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The papers gathered in this issue were first presented at a conference on "Secular 

Imaginaries" that took place on May 3-5, 2007 at the New School for Social Research, 
dedicated to an examination of the life work of Charles Taylor, with special focus on the 

forthcoming publication of A Secular Age (Harvard, 2007). Taylor's summa philosophica 
has already proven extremely influential and has contributed to consequential debates on 
the conditions and modes of the secular, secularizations and secularisms in our global age. 

In a certain sense, Taylor's A Secular Age offers the best analytical, phenomenological 
and genealogical account we have of our modern, secular condition. Analytically, it 

explains with distinct clarity the structural interlocking constellation of the cosmic, social 
and moral orders that constitute the self-sufficient immanent frame within which we are 
constrained to live and experience our lives, secular as well as religious. All three orders, 
the cosmic, the social, and the moral are understood as purely immanent secular orders, 
devoid of transcendence. It is this phenomenological experience that constitutes our age 
paradigmatically as a secular one, irrespective of the extent to which people living in this 

age may still hold religious or theistic beliefs. Indeed, Taylor's primary interest is not to 
offer a sociological account of secularity in terms of standard theories of secularization 
which measure the changing, mostly falling, rates of religious beliefs and practices in 
modern contemporary societies. 

Taylor is primarily interested in offering a phenomenological account of the secular 
"conditions" of belief and of the "pre-ontological" context of understanding in order to explain 
the change from a Christian society around 1500CE in which belief in God was unchallenged 
and unproblematic, indeed "naive" and taken for granted, to a post-Christian society today in 
which belief in God not only is no longer axiomatic, but becomes increasingly problematic so 
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2 Casanova 

that even those who adopt an "engaged" standpoint as believers are forced to adopt 
simultaneously a "disengaged" standpoint in which they experience reflectively their own 
belief as an option among many others, one moreover, requiring a explicit justification. 
Secularity, by contrast, tends to become increasingly the default option, which can be naively 
experienced as natural and, thus, no longer in need of justification. 

This phenomenological experience, as merely immanent, is what in turn serves to 

ground the phenomenological experience of exclusive humanism as the positive self- 
sufficient and self-limiting affirmation of human flourishing, and as the critical rejection of 
transcendence beyond human flourishing as self-denial and self-defeating. Moreover, 
intrinsic to this phenomenological experience is a modern "stadial consciousness," inherited 
from the Enlightenment, which understands this anthropocentric change in the conditions of 
belief as a process of maturation and growth, as a "coming of age" and as progressive 
emancipation. Modern unbelief is not simply a condition of absence of belief, nor merely 
indifference. It is a historical condition that requires the perfect tense, "a condition of 

'having overcome' the irrationality of belief."1 As Taylor indicates, precisely "the 

superiority of our present outlook over other earlier forms of understanding is part of 
what defines the advance of the present stage over all earlier ones."2 This historical 
consciousness turns the very idea of going back to a surpassed condition into an 
unthinkable intellectual regression. 

For that very reason, all analytical and phenomenological accounts of modernity are 

irremediably also grand narratives, indeed are always embedded in some genealogical 
account. Taylor's account is in this respect no different, and thus fully within the historical 
consciousness of modernity. Actually, it is the richness and complexity of his genealogical 
account, in obvious opposition to the post-modern illusion of being able to free ourselves 
from grand narratives, which make Taylor's analysis of secular modernity so compelling. 
His account is superior precisely insofar as it is able to integrate successfully the valid 

insights of all the competing genealogical accounts. 
But the thrust behind his compelling account of the modern immanent frame is to 

show the de-stabilizing cracks and the ungrounded and unreflexive certainty of 
exclusive humanism, in the hope of creating some openings for transcendence beyond 
human flourishing. The masterful account of the contemporary taken for granted 
"conditions of unbelief developed in the first parts of the book (Part I-IV) has the 
function precisely of creating an open space for the exploration of the contemporary 
"conditions of belief in the final part of the book, where Taylor wants to de-stabilize 
the immanent frame and the unquiet frontiers of modernity by looking at its intrinsic 
cross pressures and dilemmas and by illuminating the possibilities of conversion. If the 
first sections of the book reveal the analytical, hermeneutic, and narrative gifts of a 
philosopher who can help us as few others to understand our secular social imaginaries, 
the final part reveals the romantic soul of Christian love, the will to belief that 
accompanies the hope for eternity, and the Utopian thirst for incarnated divinization and 
transcendence beyond mere human flourishing. 

The papers gathered here engage critically some of the unresolved tensions in Taylor's 
account. James Miller's What Secular Age? interrogates critically the "monolithic 
teleology" and the "epochal monism" implicit in Taylor's assumption that "we" inhabit a 
secular age. The two main questions raised by Miller's interrogation are, first, who are "the 

1 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2007), p. 269. 
2 
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we" of "our" secular age? and, second, the old nagging issue of American exceptionalism. 
Assuming that indeed we all live within the same immanent frame, how is one to account 

sociologically for the radical bifurcation in the religious situation today between Western 
societies on both sides of the North Atlantic, that is, between the radical secularity of West 

European societies, which indeed appears to match perfectly Taylor's phenomenological 
account, and the still predominant condition of religious belief among the immense 

majority of ordinary people that one finds in the United States? 
Richard Bernstein, another of the great living philosophers who has been in critical 

dialogue with Charles Taylor for 40 years, questions The Uneasy Tensions of Immanence 
and Transcendence he finds in Taylor's account. Using Taylor's own book on Hegel, 
Bernstein appeals to the notion of "horizontal transcendence" embedded in the immanent 

development of Geist, to challenge Taylor's strong thirst and ontological commitment to 
"vertical" transcendence - "the affirmation of a God or transcendent that is ontologically 
'beyond' the immanent frame." 

Greg Urban 's The Circulation of Secularism raises critical issues about the global 
expansion of the secular immanent frame beyond the North Atlantic. Rather than viewing it 
as a diffusion of the same phenomenological "condition of belief and unbelief," he proposes 
to view it as a function of the global circulation of state discourses and state practices. 
"Membership in the community of nations seems to exact of nations an expression of 
connection between religion and freedom analogous to the way in which the public within a 
nation tends to express religious identity in a way that aligns with state discourse about 

religion." 
In How the Politics of Recognition Enabled India s Democratic Exceptionalism, Sanjay 

Ruparelia elaborates on key themes in Taylor's life work - the power of social imaginaries, 
the nature of explanation in the human sciences, the politics of identity, recognition and 

multiculturalism, and the analytical framework of multiple modernities - to explore the 

puzzle of modern Indian democracy. 
In Why Secularism Fails? Secular Nationalism and Religious Revivalism in Israel, Uri 

Ram seems to bring the debate "On the Jewish Question" full circle from Karl Marx back to 

Bruno Bauer. Ram's conclusion is that the "pre-condition for the secularization of Israel is 

its de-nationalization, or in fact its transmutation from ethnic to civic nationalism, i.e., from 

a Jewish state to a state of its citizens. In other words, as long as the state of Israel remains 

Jewish it will remain non-secular." 
Three review essays by three outstanding graduates of the Sociology department 

complete the issue by expanding on related themes. Richard Cimino's review of recent 

literature examining the transformation in the religiosity and spirituality of the post- 

baby-boom generation raises anew the issue of American exceptionalism and what 

Bernstein depicts as Taylor's somewhat "artificial" heuristic distinction of secularity 2 

anc| 3 - where secularity 2 is primarily concerned with the sociological rates of belief 

and unbelief, while secularity 3 focuses on the phenomenological "conditions" of belief 
and unbelief. 

Yuri Contreras-Bejar's joint review of Mark Lilla's The Still Born God and Benjamin 

Kaplan's Divided by Faith serves to interrogate the uneasy relation between the history of 

ideas and social imaginaries portrayed in Taylor's genealogical account and social and 

political institutional history. While Lilla's account reproduces the central myth of European 
secularism which traces the great modern separation of religion and politics to the felicitous 

learning from the catastrophic wars of religion, Kaplan's richer historical account offers a 
more complex narrative of the tortuous and long process of state formation, terrritorializa- 
tion of religions, and confessionalization of European states, nations and peoples. 
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Marisol Lopez-Menendez' review essay explores alternative Latino Catholic social 

imaginaries in North America beyond the North Atlantic world depicted by Taylor's 
account, raising the obvious question whether Iberian Catholicism, across the Atlantic, 
inhabits the same secular age and the same immanent frame or rather presents an alternative 
mode of Catholic modernity. 
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