory, which often occurred without adequate
acknowledgment of the scope and variation of religious movements that continued to emerge
and grow during its influence. Nevertheless, many have reconsidered their position and
moved to modified, alternative and counter-models of the theory, such as the neosecular and
post-secular. The most prominent is that of Peter Berger himself which I discuss in the
following section.

Questioning the secularisation theory
The theories that characterise modernity as a process of secularisation can no longer provide
sufficient understanding of social change. Modernity and secularity have, no doubt,
intersected but this research will indicate that this has not resulted in the much-touted
trajectory of the diminishing of religion. Instead, religion responded in ways that the
secularisation theory did not envisage. Again, Berger is one representative of this change in
view and is discussed below.311 Taylor himself offers a modified picture of the theory, stating
that there have been effects caused by industrialisation and other modern phenomena.
Incidentally, the prediction of the future death of religion predates the secularisation theory’s
emergence in the 1960s, as well as the modernisation theories with which it is more often
associated.312 Even so, religions have proven resilient, with both changes to existing forms
and new forms arising.313

Recent literature raises a number of objections to the secularisation theory; these are outlined
below. Bruce’s perspective is of particular interest, in that he declares that ‘there is no one
secularisation theory. Rather, there are clusters of descriptions and explanations that cohere

‘TheDesecularization of the World’, pp. 1–18.
Rodney Stark, ‘Secularization, R.I.P.’, Sociology of Religion, 60/3 (1999), pp. 249–51.
313Taylor, A Secular Age, p. 436.
311Berger,
312
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reasonably well’.314 This obscures the intentions of a number of theorists whose objective
was to dissolve religion by providing a singular and representative model of secularisation,
not just to add a layer to an already existing theory.

De-secularisation
In the 1999 publication, The Desecularization of the World, Peter Berger returns to the theory
that he contributed to developing. Employing the term de-secularisation to denote
manifestations of worldwide resurgence of religion, Berger is one of the foremost recent
objectors to the secularisation theory. Berger points to mistakes of the secularisation theory,
including the secular cornerstone - that modernisation leads to a decline in religion.315 He
argues that the world is as religious as ever, and the idea that religions have had to adapt to
survive modernity is false. Berger cites two examples, Islamic and Evangelical movements,
as thriving despite modernity’s perceived impact, and their non-adaption.316

For Berger, de-secularisation refers to religious resurgence and the interplay between
secularising and counter secularizing forces. 317 From his sociological perspective the
reentrance of religion into public discourse, and as a subject of sociological research is
important. Berger notes two exceptions to de-secularisation, Western Europe and Westernstyle higher education institutions.318 Despite these exceptions he predicted that the world of
the twenty first century would be no less religious than the twentieth century, returning to this
discussion in his 2008 article ‘Secularization Falsified’. In this article he restates religion is

God is Dead, p. 2. See also Gorski, Philip & Altinordu, Ates, ‘After secularization?’ Annual Review of Sociology,
34 (2008), p. 56.
314Bruce,
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Berger (ed.), The Desecularization of the World : Resurgent Religion and World Politics.p. 2.
Ibid. p. 7.
317
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318
Ibid. p. 9-10.
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not

declining,

and

that

‘Modernity

is

not

necessarily

secularizing;

it

is

necessarily pluralizing.’319

Further objections to the secularisation theory that have emerged in recent years can be
grouped as follows.
OBJECTION 1 – THE MYTH OF PAST PIETY
In a discussion of the ‘Myth of Past Piety’, Stark questions the normalised and somewhat
generalised understanding that, in the past, the world was consistently pious. Taylor refers to
this as a belief in a ‘past golden age of religion’.320 The assumption that faith levels were
always high in the years before modernisation is problematic.321 As the secularisation theory
rests on an assumption of high levels of religiosity before the modern era, it can be seen as
less reliable if doubt is cast on this idea. Stark cites numerous arguments including church
attendance numbers, which cannot across all times and places be high, constant or even
reliable, coupled with, at times, an apathetic attitude amongst the people that was often
cloaked by religious obligation, rather than characterised by genuine fervour. This type of
questioning of the genuine adherence of followers of faith is often discussed in reference to
Christianity alone, with very little reference to any other religions. 322 One suspects that all
religions have their share of deep believers alongside the less fervent.
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OBJECTION 2 – TOO BROAD AND UNSPECIFIC
A second objection to the secularisation theory is raised by Bruce when quoting Hadden, who
declares it a ‘hodge-podge of loosely employed ideas rather than a systematic theory’. 323
Although Bruce states that such objections are based on a misunderstanding of the
secularisation theory, there is still some foundation to Hadden’s response. The secularisation
theory cannot and does not adequately address the specifics of religiosity. Rather, in its
original form it offers sweeping judgements leading to a monolithic understanding of
religion, oblivious to the many movements and expressions present in religions. Davie also
recognises the ‘process should not be oversimplified; it is both complex and long term’.324
Many of these collective and individual perspectives have been researched since, as conceded
by Bruce, but in the main the secularisation theory is characterised by a broad approach that
simplifies the processes involved. A salient question posed by Davie, Heelas and Woodhead
is included here and is relevant in this discussion: ‘Is Secularisation a universal process or
one peculiar to the unique historical experience of a particular part of the globe?’ 325 In
recognition of recent changes, one would have to suggest the latter; as the theory itself holds
one overarching limit, it was born of a time when globalisation had not begun to dominate
discussions. Thus, in a very real sense it is less applicable to contemporary contexts.
OBJECTION 3 – RELIGION IS ANTIQUATED
What needs to be understood in regard to the secularisation theory is that it contained deep
biases against religion from its inception. Berger declares it was in principle ‘value free’;326
however, this disregards the strenuous objections to religion put forward by those who hold
the honour of being the precursors to the secularisation theory, such as Auguste Comte. The
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secular agenda predicted, and indeed sometimes hoped, that humankind would turn away
from its superstitious and backward need for religion and embrace a modern era of relative
stability and harmony, leaving behind the prejudice and division that religion had spawned.327
As a convenient scapegoat for the collective evils of humanity, religion’s decline would
necessarily foster a concomitant increase in a humanistic interpretation of rights and
rationality, which the rise of the scientific worldview embodies.328 On the other side of the
coin, this has also incited people of religion to denounce modernity as the enemy. 329
Founding the secularisation theory on such biased terms lends weight to the concern that it
was based on incorrect assumptions too readily accepted by many from its inception.
OBJECTION 4 – RELIGION CANNOT ADAPT
Further criticism emerges from the secularisation theory’s failure to recognise that religion is
an adaptive and evolving phenomenon, even though Berger stressed that secularism leads to
pluralism as it de-monopolises religious tradition.330 Bruce states this creates an environment
in which there is ‘no socially significant shared religion’.331 This appears to foster an attitude
towards religion of preference rather than compulsion. 332 In addition, religion becomes a
fragmented system largely approached with indifference by adherents and non-adherents
alike. In fact, there is more evidence to suggest it gains vitality through this adversity in the
various forms of counter-secularisation.333 People have responded through the ages to forces
antithetical to religion by presenting newly invigorated forms, such as the contemporary
upsurge in Islam, the continued rise of Evangelicalism and Pentecostalism, and a renewal in
Catholicism under the leadership of Pope John Paul II.334 These upsurges are not necessarily
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‘modern’ manifestations of religion with a loosening of the apparently oppressive bonds
associated with old forms of religion. They are often distinctly religiously inspired
movements calling for the renewal of more conservative values. 335 In addition, this
perspective lacks due recognition of the historical reality that religions have adapted and
continue to adapt to the forms of secularisation that surround them. Indeed, religion is an
evolving phenomenon by nature, as it has always existed side by side with institutions both
supportive and antipathetic.

Defining Religion
Alongside the changes to the secular, understandings of religion and spirituality have been
experiencing related effects. These will be outlined in this section, including a discussion of
the definition of religion and spirituality.
The word “religion” is linked to three different words in Latin. The first one is “relegere”
referring to the fact that the virtue of religion makes individuals ponder over, or read again
(re-legere) the things related to the worship of God.336 The second Latin word “religion” is
often linked to the word “reeligere” which means to choose again.337 In a certain way,
religion makes individuals choose God again after having lost God through original sin.
Finally, the third definition of religion is connected to the word “religare” meaning “to bind
together”. This last definition attempts to express the way religion binds us to the service of
God.338 The English word ‘religion’ has been in use since the thirteenth century, derived from
the eleventh century Anglo-French religiun, itself based on the Latin word religare meaning
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‘to bind’. This form suggests the relationship between the individual and the deity.339
Religion as a modern term emerges from the late Enlightenment, where it offered a way to
assess the history and variety of religions and to critically judge its role and influence.340

Within sociology, a number of definitions have been influential over the last century,
including Geertz’s ‘a set of symbolic forms and acts which relate man to the ultimate
conditions of his existence, 341 and Durkheim’s ‘a unified system of beliefs and practices
relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden – beliefs and practices
which unite in one single community called a Church, all those who adhere to them’. 342
These definitions have been argued over time and there is no consensus in the literature
regarding a definition that is acceptable across times and cultures. Schilderman raises some
important questions around defining religion: ‘Should religion remain to be defined on the
basis of denominational analysis and theological consistency, or should it be redefined in
terms of more universal human functions? To what extent do theoretical notions of religion
still relate to religion as it is lived in contemporary times and understood by ordinary
people?’343 Regardless of these questions, definitions of religion continue to evolve due to
changes in social and cultural contexts.

The changing definition and role of religion is discussed by Charles Taylor by drawing on a
definition by Steve Bruce.
Religion for us consists of actions, beliefs and institutions predicated upon the assumption
of the existence of either supernatural entities with powers of agency, or impersonal
powers or processes possessed of moral purpose, which have the capacity to set the
conditions of, or to intervene in, human affairs.344
339
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Taylor’s preference for this definition is due to it incorporating beliefs, institutions and
deities, while acknowledging the impact these have on human lives and experience. Taylor
still recognises its shortcomings, including the use of the term supernatural, which is situated
within the western philosophical tradition, and the problem that some religious traditions do
not invoke the supernatural. Aside from this, there is merit in Taylor’s discussion of this
definition as he signals caution that the definition of religion not be too wide, placing a
boundary on what can be considered religion.345 But the overriding concern for Taylor is also
that the definition does not become so wide as to suggest that nothing has changed.346 It is
critical to this research that the relationship between religion and the secular is examined,
including changes to understandings of these terms. For my research, this definition is
influenced by phenomenological aspects, which to me are important when defining religion. I
also acknowledge that a one-dimensional response to defining religion is misleading and
obscures many important factors that need inclusion.

In an attempt to rescue religion from a one-dimensional definition, a ten-dimensional model
has recently been proposed by Vaillancourt and is included below. It is inclusive of
phenomenological aspects and represents the move towards reclaiming the many dimensions
of religion, even though direct reference to spirituality is notably absent.
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Table 3.1: Jean-Guy Vaillancourt – The 10 Dimensions of Religion347
DIMENSIONS
Identity
Statuses

Affiliation
Community
Creed
Experience
Practice
Theology
Ethics

Deity

SYNONYMS
Individuality, Interiority, Intimate Involvement
Social Roles, Saints and Sinners, Shamans,
Sorcerers, Sacred Leaders and Disciples, Priests
and Laity
Association, Adherence, Attachment,
Allegiance, Belonging
Congregation, Communion, Collectivity,
Confessions
Credo, Convictions, Confidence, Commitment,
Beliefs, Ideology
Emotion, Ecstasy, Esoterism, Devotion,
Spiritual Exercises
Public and Private Prayers, Procedures of
Participation, Cult, Rituals, Ceremonial
Texts, Traditions, Theodicy, Teachings,
Knowledge, Intellectual Dimension
Expectations, Exigencies, Engagement, Equity,
Consequences, Moral Codes, Rules,
Commandments
Divinity, Divine Transcendence, God and Gods,
The Sacred, The Holy

This exploration of the multi-dimensionality of religion is also a commentary on the changing
role of religion globally, as Vaillancourt presents a more inclusive approach to the definition
incorporating aspects from a number of religious heritages.

An examination of the challenges of defining religion is undertaken by William Cavanaugh
in The Myth of Religious Violence. He, like Taylor, explores the changes religion has
undergone under the influence of the secular, and also notes that religion as a standalone
category for the most part did not exist throughout history.348 He separates recent definitions
into two categories: substantivist and functionalist. Substantivist definitions focus on
Vaillancourt, From Five to Ten Dimensions of Religion: Charles Y. Glock’s Dimensions of Religiosity Revisited
(2008, 2008).p.63.
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separating world religions from other phenomena based on beliefs about the nature of reality.
This includes such categories as transcendentalism and supernaturalism, although he cautions
that these terms harbour further complications, hence his reticence to use them. Cavanaugh
also notes, like Taylor, that too wide a definition can be so inclusive as to break down the
exclusivity of the category itself, while too narrow a definition would exclude clearly
religious systems, making inclusion in the category too arbitrary.349

Inclusivity tends to be a characteristic of functionalist approaches. Functionalist definitions
are not based on the ‘content or substance of a belief system but on the way that such a
system functions... not in terms of what is believed but in terms of how they believe it’.350
Cavanaugh recognises that functionalist approaches tend to be based on empirical
observations rather than unobservable interior states. He concludes that different things can
be called religion at different times, so a transcultural, transhistorical definition is not
possible.351 He is more interested in why this occurs, which is often through the deployment
of power or other political agendas.352 Ultimately, he believes that the categorising of religion
‘is part of the legitimating conceptual apparatus of the modern Western nation-state... born
with a new configuration of power and authority in the West’.353 This dissection of the rise of
religion as a category is illuminating in that it offers a critical approach to the problems of
definition. Cavanaugh refutes the immutability of religion as currently defined and states it is
an invention of the west to facilitate ‘the transfer in the modern era of the public loyalty of
the citizen from Christendom to the emergent nation-state’.354 To Cavanaugh, the evolution
of religion and spirituality is indicative of wider changes to political and national histories.
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Defining spirituality
Defining spirituality is a hazardous undertaking. Many definitions exist and there is no
consensus in the literature.

355

Sheldrake argues this lack of consensus arises from

spirituality’s contemporary detachment from religion, 356 as, historically, spirituality and
religion would have been used interchangeably.357
Bender describes spirituality as ‘porous and historically variable’. 358 Previous to these
contemporary changes, however, a definition of spirituality would have encompassed a
number of aspects, including piety, devotional practices and experiences – but all, for the
most part, within a religious tradition and knowledge framework. Spirituality has a more
defined context when associated with an historic religious tradition, such as Christianity. In
fact, Christianity is the original source of the word although it has now passed into other faith
traditions, not least eastern religions such as Buddhism and Hinduism.359

For the early Christians, spirituality referred to the presence of the spirit of God within
individuals, and this for the most part was how spirituality was understood throughout the
first centuries.360 During the Middle Ages, spirituality referred more specifically to the clergy
while in the seventeenth century in France it referred to the spiritual life.361

With the emergence of spirituality as a concept, it was possible to identify aspects of religion
that can be considered spiritual and to focus on the variety of religious traditions and
commonalities across them, as well as differences between them.
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spirituality being viewed as a form of religiosity that escapes institutionalisation and in which
the therapeutic aspects of religion are accentuated. For example, Hindu spiritualities have
been adopted outside mainstream Hinduism around the world through Hatha Yoga, which is
more focused on health than on salvation, and Ayur Veda, a form of homeopathy. In
Christian and non-Christian religious traditions alike, spirituality has to some degree come to
represent the personal experience of the divine, one not necessarily mediated by ordained
authorities.363

In terms of contemporary understandings, spirituality connotes a number of key aspects that
include experience of the transcendent, an individual’s interior life, connection to life forces,
harmony with the environment, self-fulfilment, non-materiality, health and healing. 364
Spirituality has also come to be understood in opposition to religion, and they are no longer
regarded as synonyms.365

The defining of religion and spirituality as discrete categories is evident across contemporary
literature. Tom Frame states, in Losing my Religion: Unbelief in Australia, that ‘spirituality
must not be confused with religion’.366 The extrication of religion from spirituality is also
referred to by Tacey, who claims that ‘in the past, many of us believed that spirituality was a
product of religious life... but we are having to face the fact that spirituality itself is larger,
greater and much older than any organised religion’. 367 One of the problems of placing
spirituality at odds with religion is it situates spirituality as the authentic form of religious
practice, and as a condition free from the constraint of ritual and institution. Through this,
religion comes to be seen as the negative side of spirituality. Tacey suggests that the schism
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between religion and spirituality has also led to negative associations for the individuals who
are now viewed as the remnant adherents of religion in Australia.368

Tacey traces the detachment of spirituality from religion back to the 1960s and 70s, a time of
significant social change in Australia.369 Quoting Sandra Schneiders, he discusses the view
that spirituality has developed from indicating an interior life, to encompassing whole-of-life
experience.370 In particular, when spirituality sits outside institutions it often takes on further
therapeutic characteristics, and is positioned as an activity rather than a disposition. In this
way, spirituality has become the term preferred over religion. The rise of the secular has
contributed to this, as spirituality is now in some ways a secularised form of its previous
understanding, detached as it is from religion. This may explain the growing acceptance of
spirituality; as Bender suggests, the liminal space between the religious and secular is now
occupied by the spiritual.371

The result of these changes is that many of the definitions of terms discussed in this research
take on distinct meanings under the influence of the secular. This is indicative of recent
changes to religion under this influence that allow for a broader level of acceptance of ideas
that previously may not have entered discussions. A notable example of this is the use of the
word ‘sacred’ in Australia. It has been variously applied to historical and commemorative
events such as Gallipoli, as well as places and natural phenomena. 372 Extricated as this is
from previous understandings, sacred is one example of a term influenced by secular change.
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Neo-secularisation
Neo-secularisation is a term first introduced by David Yamane, even though he was not the
first to examine the theory that underpinned it. Neo-secular positions emerged principally
from a focus on the United States.373 Yamane suggested announcements of the death of the
secularisation theory were premature and that what was needed instead was a reformulation
of this theory. 374 This reformulation ‘retains the core insights’ of the “old’ view while
integrating ‘new’ aspects.375 He claims that this neo-secular approach lessens the opposition
between secular and post-secular paradigms. Yamane’s position is centred specifically on the
decline of religious authority, rather than the more generalised understanding of the decline
of religious belief that underwrites the secularisation theory. Taylor also notes the changes to
religion based on a diminishing of authority, with individual autonomy privileged. 376
Yamane’s jettisoning of the unsubstantiated claims of the secularisation theory involves
distancing himself from post-secular arguments, also rejecting positions that form the basis of
post-secular theory. Nonetheless, the neo-secular position is, at the very least, an
acknowledgment of profound changes to religion in society.

Yamane cites the three corollaries of the secularisation theory as changes to: the place of
religion in the social order; the structure of religious organisations; and the orientation of
individuals to religion. 377 He suggests that the secularisation theory has been wrongly
interpreted as meaning the extinction of religion. He argues this was never the intention of the
secularisation theory. Instead, drawing on the work of Chaves, whose redefinition of
secularisation is ‘best understood not as the decline of religion, but as the declining scope of
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religious authority’, Yamane pursues this argument to a deeper level. 378 Objections to his
work may suggest that these ideas held some relevance at the time of their conception with
much development both in the world and the field of theory occurring since; hence the more
recent preoccupation with the post-secular. What follows are the aspects of the secularisation
theory that the neo-secular formulation calls attention to.

FOCUS ON RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY
The work of Chaves, emerging earlier than that of Yamane, differentiates religion from
religious authority. He states this is important to secularisation on the basis of a change in
focus to historical and institutional contexts resulting from political and social conflicts,
rather than on the existence or otherwise of religious beliefs and ideas. He justifies this
refocus by stating that secularisation is best understood this way, while arguing for an
abandonment of religion as an analytical category. 379 This differentiation by Chaves may be
suitable for an in-depth sociological analysis of one aspect of secularisation, but largely omits
the concept of religion as a personal and social reality. One gains the impression that this
avoidance may be an acknowledgement that religion overly complicates discussions, as
Chaves attempts to avoid the ‘theoretical cul-de-sacs’ that would arise if religion were to be
incorporated. 380 The controversy surrounding how to approach and engage with the
secularisation theory is part of a longer and more complex problem of defining religion,
religious consciousness, beliefs and identity, often from the position of an outsider unfamiliar
with the complexities. By developing this particular neo-secular position, Chaves may
recognise the difficulties associated with this, while noting that religious decline and
resurgence are somewhat secondary to the primary concern of the influence of religion.
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However, according to Stark, the primary concern in secularisation discussions is the decline
of individual piety, as when individual piety retreats there are numerous factors that adhere to
that process. Stark suggests that in the new configurations of secularisation that neosecularisation heralds, there is an ‘escape from inconvenient facts’.381 He also points out that
if secularisation were only to do with de-institutionalisation there would be no argument, as
the religious institutions that once dominated society are indeed less influential than in
previous eras. This may be the case, but one would add this depends on the society, the
conditions of belief in these often diverse and shifting societies, the system of belief, and the
strata of religious influence that is being referred to, such as clergy or lay organisation.

Shelledy continues the investigation of neo-secularisation with regard to changes to authority,
suggesting it is linked to a larger crisis of authority that has permeated many areas of society,
secular and non-secular. 382 He views the main thrust of neo-secularisation as religion
continuing to resist being relegated to the private sphere but nonetheless diminishing in
influence. This decline presents religion as lacking the primacy it once held while holding
sway on matters limited to its own sphere.383 While acknowledging this focus on authority is
key, Shelledy also states that the specific issues over which religion holds sway need to be
looked at, as there are some differences in influences dependent on the issues rather than a
general loss of authority on all issues. Here again, as Shelledy points out, influence is
context- and time-specific and variations are apparent.384

Rather than just dismiss the neo-secular position, as Stark does, it is necessary to examine
further the work of Chaves and others who have discussed it at length. Chaves examines
Weber’s understanding of religious authority as a form of coercion, developed in terms of
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supernatural legitimation, as well as reference to power and authority. 385Through this, it can
be seen that neo-secular theoretical perspectives resonate with the changing conditions of
belief and the threads of meaning and definition that surround it. So, the decline of religious
authority is intrinsically coupled to belief and other aspects including the deployment of
power and authority. Chaves justifies his neo-secular position on the basis of an extension in
definition towards the multidimensionality of religious authority. Sectioning the decline in
authority into organisational, societal and individual, he notes the scope of control has
declined at all three levels of analysis. 386 This is an attempt to come to terms with the
definition and complexity of the subject.

REVISITING THE SECULARISATION THEORY
There is some merit in teasing out the definitions associated with secularisation, as what has
often occurred is misapplication of this theory on the basis of blanket assumptions about
religion. Ironically, Bruce observes that neo-secularisation theories are formed on the basis of
a misunderstanding of secularisation that, for all intents and purposes, differs very little from
secularisation theories.387 From Bruce’s position, secularisation has been represented as linear
and less complex than it is, allowing for misunderstanding and misrepresentation, and it is
from this misrepresentation that neo-secularisation has emerged. 388 Indeed suggesting that
secularisation primarily rests on the decline of religious belief is offering a narrow
interpretation of its processes, which continue to influence all levels of society. Of further
interest here is Phillips’s more recent perspective that sees neo-secularisation as one way of
investigating the various axes along which religious differentiation occurs.389
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Phillips’s focus is on a rejection of one of the core understandings of the secularisation
theory, which is that once social structures such as government and religious institutions
become secularised they lose their power and, therefore, lose adherents.

390

In his

investigation of the Mormons and New England parish life, he concludes that changes spawn
vitality rather than diminishing congregations. 391 Further to this, he suggests that the neosecular position has been adopted by academics unwilling to abandon the secularisation
theory.392Nonetheless, he points out that one of the weaknesses of the neo-secular position is
that it differentiates between the relationship of the individual to religion and the relationship
between religion and social structures. This is a tenuous position to take, as the
aforementioned commentary on the work of Chaves notes. Structural and individual
behaviours and movements are equally vital for an effective approach to the study of religion
in contemporary society.

Goldstein investigates the secularisation theory through what he terms the new and old
paradigms. Relevant to this, the neo-secular position rests on an attempt to reformulate the
secularisation theory to account for dialectic movement, as he suggests that the secularisation
theory has been misinterpreted as a linear, progressive reality.393 By teasing out this central
thread imposed on the old paradigm, he offers a perspective of it as dialectic rather than a
fixed linear concept. Through investigation of the founding contributors of the secularisation
theory, he notes that they did not understand it a linear process but were more concerned with
it as a dialectic process. Furthermore, his position sees secularisation as intrinsically linked to
‘sacralisation’, in which, paradoxically, revival and rejection are parts of the one process.394
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From his perspective, any reformulation of the secularisation theory, such as the neo-secular,
is unnecessary as it is based on an oversimplification of the original theories.

The suggestion that the secularisation theory has been misinterpreted and now needs reclarification obfuscates the necessary claim that the secularisation theory may have been, for
a time and in part, relevant. The need to reclaim its lost territory is now a lesser concern; what
is more significant is how recent evidence such as religious revival can be accounted for.

RELIGIOUS REVIVAL
Phillips sees the neo-secularisation theory as impoverished due to its focus on religious
authority to the exclusion of discussions of religious revival.395 Casanova’s suggestion here is
that religious traditions are refusing to accept the marginalised role demarcated for them in
modern society and are responding with renewed vigour.396 There are two streams of thought
arising here. The first is the neo-secular position, that the pluralism evident in modern society
encourages religious competition and is thereby undermining religious institutions by
working against the historical hold on power of these establishments.397 The second is that
religious revival continues in both traditional and more recent religious movements, with this
ignored or somehow overlooked by more orthodox theorists.398 Both aspects still point to the
proliferation of religion rather than its demise. Rightly, however, Phillips acknowledges that
the breakdown in authority gives rise to new transformations and expressions of belief, thus
showing the immutable relationship between challenges to religion and religious revival.399
Nonetheless, religious activity stimulates religious competition; thus, participation is not
diminished but rather encouraged. Religious identity, in these competitive contexts, is detached
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from characteristics that may have previously held sway, such as class and ethnicity, and is
more strongly associated with re-energised forms of participation and identity.400
Taylor notes that changes here could circulate around what he terms the ‘transformation’ and
‘immanence’ perspectives.401 The transformation perspective is that prior to the eighteenth
century religion was viewed primarily as a participation in supernatural life that ultimately
transforms the self. With the rise and wide appeal of the immanence view, religion met a
need for individual happiness, flourishing and mutual benefit situated more directly in the
here and now.402 This may seem a fine line to draw, but Taylor’s explanation highlights the
widening appeal of religion on this renewed basis. The transformation view still has
influence; however, the appeal of the immanence view of religion offers a more explicit
mutual benefit.

This can be linked to the phenomenon of religious revival, as it situated religion as working
towards a more palatable modern understanding of social benefit removed from esoteric
contexts. These two positions are not mutually exclusive; more than likely many believers
exist on a point between them. Nevertheless, this discussion by Taylor does attempt to
account for the broadening of the conditions of belief and may, therefore, account for
religious revival in some instances. In the literature, the neosecular position does not engage
in these more in-depth discussions, even though it does draw attention to some necessary
issues by acknowledging changes to religion and society. At the very least, the neosecular
view calls into question the dominance of the secularisation theory. What follows, the postsecular position, also does so albeit with a range of more specific objections.
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The post-secular
Few academics deny the inherent ambiguities that underwrite post-secular definitions,
highlighting the challenging nature of defining terms that are constantly undergoing
negotiation. In a more recent discussion, Casanova regards the post-secular as ambiguous, not
just because of the ‘post’ prefix and its problematic nature in many contemporary
discussions, but because of the enduring ambiguity of the ‘secular’.403

Adding further complexity are the number of dimensions to the term post-secular, including
the political and the sociological. This also suggests that the post-secular exists along a
spectrum of positions that range from an ideological response to religion, to a broader view
encompassing both individual and social responses to religion. Another significant aspect of
the post-secular is how and when the term is used, which often cluster around ideas of a
return to, or rediscovery of religious understandings. Usage ranges from the (possibly overly)
simplistic, such as Hamilton’s reference to post-secular ethics as simply ethics ‘without
theology’, to Habermas’ multi-indicator method.404Definitions are also highly dependent on
the background of the theorist in question, with the post-secular being heavily influenced by
the sociological and the political.

THE POLITICAL, THE SOCIOLOGICAL AND THE POST-SECULAR
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A political interest in the post-secular emerged in the 1990s when critical engagement with
the understanding of public spaces as secularised spaces came under renewed questioning.405
The secularisation thesis positioned religion as outside of the public sphere, and more
specifically outside the political sphere. In democratic societies it has long been taken for
granted that the political mechanisms of law and legislation would seek to lessen the power
of religion and position it as marginal to public life.406 Within the discussion on the postsecular it is increasingly evident that considering religion as outside the political sphere is no
longer sustainable, as worldwide religion is having a political impact. Increasingly countries
are experiencing religious pluralism and this has contributed to changes in political life, and
hence to public life. One such example of change is Turkey.

As discussed by Rosati, Turkey is an interesting laboratory of what appears to be a deeply
polarised society, but one in which there is a blending of secular and religious ideas that set it
apart from other European countries.407 For Rosati, the religious and secular identities and
dynamics, although historically influenced, are also continually developing.

408

This

transformation of Turkish society towards a post-secular society includes political dimensions
as well as sociological. The political reforms undertaken over the last 100 years have led to a
unique situation in which western, secular, democratic ideas mix with traditional and
religious ideas.409

Linda Hogan considers these changes to the political sphere to be the understanding by
religious citizens that they are inescapably political citizens and therefore expect the
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opportunity to express their interest in the many and varied political processes undertaken by
the state.410 This is an increasing issue in many societies that have experienced significant
social and cultural change in its mobile population. As Hogan describes, ‘the present age is
characterised, not by the triumph of either religious or anti-religious world-views, but rather
by the fact of religious pluralism.’411 Stoeckl notes that religious pluralism might be the ‘real
problem’ of post-secular societies rather than the separation of church and state. 412 In
response to the presence of pluralism, secular states are experiencing significant tensions as
to how public life and public spaces can be reimagined to incorporate changing ideas and
beliefs.

For Habermas, this political preoccupation has been central to his post-secular discussion.
Drawing on the work of Rawls, and his view on laws and policies as being neutrally
conceived, Habermas argues that in a
Constitutional state . . . all subcultures, whether religious or not, are expected to free their
individual members from their embrace so that these citizens can mutually recognize one
another in civil society as members of one and the same political community. As democratic
citizens they give themselves laws which grant them the right, as private citizens, to preserve
their identity in the context of their own particular culture and worldview.413

The political onus, as with Rawl’s, remains with the religious citizenry who are responsible
for the translation and justification of their political positions to their unbelieving fellow
citizens. Although encouraging of political discussion between believers and non-believers in
the political arena, where all citizens have equal right to the duty of dialogue, the
responsibility for translation is a problematic one. This responsibility points to the ongoing
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use of normative secular understandings of liberal democracy that struggle to consider
pluralism as politically beneficial. Additionally Habermas post-secular theory favours
moderate-liberal religious citizens, excluding conservative religious citizens.

Even more significant than an appreciation of the diverse nature of modern societies, and the
need for liberal democracies to adapt to these changes, is that central to an understanding of
the post-secular directly indicating the limits of secularisation. These limits are very evident
in political spheres. As discussed by Molendijk, Beaumont and Jedan:
the label of the postsecular refers to the limits of the secularization thesis and the continuing
realization of radically plural societies in terms of religions, faiths and beliefs within and
between diverse urban societies. It also refers to the public role and function of religion and
religious organizations in our contemporary world. And if we consider ‘the postsecular’ as the
indication of diverse religious, humanist and secularist positionalities—and not just an
assumption of complete and total secularization—it is precisely the interrelations between all
of these dimensions and not just the religious aspect on its own that must be taken into
account.414

The persistence of religion in secularised areas, including the political, points to an important
aspect of the post-secular, that of its citizens reaching beyond their political actions as
necessary responsibilities, towards a commitment to ‘historical learning’.415 As discussed by
Cooke, historical learning involves openness to changing ideas, and a revision of long held
views, a challenging educational process for post-secular societies.416

Just as the secularisation thesis emerged from the sociological field, so too the post-secular
has become a more recent addition to sociological discourse. Although some sociologists
were hesitant to accept that religion was ‘reappearing’ in society, the use of the term post414
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secular now readily refers to a conceptual and social evolution of the relationship between
modernity and religion.417 In the words of Gräb ‘modernity has started to produce religions in
a new, postsecular way.’418 In post-secular societies, five crucial aspects as outlined by Rosati
and Stoeckl, have been identified as necessary qualifications:
To sum up, in our view, Habermas’s idea of the postsecular as a process of complementary
learning between religious and secular worldviews and practices has to be enriched in a way
that includes the five features listed above. Reflectivity of both secular modernities and
religious traditions, co-existence of secular and religious worldviews and practices, deprivatization of religions, religious pluralism vs. religious monopoly, and the sacred
understood (also) as a heteronomous transcendent force vs. only immanent understanding of
it: these are the sociological features that add empirical thickness to the philosophical and
normative idea of the complementary learning process.419

These five factors have been explored by Stoeckl and Rosati and applied to examples, but
with the proviso that maybe not all can be applied equally or simultaneously. The exploration
of Turkish society by Rosati raises some interesting points about the post-secular as a process
in which modernisation, the secular and religion play equally important roles in the bringing
about of a post-secular society.420

In a similar way Molendijk, Beaumont, and Jedan consider what a post-secular society is,
outlining the below characteristics
the label of the postsecular refers to the limits of the secularization thesis and the continuing
realization of radically plural societies in terms of religions, faiths and beliefs within and
between diverse urban societies. It also refers to the public role and function of religion and
religious organizations in our contemporary world. And if we consider ‘the postsecular’ as the
indication of diverse religious, humanist and secularist positionalities—and not just an
assumption of complete and total secularization—it is precisely the interrelations between all
417
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of these dimensions and not just the religious aspect on its own that must be taken into
account.421

Post-secular as a sociological phenomenon speaks to the different forms of religion present in
that society, as well as secular worldviews. Post-secular societies are also testament to the
understanding that both religious traditions and secular worldviews are malleable and open to
mutual interpretation.

The intersections between political and sociological understandings of the post-secular are
explored by Johansen who sees Habermas’ perspective as primarily focussed on secular states
who must come to terms with the endurance of religion. For sociologists it means an
awareness of both an increase in political relevance of religion and related aspects such as
social identity, social cohesion and social benefits. 422 These aspects are central to the postsecular and its framing in both the political and the sociological sphere. Their relatedness
points to the definition provided by Stoeckl and Rosati above which combines a Habermasian
preoccupation with complementary learning with sociological features.

A NEW AGE?

To date, the literature on the post-secular positions it as either a new age, heralding the
decline of the secular, or a stage of development of the secular. This has led to a number of
effects, as explored by the literature:
1) Religion has become increasingly visible in the public sphere.
2) Religion is undergoing a resurgence.
3) Challenges and reactions to modernisation and the mainstream narrative of the
secular.
421
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4) An ambivalence towards religion.

Habermas and the Post-Secular

The claims made by Habermas in regard to the development of a post-secular society include
the highly visible link between religion and global conflict that has altered public
consciousness, the increasing influence of religion operating in the public sphere worldwide,
and the changing demography of nations, particularly due to immigration.423 It can be further
noted that the increasing influence of technology on a globalised scale has disseminated
religious ideas beyond old boundaries onto a worldwide stage, contributing to their increasing
public presence. Habermas is concerned with public life and participation in public life and
its intersection with the post-secular. He is particularly interested in how political structures
and order facilitate the peaceful coexistence of citizens from diverse backgrounds.424
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Figure 4: Summary of Habermas’ post-secular dimensions.
PUBLIC DIMENSION
One important aspect Habermas discusses is how religious and non-religious citizens can
exist alongside each other, and how this relationship manifests itself in society. On the
surface, it would appear that one or the other of these groups will need to compromise their
principles for the sake of social harmony. However, Dillon points out that strictly dividing
believing from non-believing citizens is too strong a position; there are many people who do
not exist at these opposing ends but at one of a range of positions in between. 425 In
contemporary history, much has been said of how these two groups cannot exist together. The
present crisis and response to Islam, for example, suggests they cannot.426 In this case, the
relationship between these citizens breaks down in what is portrayed as a race to assert the
rights of one over the other. Although all citizens exist in a secular society that appears to
favour one side more than the other,427 Habermas ponders the question that puts the burden of
civil coexistence equally on both religious and non-religious citizens – ‘how should we see
ourselves as members of a post-secular society and what must we reciprocally expect from
one another’ to remain civil?428

If social harmony and remaining civil is the primary concern, how this is achieved requires
far more discussion. The irony of this debate is that in secular society all people are
considered included, irrespective of their backgrounds. In reality, the proviso may be as long
as they remain within the confines of state-regulated identity and privately practiced beliefs.
Habermas raises key points to stimulate public awareness of how civil coexistence can occur,
including stating that Europe needs to adjust ‘itself to the continued existence of religious
425Michele
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communities in an increasingly secularized environment’.429 One of these adjustments takes
the form of religious organisations and groups contributing to public discourse on relevant
social matters. This remains a strong area of religious influence in a secular public space. To
Habermas, a post-secular society is one in which this public influence remains present and is
integrated into the whole of society’s consciousness. He also notes that, as non-secular
society must accept secular societies’ understandings, so too the opposite must be true.430
For Habermas, this takes the form of a ‘complementary learning process’.431 As explored in
‘Religion in the Public Sphere’, religious communities have been burdened by having to
translate the secular worldview and secular reason to learn and adapt to living in a secular
state. 432 This fosters resentment in religious citizens, insofar as it becomes their duty to
function in secular society. There are three aspects that arise for religious citizens that do not
equally affect non-religious citizens.433
1. Religious citizens must develop an epistemic attitude toward other religions and
worldviews.
2. They must develop an epistemic stance on the independence of secular from sacred
knowledge.
3. They must accept the epistemic stance toward the priority of secular reason in the
political arena.
Habermas notes that religious citizens and traditions need to be able to reflect on these
aspects and learn their place in modern society by overcoming these ‘cognitive
challenges’. 434 He explains this as an additional burden placed on religious citizens from
which secular citizens are largely exempt.
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Looking beyond this division in society, Habermas recognises the depth of this issue, as by
situating religious communities and beliefs as antiquated and obsolete, freedom of religion
offers some protection for religious citizens on the road to what is viewed as inevitable
extinction. This gives rise to the question as to whether it is a core secular agenda that
religion disappears entirely from social, political and economic spheres. The secularisation
theory does signify this eventual demise, alongside the demise of the religious citizen having
a voice in the public sphere that is as valid as that of the secular citizen.

HISTORICAL DIMENSION
As the secular political system has a historical basis, the post-secular political arena has
contributing events that point to a change in the secular political world order. The secular
state has a distinctly historical influence as outlined by Cooke:
For Habermas, as for many of the inhabitants of contemporary liberal democratic social
orders, myself included, the secular state is a historical achievement – the result of a
collective historical learning process that can be traced back to the European wars of
religion in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.435

Some historical precedents associated with the secular state are the establishment of the
Westphalian state and the birth of western secularism in 1945. For Merlini,
[r]eligion was in theory consigned to a marginal role by the political system of sovereign,
secular states enjoying exclusive prerogative over the use of force and non-interference
from outside, including churches, that came out of the 1648 Peace of Westphalia. In fact,
it continued to play an important role, at least until 1945, which many consider the
birthday of Western secularism.436
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However, the failure of the Westphalian state more recently has been noted by academics and
may be seen as a precursor to the post-secular and post-Westphalian order.437 This thinking is
influenced by such events as the Iranian Revolution, the 9/11 attacks, the collapse of the
Soviet Union, the development of capitalism in China, international migration, the emergence
of the international system, and cross-national boundaries for organisations and global
players. These historical events have significantly changed the dominance of the secular state
as the necessary basis of progressive and stable social and political entities. 438 These
contemporary historical events are rightly the catalyst for Habermas to reassess the largely
unchallenged secular state and worldview.

Pluralism is a second concern of Habermas that raises issues around the post-secular. This is
particularly heightened in his discussion of immigration and the multiculturalism that
operates throughout European history. The ‘value conflicts’439 that arise due to the influx of
new citizens remains a historical and social problem not easily overcome. Religious wars and
confessional disputes inspired secular thinking; however, now it is pluralism that injects
instability into this historical vision of Europe and the world.
Pluralism as a historical reality suggests that although secular thought has dominated –
particularly in European society – the reality is that a range of people exist within its borders
who do not share the same worldviews. The secular state and its mechanisms rely on civil
homogeneity to ensure economic and political stability. Pluralistic views of society that are
committed to inclusion and equal civil rights for all peoples are challenged by a secular
nation state struggling to place all citizens on equal footing – often because of their religious
or cultural worldview, not in spite of it. Although the secular state is seen as a curative for
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these dilemmas of diversity, religion is often supressed, creating further instability. The
question remains as to whether all citizens can find a place in secular society, and whether the
secular state can be both pluralistic and stable. Both historically and contemporarily this
remains a pressing problem.

POLITICAL DIMENSION
This aspect of Habermas’s post-secular idea is that the political sphere has been rapidly
evolving over the last century with a number of developments that have changed the hitherto
largely unchallenged political world. The Westphalian political order relies on sovereign
states that exercise their power over public spaces and keep religion in check. In a
contemporary sense, this control over public spaces has come under threat from globalising
forces that act across and beyond national borders.
If anything, Habermas’s post-secular theory is a political theory through which he examines
the Enlightenment project and reconfigures the political sphere to include the religious. For
him, the post-secular is the intersection between religion and democratic politics.440As Cooke
states:
In Habermas’ political theory the concept of postsecular society is used primarily in a
normative sense. It does not merely describe a secularized social order in which religious
worldviews continue to shape the identities of many inhabitants; it makes a plea for a
model of law and politics in which religious arguments are not excluded from political
debate.441

In terms of the political conceptions of post-secular society, Habermas sees a range of
perspectives to bring understanding to this area. As the post-secular is tied up with citizenship
concerns, particularly in democratic societies, what post-secular political citizenship looks
like is important. Secular states have provided a separation between church and state, with the
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understanding that the state does not favour one or the other perspective. The political role of
religion is such that the state cannot influence changes to public understandings of religions
and changes in secular understandings of such. Habermas’s hope that citizens, both believers
and non-believers, can engage in a mutual learning process cannot be moderated by the state,
but must be undertaken by another agency.
As citizens in a historically liberal society, both believers and non-believers are placed on ‘a
non-religious footing’.442 It would seem that the exercise and governance of religious rights
and citizenship cannot be undertaken by the state and cannot be supervised by a secular
authority. Habermas says this is possible by understanding that all citizens have guaranteed
political participation and the knowledge that rationally accepted outcomes for democratic
processes and civil law must prevail.443 So the basis of a Habermasian political citizenship in
a post-secular state is based on the notion that each citizen has about themselves, that they are
free and equal members of a political community.444Equal citizens under the law here must
offer each other good reason for their political statements.445 But it also puts the onus on the
governing bodies and institutions to provide reasonable understandings for decisions and
measures accessible to all citizens.

Another political ramification is the secular state is often confused with a secular society. A
secular state does not necessarily mean a secularised society;. 446 the question raised is
whether a secular state can exist alongside a post-secular society. The problem of the
translation of religious ideas in the public space – that is, in the political arena that Habermas
advocates – is a problematic requirement. Translation requires a pre-debate by believers as to
the meaning and understanding of the matter at hand. The debate of such meanings should
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take place within the context of the debate of the issue across the belief divide rather than
outside of it.447 Even so, this translation of ideas places the onus on believers to provide
connections to knowledge outside the experience of the non-believers. For non-believers,
democracies are political systems that already use a secularised language. Although
Habermas raises some very important points, it is also evident that his analysis of the postsecular on a political level is challenging. It requires all citizens to be self-reflective, tolerant,
and understanding of the mechanisms associated with democratic liberal structures.

PHILOSOPHICAL DIMENSION

Habermas’ conception of the post-secular parallel his discussions of post-metaphysical
thought. He reflects on the changes to philosophy particularly in its relationship to religion.
He suggests that, in this post-secular era, this relationship is dialogical and open.448 Citing
philosophers such as Bloch, Levinas and Derrida as examples of contemporary engagement
in this effort, he positions post-secular philosophical dimensions as reflective of postmetaphysical thinking.449 But he also notes a further problem, that of the relationship between
philosophy and science. This is an important deliberation as the post-secular attempts to
reflexively consider the legacy of the scientific Enlightenment in the hope of having
philosophy remain an unassimilated critical tool. Post-secular philosophy can be a revisionist
lens that invigorates the field of philosophy, allowing religious perspectives to remain active
within that field of understanding.
Secular philosophy is a concern of Habermas’s as he projects that the ‘secularist selfunderstanding’ of philosophy will more readily assimilate with the sciences. 450 Habermas
fears that if this occurs philosophy will lose the power of reflexivity, and science will emerge
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as the lens that offers a total understanding of the world. 451 In a post-metaphysical era,
philosophy has become disengaged from its religious roots and then becomes subject to a
secular agenda. Coupled with this is Habermas’s suspicion of the Enlightenment as he
continues to question its influence in contemporary times.

Habermas is critical of the Enlightenment project and its relationship with science, echoing
the changes to philosophy over the last 20 years. This indicates not so much a move to postsecular philosophy as a rethinking of the Enlightenment, with a move away from secular
philosophy. John Caputo discusses this in On Religion, providing the example of reason,
which has been identified as a historicised and historically contingent concept by some
philosophers.452 Caputo argues that these philosophers have a more modest sense of how
knowledge changes and evolves, presenting philosophy in more recent times as a humbler
proposal. He states philosophers have largely rejected the ideas of meta-language and metanarrative and have renewed their interest in religion. 453 Although Caputo mourns the loss of
the break between religion and the academy that occurred as a result of modernity, the reality
is religion remains a force in the lives of many.
By the end of the nineteenth century God was indeed all but dead among the intellectuals.
Religious faith had become scientifically dubious (Darwin), psychoanalytically twisted
(Freud), and economically and politically reactionary (Marx), while Kierkegaard was
saying that Christian faith represented a leap into the Absurd. The view from the pews was
largely unshaken by all this. Modernity had no spiritual vision to offer in the place of the
one it had torn down.454

For some philosophers, religion has made a return. Although there was (and to some still is) a
tension between philosophy and religion, every field of philosophy contains writings from
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authors who are anti-Enlightenment, as well as those who are postmodern and post-secular.455
At the very least, discussion has been reinvigorated in the philosophical field, where
[c]ontemporary

philosophers

have

grown

increasingly

weary

with

the

‘old’

Enlightenment. Their tendency has been more and more to unmask the modernist
unmaskers… and to look around for a new Enlightenment, one that is enlightened about
the (old) enlightenment.456

These ideas are echoed by de Vries in his outline of the philosophical responses to the return
of religion. He argues that appropriate responses to contemporary changes are ‘perhaps no
longer measurable with the help of such terms as secularism, postmodernism,
multiculturalism, transnationalism’. 457 This he sees as reason enough to reconsider the
phenomenon of religion and its return to the field of philosophy.

For Habermas, the post-secular offers a critical position from which to reflect on the legacy
of the Enlightenment. For him, the Enlightenment agenda has run its course, and the
modernist position has left a legacy of problems. The interviews touched on a number of
contemporary problems – environmental, social and cultural – and noted that the post-secular
offers a mechanism for dialogue on these issues while incorporating valuable religious and
spiritual perspectives.

The below section will explore some broader themes found in post-secular literature that link
to Habermas’ work, but also discuss a range of perspectives found in the field.
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RELIGION HAS BECOME INCREASINGLY VISIBLE IN THE PUBLIC SPHERE
As a central concern of Habermas, who has cited on a number of occasions the increasing
place and role of religion in the public square, religion has been undergoing a rise in public
profile.458 That religion has an increasing profile and influence in this sphere is related to the
high visibility afforded fundamentalist movements; a reaction to this phenomenon, also noted
by Liedman, is the obvious increase of religion’s presence in politics.459 Religion had been
relegated to the domestic or private realm by the secularisation theory; however, with the
demise of that theory’s credibility, religion is cited as being a central part of a vibrant public
sphere.460 Habermas also recognises that public opinion is often influenced by churches and
religious organisations that, due to the pluralist nature of contemporary society, have
increased their participation in public dialogue on a range of issues, including ethical and
moral questions.461 The position of the church in a post-secular world is further theorised by
Trainor, who – drawing on the work of Habermas – argues that the church is becoming more
widely recognised than ever before as having a legitimate role to play by offering a ‘sacred
solution’ to western societies’ ills.462 Religion in this sense (Habermas does not indicate any
specific religion) does not stand above society but needs to continue to foster an active
engagement with issues of justice, as well as cultural and political dialogue.463

The effects of this are twofold; first, it increases the level of public visibility of religions and,
second, it requires an increase in the literacy of both believers and non-believers towards
religious images and language, further encouraging dialogue. From this aspect, it is evident
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that the post-secular is more a patchy and emerging vision, rather than the actual reality of the
relationship between religion and society as it is currently manifested. Nonetheless, Habermas
indicates that the progression of a post-secular society is underway in some parts of Europe
and the western world, where secular society has to ‘adjust’ to the growing existence of
religion. 464 Casanova discusses this newly awakened public persona of religion as world
event, citing the election of Pope John Paul II in 1978 and the Islamic revolution in Iran in
1979, among other instances, as contributing to these changes. He also suggests that, in the
context of globalisation, world religions are involved in global action and dialogue
consolidating a more public and involved persona that offers public credibility to religion.465

According to Moberg et al., the public dialogue that a post-secular society may foster cannot
simply be a ‘bridging of differences’ but is a far more complex discursive process,466 one that
requires what Connolly describes as a ‘deep pluralism’. 467 As an example of this deep
pluralism they cite as contemporary environmentalism, in which a blurring of the boundaries
between secular and sacred demonstrates the current fluidity between different sectors of
knowledge.468 The environmental debate, underpinned as it is by principles of holism and the
re-enchantment of nature, ‘promotes the sacralisation of nature’. 469 For Lynch, this makes
nature the site of the divine and, consequently, the human self becomes a sacralised site.470

The widespread and public deployment of this sacralised discourse on nature demonstrates
how issues can straddle the secular/sacred divide to encompass a range of what may have
previously been opposing agendas.
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RELIGION IS UNDERGOING RESURGENCE
Often referred to as the visibility of religion, religious resurgence is a further characteristic
noted in the literature. It refers to the notion that religion will not continue to simply exist in
modern societies but, rather, is a ‘creative and expansive force’ (which, indeed, it always has
been).471 Gorski and Altunordu link this resurgence to an understanding that the world is a
very different place when comparing 1968 to 2008, particularly when looking beyond Western
Europe, where organised religion is growing in membership. 472 Berger also refers to this
resurgence and possible explanations for it, including reactions against aspects of modernisation
and secularisation (which will be discussed further in the following sections), but also rightly
warns that all religions cannot be grouped together as a monolithic global phenomenon.
Instead, discussions on religion require a diversified approach that acknowledges the
differences inherent in religions worldwide, with some religions experiencing growth while
others wane.473Tacey goes into further detail about this resurgence, using the umbrella term
of spirituality to focus on the experiences of young people as well as alternate and so-called
‘New Age’ practices, all of which to him are indicators of disillusionment in the modern
era.474 Through this, he presents a focus on the phenomena present in Australia.

Historically, one of the key events often referred to as the touchstone of this disillusionment
is the 9/11 attacks. Ward refers to this date as significant, as does Torpey, while also noting
that there are other significant historical moments related to the post-secular.475 This is due to
his observation of the clustering of transformations in culture and politics that surround these
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historical moments and that, to Ward, denote resurgence. 476 These changes have been
influenced by the policy trends towards globalisation and multiculturalism, also experienced
in Australia that have impacted both national and individual identity. Bouma, in the
Australian context, offers some further detail about this resurgence by turning attention to
both fundamentalism and revitalised religions. This includes his observations regarding Islam
in Australia and Opus Dei worldwide, stating the changes in these movements are indictors of
post-secularity. 477 Habermas also cites the examples of the ‘winners’ of this resurgence,
including the worldwide Catholic Church, Evangelicals and Muslims.478

Although this resurgence is acknowledged in much of the literature, Derrida offers another
perspective. He suggests that the resurgence is not the same as recurrence, neither is it a
revival or counter-praxis to secularism; rather, it is a current manifestation or envisioning of a
globalised world in which societies and cultures both communicate and resist. 479 In the
Derridean sense, resurgence, therefore, is an expression of globalisation, and not necessarily
an increase in religious adherence in the statistical sense. The return of religion is also noted
by Derrida as a phenomenon that has astonished those who naively saw religion as at an
end. 480 In a similar vein, Reder and Schmidt state that ‘return of religion’ is not, strictly
speaking, the correct terminology; they suggest that religion is gathering renewed attention,
albeit in a new form.481 This theme is taken up by Harrington, who notes that the post-secular
is reminiscent of revision and not necessarily the return to something that was absent.482
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For Cesare Merlini, religious revival is not evidence of a post-secular era. He acknowledges
that religious revival is occurring in a range of places internationally, particularly in the
United States, in Muslim circles and elsewhere (e.g., Israel). He sees the temptation to view
these trends as emerging post-secular indicators but considers other factors that make these
changes appear contradictory.483The three examples he mentions require closer examination.

Merlini sees that there have been a number of profound changes in Christian circles; he also
notes the impact that issues such as the paedophilia scandal have had alongside this. 484
Merlini acknowledges the growth of churches in South America and Africa, but sees this as
strongly linked to a North American foreign policy agenda and the spread of US influence.485

The rise of fundamentalist groups is one of the most salient topics of the last ten years. Fear
has dominated discussions that fail to consider the entire Muslim world (including Asian
forms of devotion) and focus predominantly on the Middle East. Islam in all its diversity is
seen as anti-western and anti-democratic, supporting a non-secular state that is insulated and
uncompromising. For Merlini, attempts at securing a secular democratic state in a number of
countries has failed due to significant outside interference.486 Both in Israel and in the diaspora,
Merlini sees changes to the Israeli state as resurgence. For him, the secular state of Israel, as
its founding fathers envisioned it, is slowly evolving into a state that requires allegiance to
religious principles often embodied in orthodox and fundamentalist Jewish groups.487

THE RETURN TO ORTHODOXY
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Alongside the changes mentioned above, the literature also remarks on a return to orthodoxy.
Alessandro Ferrara asserts that all the major world religions are ‘as active as ever and within
each... the most conservative tendencies are on the rise’. 488 Boeve concurs with this
sentiment, stating that on the other side of this pluralist landscape is an appeal to a ‘pure’
tradition historically constructed that for all intents and purposes may have never existed.489
Nynas considers why this turn to orthodoxy has occurred, suggesting that although new
identities are formed under the influence of the post-secular, this also has the effect of
solidifying ‘entrenched identities’. 490 Thus, post-secular movements have the effect of
opening up possibilities of change while also sowing the seeds of resistance to that change by
feeding a need for a stronger sense of religious integrity within groups. These opposing
currents of resistance and change signify a new cultural framework in which a
reinterpretation of religion and spirituality occurs with an accompanying recovery of
tradition.491 As discussed earlier one example of growing conservative trends is the Opus Dei
movement in Australia.492

CHALLENGES AND REACTIONS TO THE DOMINANT NARRATIVE OF THE SECULAR
Taylor muses over the understanding of the post-secular in response to his discussion of Europe.
He states that post-secular may not necessarily be an age in which declines in belief and
practice will be reversed but, rather, a ‘time in which the hegemony of the mainstream master
narrative of secularisation will be more and more challenged’.493 That the secular worldview
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has become both dominant and naturalised is what is being questioned here. With religion
still playing a strong part in both private and public spheres, it is certainly relevant to question the
pervasiveness of the master narrative of the secular. Schaefer, however, acknowledges the
challenge that this involves, as the secular worldview has often been deployed as a means of
experiencing and organising modernity; to dispense with it will be an enormous challenge
since, as he states, it is one of the ‘last remaining “master narratives” of modern history’.494
Another aspect noted by Barbato and Kratochwil is the need for ‘some dissonant voices to the
secular choir’, some alternate views – which religion can offer – that are counterpoints to
secular discourse.495 Further to this, Philpott states that only when religion is recognised as an
alternate narrative can there be a fuller understanding of the secular worldview. 496 Davie
recognises that the problem here may lie in the fact that the main theoretical framework from
which religion has been viewed was secularisation, causing the relationship between religion
and modernity to be an overwhelmingly negative one. 497 An additional problem noted by
Tschannen is that the secularisation thesis is ‘ineluctably ideological’, advocating a
pessimistic response to religion.498 That the secular became synonymous with modernity is
largely what is being questioned here, with the breakdown of this power bloc noted by
Casanova as derivative of the secular as ideological, universal and teleological.499

AN AMBIVALENCE TOWARDS RELIGION
Not all the literature is concerned with the apparent transformation a post-secular society may
bring to the contemporary world. Geoghegan notes that the post-secular could suggest a
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‘deeply antagonistic stance towards secularism’.500 This is due to the term denoting the deep
divide that the antinomy of secular versus religion has caused. From this position, religion is
in opposition to the secular worldview, with a post-secular position an attempt to overcome
this. To Geoghegan, then, the post-secular is not a rejection of the secular but, rather,
recognition of the positives that both secularism and the post-secular offer, while
acknowledging they also offer negative elements that require critical appraisal.501

While Geoghegan discusses the possibility of a coexistence of secular and post-secular
principles, Dalferth takes this position further. He views the post-secular as holding
misplaced hopes for cultural progress.502 This is due to his explanation that a secular state
may be officially neutral towards religion but society may not be; therefore, to state that the
post-secular exists presumes that the secular existed in a society and that there has been a
seamless progress from pre-secular to secular to post-secular.503 This historical story of the
presence of religion in the western world is vehemently disputed by Dalferth.
There is no simple or unambiguous development… neither in the west nor anywhere else.
There was never an age of faith in Europe…There never was a complete exorcism of
religion from the public life of society or the individual life of its citizens such that a
recent return of religion to the public sphere would mark a decisive historical
change…And whereas proponents of post-secularism argue for its patchy emergence from
the secular age by reference to phenomena…these do not in any sense add up to a coherent
picture or present unambiguous evidence that we are entering a new post-secular age.504

While there is certainly much to consider in Dalferth’s position – history is indeed never as
straightforward as its interpretations often suggest –he largely ignores Habermas’s discussion
and contributions, as well as the overwhelming consensus in the literature on the demise of
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the secularisation theory. Both of these aspects are pivotal to these discussions. Dalferth
further discusses his definition of post-secular as societies that are ‘neither religious nor
secular. They do not prescribe or privilege a religion’. 505 In the light of the literature
previously discussed, this ambivalent position is not helpful in constructing a critical analysis
of the secularisation theory.

Are we post-secular?
In response to this question, I discuss the position adopted by Adrian Pabst in 2013. Pabst
critically explores the following:506


That the post-secular fails to challenge the secularist account of religion that
essentialises faith.



Post-secularity fails to overcome the hegemony of secular reason.



A denial of a shared transcendent outlook reinforces the dominance of secular reason.



Post-secularity is wedded to notions of difference and alterity.



The shift towards postmodern difference merely reinforces the sacralisation of the
secular.

Pabst claims that since the nineteenth century theorists have focused on the pairing of
modernity with secularity, and the concomitant decline of religion. He notes that since the
1960s there has been an equally strong development in the literature that explores the
emergence of a ‘significant religious dimension’.507 Using the standard theoretical shift from
modernity/secularisation to post-modernity/de-secularisation found in the literature, Pabst
questions the assumptions that underpin these pairings. These assumptions include the rise of
religion and its increasing public visibility, which are often labelled as a resurgence. For
505
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Pabst, de-secularisation does not mean the resurgence of religion but, rather, the decline of
the hegemonic presence of the secular.

Pabst explains that any suggestion of the return of God is mistaken, as the ongoing presence
of religion in politics evidences. He claims the global presence of religion in politics is
enduring, ‘visible and influential’, particularly since the decline of the secular hegemonic
order. 508 Pabst does not by see this emerging presence as de-secularisation and postsecularity, as to him these ‘imply monolithic realities and linear trends’ that cannot ‘capture
the bifurcation between traditional, orthodox traditions, on the one hand, and modernising
creeds, on the other hand’.509 This is an interesting point, as he does begin to account for the
internal changes experienced in individual religious organisations and denominations. He
argues that the theories that explain these phenomena would be more useful than the uniform
approach that the term post-secular indicates. For him, the post-secular remains trapped in the
secular logic it challenges, as it cannot be understood without understanding its dependency
on the secular.510 The secular is the prism through which post-secular is viewed.

Why the post-secular remains secular
Although the post-secular challenges the hegemony of the secular, Pabst claims this
relationship locks religion into an essentialised position, wherein it is seen as an enduring
presence, while investigations into internal changes within religion and faith are
overlooked.511 It is these internal transformations that are so crucial to understanding the role
of religion in contemporary contexts. Pabst argues post-secularity views512


unbelief as the default position,
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moral imperatives as a necessary inclusion in political debate, and



religion as contributing to the common good on secular ground serving the purpose of
secular politics.

Pabst also shows concern for Habermas’s preoccupation with the contemporary growth in
radicalised faith expressions and activity. Pabst considers this to be a narrow focus that
commits Habermas to the secular state needing to remain religiously neutral and free of the
influence of this radicalisation. Furthermore, Pabst notes that Habermas ignores the history of
the attempts at establishing secular utopias in Europe that affected the vast majority of its
population over much of the last century.513 This particular omission is not only Habermas’s
blind spot; it is something overlooked in much of the literature. Habermas also notes that the
discussion that takes place in political and public contexts must be free from reference to
transcendent principles, something that concerns Pabst and diminishes religious influence
significantly.

UNBELIEF AS THE DEFAULT POSITION
Erin Wilson and Manfred Steger note that, in the European context, ‘unbelief is no longer the
default position and is itself considered one option amongst many others’.514 Charles Taylor’s
position here is that, in a secular age, unbelief is the default position, but has now been
relegated to one option among many. For Wilson and Steger, the default position in a postsecular age is pluralism, a mix of both non-belief and belief.515 Further to this, they argue that
‘religion has been rehabilitated into the public sphere’ and can function as a ‘legitimate
option for challenging dominant political ideological paradigms’.516 The evidence they cite to
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bolster this point is the growth in faith-based organisations that are increasingly active in
policy and social contexts, adding a non-market based voice to public campaigns.

POST-SECULAR AND DIFFERENCE
Michelle Dillon discusses how the post-secular, as espoused by Habermas and Taylor,
endorses an active tolerance of religious and cultural difference. 517 To bridge the gap of
difference, particularly where religion is concerned, is one of the most challenging of
contemporary dilemmas. From the opposition to the building of mosques, to the display of
religious items in public, the challenges here are significant. Acceptance of difference and
otherness requires an engagement between faiths with an appreciation of, and generosity
towards, exploration of sameness and difference.518

The argument discussed in the literature regarding the post-secular and difference suggests
that there are two ways the gap can be bridged. Difference and plurality are held up to be
positively welcomed, accepted and rationalised, alongside a passive pluralism as the
perspective citizens must accept. As Dillon notes, these two positions are contradictory and
require simultaneous engagement and disengagement.519

For Connolly, engagement across the divide of difference is crucial to achieve what he terms
a state of ‘deep pluralism’. 520 This pluralism is one in which a ‘variety of fundamental
perspectives gain a significant presence in cultural life… [and] can widen the politics of
forbearance, generosity, and selective collaboration’.521 What Connolly is describing here is a
post-secular public space where difference is accepted without the dominance of one system
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or set of values over another. Echoes of Habermas’s post-secular dialogic process are found
in Connolly’s work, with the hope that public spaces can be opened up to encompass both
secular and religious perspectives.

The post-secular self
The question of what constitutes the post-secular self is alluded to by Bouma as he suggests
that the link between identity and religion in the twenty-first century is altogether different
from that in the twentieth century, acknowledging that religious belief still forms the core of
identity for some.522 From this, the post-secular self may differ very little from the secular.
This research suggests this is an underestimation of the impact that post-secular society has
on the individual and will posit a configuration of the post-secular self based on the historical
and philosophical changes that have occurred under the influence of post-secular society. I
explore this in the following section.

A heightened awareness of changes to both the planet, and the life that is contingent on it, has
signalled a significant shift in how the human person is understood. Secular models no longer
seem applicable, particularly those models that concretise the dualist nature of the human
person as constituted by the Enlightenment project. The separation of humans from nature
fostered by a secular worldview is now viewed by some as an unsustainable position.523 As
discussed by Hamilton, ‘if we understand how we became radically disconnected from
Nature, this should help us understand what it would take for us to become reconnected with
Nature’.524 This separation resulted in what Charles Taylor describes as an ‘anthropocentric
shift’ and is outlined in A Secular Age. Taylor’s focus in his discussion of this term is on the
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changes to the human person that occurred under the influence of secular ideas and
ideologies.

This research acknowledges that secularisation has resulted in social and cultural changes,
but what is more pivotal and central to this development are changes to the understanding of
the nature of the human person. Consequently, the question of what constitutes the postsecular self is an important aspect at this critical time. I will explore a configuration of the
post-secular self based on the historical and philosophical changes that are occurring under
the influence of post-secular change. I propose that the advent of the post-secular self
indicates the diminishing influence of secular humanism,525 while bridging the human/nature
divide.526

Reconfiguring the secular
According to Taylor, the secular self refers to the reconfiguration of the human person in
what he describes as the ‘recreation of human identity’.527The secular vision that heralded
this evolution offered an alternative conception of the human person as, in order for the
secular project to succeed, the human person needed to be reinvented as a ‘disengaged,
objectifying subject’.528 For Berger, secular influence fostered individuals who see the world
without recourse to religion.529 In essence, this individual is atomised and disconnected from
the world around them. Hannah Arendt called this ‘mass society’ in her seminal work The
Origins of Totalitarianism.530 The secular self was proposed as a self-fashioning model, a
mature individual who has the capacity to live in a world without recourse to religion. 531
According to Taylor, the groundwork for these changes was laid down in the seventeenth and
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eighteenth centuries when the transcendent dimension of human life came into question in
previously uncharted ways.532 He outlines four ways that this came about:533


the eclipse of the sense of further purpose



the eclipse of grace



a fading sense of mystery



the eclipse of the idea that God was planning a transformation of human beings.

In reflecting on more recent eras, Gary Bouma argues that the link between identity and
religion in the twenty-first century is altogether different from that of the twentieth century,
acknowledging that religious belief still forms the core of identity for significant numbers of
people.534 So, although the secular self is as influential as Taylor outlines, and has historical
antecedents, he like Bouma, acknowledges the persistence of religion and its changing link to
self-identity, and the role it plays in post-secular contexts.

Throughout A Secular Age, Taylor illuminates a number of changes in what Jose Casanova
remarks in reference to the main theme of his work as ‘the emergence of the self’.535 Taylor’s
previous work, Sources of the Self, provides further understanding of the development of the
secular self as ‘stifling the response in us to some of the deepest and most powerful spiritual
aspirations that humans have conceived’. 536 Taylor argues that the atomistic view of the
human person that secular influence promotes isolates the self from wider relational sources
and meanings valuable and necessary for human existence and flourishing. The secular
influence positions religion as a private individual concern that, once relegated to the private
sphere, becomes impotent in public arenas. This ignores the connection that exists between
individuals and religion; according to Bellah, ‘religion retains its unique capacity for
532Taylor,
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reflection on the social whole’, and this ‘reflection’ can take the form of public activity
directed by and participated in by individual religious selves who, in and through these
processes, manifest their belief in public ways.537
This has proved to be one of secularism’s blind spots, as its predicted demise of religion did
not occur.538 Suggesting that, in order for the secular project to succeed, the human person
needed to be reinvented as a ‘disengaged’ subject oversimplifies the complex processes and
interactions humans are involved in.539The post-secular self is a reflection of this complexity,
particularly in regard to human relationships with nature. Whether these changes will result in
progress towards restoring the planet is unknown. Nonetheless, these changes are a reflection
of a movement from models based on alienation to ones based on connection, and are driven
by a growing desire for deeper understandings of contemporary crises.
Under the term ‘disenchantment’ Taylor notes a number of key issues related to the secular
self. He views disenchantment as a ‘subtraction story’, along the accepted lines of the rise of
science, the changes to human society under the proliferation of new ideas, and the decline of
God.540 Nonetheless, he notes it is not confined to Weber’s subtraction story which tends to
focus on the wider arenas of human interaction. Taylor instead proposes that there was a
significant move in a ‘new sense of self’. 541 This self moved from an open and porous
condition, in which it was vulnerable to the world of spirits and the powers of the cosmos, to
a buffered self, one in which the self is bounded, invulnerable and master of self-meaning.542

Taylor argues that the porous self existed in a world that did not hold solid boundaries
between the self and the cosmos. Taylor refers to this as a ‘fuzzy’ boundary that positions the
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human person as vulnerable to a range of experiences and emotional responses. One case he
examines is that of possession. Through the ages understandings of possession have existed
on a scale that included ‘full’ possession, various levels of domination, and partial
experiences of fusion between spirits and humans.543 The porous nature of the human person
allowed for these experiences to be understood as experiences, not just beliefs or ideas that
could be reduced to a rational explanation. The point, for Taylor, is that no clear line could be
drawn between the physical and non-human world.

Although the buffered self has been viewed as a shift towards a self that has shed irrationality
and false beliefs, Taylor sees this shift as an impoverishment that has relegated the
experience of enchantment to one of nostalgia located in the past. 544 He views this as a
closing off of vulnerability to a range of now-distanced experiences.545 This move toward a
more clearly bounded self occurred gradually, influenced as it was by emerging ideas both
revolutionary and more subtle. There is no doubt that attempts at reconnecting this severed
link are occurring and are analogous to the porous self. The popularity of movies and
television series that explore supernatural concepts, as well as concern for the environment
often framed in a pseudo-spiritual way, are evidence of this. These explorations, although
proliferating, are often dealt with differently than in the past and are viewed more as optional
elements within the larger field of human, rather than purely spiritual, experience.

The secularisation theory played a large part in this repositioning of the spiritual, as it
fostered a negative approach to religion that is reflected in changes to the self that occurred
under its influence. The secular self is positioned as a way of ‘being-in-the-world’ and is
often mistakenly understood as a neutral way of being, indeed as the default human position –
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as simply a choice not to be a religious being.546 This is a misconception, as the secular self
can be considered a way of being that is just as ideologically charged as a religious one.
Secular is not a neutral position on the human person, as claimed; rather, it can be seen to
operate as a position.

Regardless of the secular advocacy of neutral social and public spaces, at the heart of the
secular is its normative position on the human person, which is a denial of the ‘basic structure
of being a human person’.547 The resultant divide between humanity and God that secular
influence upholds is evident in pronounced changes towards the human person within
scientific, theological, philosophical and other fields of human endeavour. Believers have
thus come to be framed by the idea that their belief is informed and motivated by feeling and
subjectivity, and is associated with childish immaturity and illusion. Religion was no longer
designated as a rational and legitimate desire of believers, but was set in opposition to the
coming of age embodied by the secular self.

The divide between transcendent aspects of life, God, belief and the beyonds of human
existence was fostered by this secularised rational view of the human person. The split that
supported the rise of the anthropocentric view is explained by Taylor as one that took place
gradually. This did not initially remove God altogether but narrowed the effects of
providence over a prolonged process. The human person came to be seen more and more as a
part of the rational order and would be less and less dependent on the four previously areas
outlined by Taylor – which, while previously broader and reliant on the porous nature of the
self, gradually narrowed in their understanding:548
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1. A sense of further purpose – the purpose of the human person moved to one in which,
essentially, we only owe God for our own achievements and the common good is
based on a rational, goal-oriented existence.
2. The eclipse of grace – God’s freely given gift of grace that enabled the human person
to live beyond the restrictions of their fallen nature was now viewed as being
attainable through a reasoned, disciplined existence.
3. The sense of mystery fades – if the human person is designed for good, and to achieve
good through the exercise of reason, there was no longer any mystery to existence.
4. Decline of the idea that God could transform human beings – self-cultivation would
achieve the better good of oneself and others, and social harmony would ensue.
Transformation and the need to call upon God to rescue us from the frailty of the
human condition diminished while training, discipline and correct conduct were to
take its place.

In these four considerations a secular view begins to take shape, as a shift from the long-held
view of the fundamental reliance on religion and spiritual practice diminished. Under the
influence of the secular, this divide grew wider and obscured the religious worldview.

A secular model views human persons as unique figures of agency and value, while assigning
the natural sphere and nonhuman entities a differing value. It sets the natural world as outside
that of inner and human experience, in essence alienating the human person from this
world. 549 It is claimed by Patrick Curry that this separation and ostensibly foundational
secular perspective initially evolved from the Abrahamic religions whose focus on a universal
singular point of reference (i.e., God) disallowed other perspectives. Curry terms this ‘monist
essentialism’ for, as outlined by Ferrara, ‘there is one God, so there is one law, one justice,
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one correct understanding of the good life or the good society’,550 and power was wielded to
enforce this singularity.551 Kaufmann also notes that Christianity fostered an anthropocentric
orientation, particularly with its focus on the profound issues of human life such as birth,
death, sin and our ability to be self-reflexive and conscious of such things. On these terms,
monotheistic beliefs are claimed by Kaufman to be ‘fundamentally human-centred’. 552
Essentially, these authors argue that both secularity and religion are implicated in the shift
towards a human-centred way of being that is bounded, or using Taylor’s term, buffered.

The link between secularity and religion is heightened by a discussion of the following
aspects of the post-secular self discussed below: the sacralisation of the self, the collapse of
the human/nature divide, the pluralist self and the virtual self.

THE SACRALISATION OF THE SELF
Often used in reference to ‘New Age’ spiritual practices, the sacralisation of the self signifies
the use of the self as a personal spiritual authority, with this located in the ‘deeper layers’ of
the self. 553 This is paired with the understanding that ‘the self itself is sacred’. 554 This is
considered a change from previous eras, with the sacred self seen not just as an experience or
manifestation of the divine, but as an aspect of the inner true self. The move towards this
post-secular sacralisation was assisted by a number of secular characteristics notably:


the growth of individualism,



the decline of religious authority and the rise of individual self-authority,
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the turn towards subjectivism and experiential values, and



the understanding that the self is capable of exercising autonomous choice.

These four aspects mark changes to the secular self but also underwrite the current changes
discussed in this exploration of the post-secular self, with the divine self as one dimension of
this exploration. This divine self is held to be in contrast to the more widely promulgated presecular religious conception of the self as fallen, sinful and alienated from nature.
Lynch points out a number of dimensions to this aspect of the post-secular self.555
1. Recognition of our sacred selfhood – exists as points on a spectrum ranging from the
self as a sacred site and an authentic expression of the divine to the self as divine.556
This is significant, as it situates the human person as inherently good and no longer
alienated from God or the earth. The divine is in the here-and-now and the gap
between human and divine is non-existent.
2. The authority of personal experience – as an embodiment of the divine we can trust
ourselves as revealing aspects of divine truth, allowing the sharing of ourselves and
our experiences as the sharing of divine reality.557Tacey notes that this aspect of the
self is in contrast to the autonomous secular self, which fosters narcissism and selfsufficiency. This post-secular aspect places an obligation on us to serve the sacred
other.558
3. The search for authentic selfhood – the development of one’s self is viewed as
cooperating with divine progress and is the finding of one’s true self.559 This does not
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require a movement away from the material form of the self but acknowledges the
complexities of embodied experiences and denies the need for disembodied release.560

THE COLLAPSE OF THE HUMAN/NATURE DIVIDE
In response to the current environmental crisis, a rethinking of the relationship between
humans and nature has been occurring. Under the influence of secular ideas, nature has been
denied as a site of sacredness and spirituality. In turn, nature-based religions came to be
viewed with growing negative associations and suspicion, if not outright hostility, by
mainstream Christian religions and non-believers alike. 561 In particular, pantheism and
panentheism were associated with ‘primitive’ worship and polytheism. Although these beliefs
are often part of more ancient cultures, they are being re-examined in this recent turn to
nature.562 Nature-based religions and spiritualities can foster a sense of reconnection between
the human person and nature and a mutuality lost due to secular influences.
Nature came to be seen as separated from religion through the rise of science as an
independent authority, whereas previous it was previously, in many ways, a field of
religion. 563 Taylor’s position on this is that the growing turn towards understanding the
cosmos as a mechanistic universe prefaced the disenchanted worldview typical of the secular
age. 564 The emptying of cosmos of mysterious forces and spirits paralleled shifts in
subjectivism and identity. Self-cultivation and self-possession underwrote the rise of
anthropocentric identity, as the human person no longer needed the power of God to rise
above their vulnerable state but could use their own power and agency to negotiate the
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world.565 This alienation from nature now positions the human person as disconnected from it
and is implicated in the current destruction of nature seen in contemporary ecological crises.
In view of these crises it has become an ethical imperative for humanity to reconnect to
nature in order to regain our sense of self and rescue the planet from the brink of disaster.
Although this appears to be ethical altruism, it situates the human person as both the source
and the solution, and remains reminiscent of the anthropocentrism we had hoped to move
away from.

The alienation spoken of by Taylor is also discussed by Mike King, who suggests this
alienation from nature is a break from spirituality. Although he acknowledges nature can be
understood from an entirely secular perspective, he notes that a deeper exploration of nature
of necessity becomes spiritual. This, to him, is a site of post-secular spirituality.566 Du Toit
also discusses the entrenchment of secular dualism leading to alienation, with the term postsecular expressing an acknowledgement of our interdependence with nature. 567 Post-secular
being is emerging as a way to bring the biological and spiritual dimensions of human
existence together and reconcile them. Jersild suggests these aspects are complementary, with
each bringing a particular perspective to our understanding of the human person, allowing for
a fuller notion of what it means to be human.568

Post-secular changes are, to a degree, influenced by the rise of recent ecological discourse
and the discontent that the human person has experienced due to the alienation from nature.
This discontent fostered by secularism has directed individuals towards new ideas and
understandings of religion and spirituality and the world around them. There has been change
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in the way humans and non-humans are situated in the order of creation, with a growing
emphasis on interdependency. This has heightened awareness of how all human persons, and
indeed all living beings, are implicated in the planetary future.

RELATIONAL PLURALISM
The alienation often referred to in discussions of secularism and its effects suggests that the
current move towards the post-secular self discussed in this chapter is a move towards
reconnection and relationship. This is supported by the current pluralistic culture found not
only in Australia but worldwide. The global movement of ideas and people has increased
exposure to values and experiences previously inaccessible. For religion and spirituality this
is equally true. This has also been driven by a growth of tolerance of different religious
views, which in Australia has been termed by Gary Bouma as a ‘multi-religious’ society.569
Bouma writes that the ‘fact of religious plurality and the rise of discourses of acceptance of
religious diversity have radically changed the social context... and individuals who are
religious and spiritual’. 570 As the religious character of Australian society continues to
evolve, pluralism will become more evident and influential.

Curry states that monist essentialism is often associated with religious and secular hegemonic
practices, whereas pluralism (which is not to be confused with what he terms ‘rootless’
relativism) is supportive of relational and post-secular worldviews. For Curry, there are two
aspects to the plural: ‘any perspective... cannot exhaust other possible or actual perspectives’
and ‘a perspective requires a perceiver and a perceived’.571 These two aspects of pluralism
are suggestive of an inbuilt relational model that cannot exist without reference to other
possibilities.
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Curry also sees the benefits of pluralism linked to an ecocentric view, as relational pluralism
does not restrict ‘the network of relations and perspectives that constitute all entities to
human ones alone’; thus, pluralism is an essential enabler of ecocentrism and a renewed
relationship with nature.572 For Curry, it is imperative that the post-secular sacred is ‘both
ecological and pluralist’ 573 (his emphasis). Individuals within society recognise that the
problems we face on a global scale are complex, and pluralism, as a methodological tool with
its multiple perspectives, offers possible solutions to these. 574 This requires individuals to
engage in a reflexive openness to a range of possibilities, beliefs and experiences of religion
and spirituality.
THE TECHNO-SPIRITUAL SELF – VIRTUAL SPIRITUALITY
Currently influencing the field of human understanding is the use of technology to develop
spirituality and spiritual identity. The increasing influence of technology on a globalised scale
has disseminated religious ideas beyond old boundaries onto a worldwide stage, contributing
to the increasing public presence and mobility of religious ideas. The proliferation of
websites and the virtual presence of religion and spirituality on Facebook, YouTube and other
social media sites has fed movements and linked people on a globalised scale. It is ironic that,
while the logic of the secularisation theory doomed religion to extinction, the very technology
that embodies its goals of modernity and rationality has enabled religious and spiritual
movements to embrace this way of disseminating ideas and meanings.

On a surface level, spirituality and the World Wide Web is a partnership made in heaven.
Even so, Du Toit notes that technology has enhanced secular ways of both seeing the world
and the self, as it has removed a sense of mystery from aspects of life. Du Toit concedes that,
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in this removal, meaning has been attributed to the technology itself.575Aupers and Houtman
call this phenomena ‘cybergnosis’ – a convergence of digital technology and spirituality, a
relocation of the sacred to the digital realm. 576 This partnership between technology,
spirituality and the self has facilitated a kind of secularisation process and can be seen as one
side of this story, with the other suggesting an enhancement of spiritual knowledge, identity
and visibility.

For religion, cyberspace has presented many opportunities for expansion and dissemination.
This is equally applicable to religious and spiritual identity. Karaflogka notes that religious
structures and systems will continue to shape and be shaped by the dynamics of virtual
culture. These effects are both ‘creative and corrosive’.577

Religious experience can be mediated by the internet in a number of ways. Interestingly, in
the online space it is known that the unaffiliated may have more interactions than the
affiliated.578 If that is the case, then there are a whole range of issues associated with religious
identity that census data and other forms of data will not capture. In terms of further issues
here, a 2014 study found that the internet has influenced disaffiliation.579 There are many
questions that still require answers regarding the internet space and the overall impacts it has
had on religion and spirituality; however, some issues that need to be included here are how
religion is impacted by social interactions on the internet, and how self-identity is constructed
in this online space.
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Lombaard elaborates on this viewpoint in his discussion of what he terms e-faith. He makes a
distinction between religion online and online religion (his emphasis). Religion online is the
extension of religion by institutions to an online presence; online religion is faith fed
primarily by the internet. 580 Even though this distinction appears workable, Lombaard
recognises that this may be too sharp a line to draw. It is possible for these positions to
intersect at various points, as they are dependent on the very same technology. This leads
Lombaard to suggest that, phenomenologically speaking, they are not very different.581
The implications of Lombaard’s discussion are highlighted in the descriptive experience of
being disembodied, unrestricted by gravity and geography, that virtual being facilitates. This
experience has been likened to that of avatars, angels or gods. 582 It is understood as a
transformative practice unhindered by physical restrictions. This sense of being beyond the
physical has led to further speculation about what it means to be human and the quest for the
self, with – for some – a deeper sense of liberation and escape. This virtual spiritual self,
although appearing boundless, is dependent on a physical presence, as well as a variety of
formations.583 The appearances of diverse, countless and boundless virtual existences harbour
what Horujy understands to be partial, unactualised practices that, instead of being positioned
as new paradigms of human existence, ‘virtualise’ existing paradigms.584
‘IMAGINED COMMUNITY’
Bryan Turner notes that there are a number of factors involved in religion on the web that are
reminiscent of Benedict Anderson’s ‘Imagined Community’ concept.585 One of these is the
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coming together of disparate groups that may be spread over vast distances, connected only
in virtual space. The example he offers is that of the Muslim diaspora, which often finds itself
living in communities hostile to its faith. As much as this can be seen as a space that brings
people together, in this process of connecting to virtual communities these adherents may
seek information and authority outside what may be considered their traditional boundaries.
These kinds of interactions can also lead to a fostering of individualism, as it offers adherents
a place to express their individual positions while claiming membership of larger groups. The
ambiguous nature of these interactions shows how negotiable online communities can
become, opening up possibilities of change as well as invention.

The individualism fostered by web communities continues to be one of the most noted
expressions of secular, and now post-secular, identity. The competing movements involved in
bringing people together as an imagined or virtual group are the same mechanisms that
underpin individual expressions of religion and spirituality and, hence, a tailor-made
approach to religion and identity. At the same time, this approach compartmentalises religion
as a consumer product alongside the many other products available in the online
environment. Spirituality has proliferated in this online culture, as individuals seek solutions
to both everyday and less common problems. The theme of therapy or self-help that runs
through these sites sees the privatisation of spirituality as a common outcome. In this regard,
the anxieties regarding the intersection of modernity and religion appear to be borne out.

If these movements do not require attendance or formal participation and are less reminiscent
of institutional churches, their appeal is evident. As sites of spiritual encounter, they are
global in their outreach and blur, if not obscure, the class, gender, education and motivation
of the people associated with them. Even so, there is speculation about the long-term impact
these communities could have, as no real numbers can be known. The mobile nature of the
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online environment is less conducive to long-term commitment, being designed for rapid
spiritual consumption and easy transition from one identity to the next. This diversification of
the spiritual marketplace opens up astounding possibilities not confined to the fundamentalist
sites often are scrutinised by media outlets. Obviously, associations with radical groups will
continue to be considered an ongoing threat to the possibility of future peace; however, this
threat may be overstated. Nonetheless, the presence of such diversity in the online
environment indicates that the secular and post-secular are competing in a breakdown of the
boundary that has existed between the sacred and the profane for millennia.

In conclusion, I agree with Horujy, who argues with great clarity, that the post-secular human
represents a ‘specific dual anthropological configuration’ of the religious and the secular
human.586 In the post-secular individual, these two positions are in dialogue with each other
and move away from estrangement to a reconsideration and reassessment of their
relationship.587 The erosion of the boundaries between these two configurations may allow
for access to solutions to contemporary problems such as the environmental crisis. At the
very least it can encourage the deconstruction of a secular anthropological view in which
human beings are disconnected from each other and the world in which they live.

Conclusion
From an overview of the literature it can be seen that there is no consensus on the definitions
of the secular, religion and spiritualty; what does emerge, however, is a consensus that the
post-secular refers to changes in religion, with secular remaining present, alongside these
changes. Additionally the secularisation theory a highly contested model that is no longer
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viable. The neosecular and post-secular positions are attempts to reinitiate and reinvigorate
discussion of the relationship between religion and society with some success, particularly in
drawing attention to the element both hold in common – a concern with religious change.
Religion and spirituality are also key emerging aspects subject to significant changes. In
relation to my research question- what is the nature and extent of post-secular changes in
Australia, this exploration of the literature has clarified that even in a seemingly secular
society such as Australia, the possibility of post-secular change is present.
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