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From Modernization to Secularization to Globalization 
An Autobiographical Self-Reflection

José Casanova

I have always held the belief that science is to a large extent autobiographical. Such an assump-
tion, which is probably valid even for much of natural science, is even more evidently so for the 
social sciences. That all knowledge and knowledge production is socio-historically situated is of 
course one of the main premises of the sociology of knowledge. “I am I and my circumstance” 
is one of Ortega y Gasset’s famous aphorisms. The invitation to write a ‘profile’ of my work for 
this volume offers the opportunity to sketch a self-autobiographical reflection of my own ‘cir-
cumstance’, of the biographical conditions that have shaped my scholarly lifework, the choice of 
academic discipline (sociology rather than anthropology), and the evolving thematic focus of 
my work—from modernization to secularization to globalization.

Modernization and Sociology

I was born and grew up in a rather secluded village in Lower Aragon in the 1950s during the 
autarkic phase of development—or rather underdevelopment—of Franco’s regime. For Spain, 
this was a time of extreme isolation from the rest of the world, before the re-establishment of 
diplomatic relations of the pariah fascist regime with the Vatican and the United States, and 
before the criss-crossing migrations of European tourists going south in search of sunny beaches 
and Spanish Gastarbeiter going north in search of industrial work. It was the kind of ‘traditional’ 
village that anthropologists were just discovering in rural Mediterranean Europe (e.g., Lison-
Tolosana 1962; Pitt-Rivers 1961).1 Naturally, being a ‘native’ villager, I had little inclination to 
dedicate my life to the study of ‘primitive’ or ‘traditional’ Gemeinschaft, a way of life that I knew 
all too well and wanted to leave behind. I was attracted instead to the study of sociology, the sci-
ence of modern, urban, industrial Gesellschaft. Of course, our post-industrial and postmodern 
consciousness finds the binary juxtaposition of tradition and modernity, and the meta-narrative 
of modernization that it implies, problematic and suspect, if not outright ideological. Indeed, 
anthropologists who tended to come from more ‘modern’ contexts also tended to have a more 
critical attitude toward progressive teleological theories of ‘Western’ modernity, knowing all 
too well the heavy costs and damage that modernization and colonial encounters continued to 
bring to so-called primitive peoples and communities. 

Personally, however, I found that the narrative of modernization made compelling phenom-
enological sense to me. I had experienced it in my own life trajectory, starting in a traditional 
village and ending up studying and teaching sociology at the New School for Social Research in 
New York, the paradigmatic modern global metropolis. One could even view me and my career 



as an embodied illustration of modernization, of the passage from tradition to modernity. 
Alternatively, one could say that sociological theory offered me a form of self-reflective critical 
knowledge of my biographical circumstance. Fortunately, my encounter with sociology was first 
mediated through theology, and my passage from a rural village to New York first took the inter-
mediate detours of secondary education at the Metropolitan Seminary of Zaragoza and higher 
education at the University of Innsbruck in Austria. My first choice of vocation, as far back as I 
could remember as a child, was actually that of becoming a priest, a rather common ambition 
(or tradition) among young boys in my village. Consequently, my academic ‘calling’ to sociol-
ogy was as a rather late adult, graduate avocation. It came, moreover, after a solid education in 
German philosophy and theology. 

I have always thanked Fortuna, or Providence, for such a German theological detour. It saved 
me from first encountering modernity in American society or from discovering the discipline 
through some ‘introduction to sociology’ textbook in some American college course. It would 
have been highly unlikely that such an undergraduate experience would have awakened in me 
the interest in becoming a sociologist. Had it done so, however, I would most likely be doing an 
altogether different kind of sociology. In fact, I came to New York not in order to study American 
sociology but to study German sociology. My first encounter with sociology was through the 
work of Jürgen Habermas (1962, 1967) and the critical theory of the Frankfurt School.2 Indeed, it 
was Franz Schupp, my professor in Dogmatic Theology at Innsbruck, who introduced me to criti-
cal theory and, upon learning of my interest to study German sociology, suggested that I go to the 
New School, because if I went to Germany, I “would end up studying American sociology.”3 

The definition of sociology that I first encountered on reading Habermas (1988: 176–189)—
‘a theory of the present with practical intent’—corresponds to a large extent with the kind of 
sociology that I was taught at the New School. It is a definition that stuck with me and which I 
believe has shaped to this day both my own self-understanding of what the discipline ought to 
be and my lifework as a sociologist. I have always found the emphasis on ‘theory’ more relevant 
than the emphasis on ‘science’,4 and I have never been overly concerned about the ‘scientific’ 
claims and aspirations of sociology. It was not theoretical sociology or theory building for its 
own sake that I found attractive, but rather theoretically informed empirical research and an 
empirically grounded theory of the present, which is in my view the model represented by clas-
sical sociological theory.

Moreover, I have considered the practical intent of coming to an explanatory self-under-
standing and interpretation of the present, which may serve to inform and guide our practical 
collective action, to be the real aim of sociology, rather than the discovery of the positive ‘laws’ 
of society, which may serve to manage or control social change. The present has always meant 
for me ‘the modern world’ in all the historical complexity of the ‘three worlds of development’. 
In this respect, my main interest has been linked to the comparative historical study of types of 
modernization. Furthermore, I have understood modernization in the very broad sense of the 
still unfolding world-historical expansion of the two modern revolutions, the ‘industrial’ and 
the ‘democratic’, with their accompanying structural, institutional, and cultural dimensions. In 
this broad sense, sociology was born as a theory of modernization. 

Briefly, classical European social theory (Marx, Tocqueville, Durkheim, Simmel, and, above 
all, Max Weber) and what my professor Benjamin Nelson used to call “the comparative, histori-
cal, and differential” sociology of modernization constituted the two main areas of my socio-
logical training.5 Searching for a topic for my dissertation and being concerned, like so many 
young intellectuals since the young Marx, with the ‘backwardness’ of my own society, after fin-
ishing my coursework I spent much time revisiting the history of Spain from the sixteenth 
century to the Spanish Civil War, looking for the key to explain Spain’s ‘failure’ to modernize. 
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But while searching for the sociological explanation of what modern Spanish intellectuals had 
called ‘Spain as a problem’, I realized that the modernization of Spain—or at least what used to 
be called, in the jargon of the modernization theory of the times, ‘the take-off phase’ of modern 
industrial economic development—had already taken place under the Franco regime (Casa-
nova 1982b).

This seemed to be a paradox in need of sociological explanation. How could a reactionary, 
clerical, traditionalist, and anti-modern ‘fundamentalist’ regime have contributed in any way to 
the modernization of Spain? I was at first rather reluctant to take the Opus Dei seriously or to 
view its ‘ethic’ as the functionalist equivalent of the Protestant ethic. The parallel was at first too 
obvious and seemingly superficial (Casanova 1983a). Moreover, I had already expressed serious 
reservations concerning the uses of the functionalist-equivalent thesis by Parsonian-Weberian 
scholars of modernization such as Edward Shils, S. N. Eisenstadt, Robert Bellah, and Clifford 
Geertz (Casanova 1979: 236–239). Yet I ended up writing a dissertation titled “The Opus Dei 
Ethic and the Modernization of Spain.” 

It was to be sure an application of Weber’s Protestant ethic thesis, but it was also an applica-
tion of Habermas’s (1970, 1975) critique of technocratic political ideology, which was directed 
to a large extent against Weber and against Weberian political theories. However, I was more 
interested in developing a critique of the political ethic of the Opus Dei technocrats than in 
probing the associations between the Opus Dei economic ethic and modern capitalism (Casa-
nova 1983b). In a nutshell, my main thesis was that the Opus Dei ethic had a kind of elec-
tive affinity with authoritarian technocratic capitalism that was similar to the relationship that 
existed, as Weber claimed, between the Protestant ethic and liberal bourgeois capitalism. My 
central argument was that the Opus Dei technocrats could serve from 1959 to 1973 as carriers of 
the modernization of Spain, but not because of their own technocratic expertise or because they 
formed a ‘Holy Mafia’ that just happened to gain power at the right time. Rather, they offered the 
Franco regime a model of technocratic capitalist development that had elective affinities with 
the political ethic of Opus Dei and that promised to be able to integrate the Spanish economy 
into the American-led world capitalist system without challenging the authoritarian structures 
of the regime and without curtailing the arbitrary decisionist power of the Caudillo at the top. 

You may have noticed that so far I have not used the word ‘religion’ even once. Of course, given 
my personal background, I could not possibly claim (falsely like Weber) that I was ‘religiously 
unmusical’. While studying theology, I had been influenced not only by the giants of twentieth-
century German Protestant and Catholic theology (Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann, Paul Tillich 
and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Karl Rahner and Urs von Balthasar) and the French Nouvelle Théologie 
(Yves Congar, Henri de Lubac, and Marie-Dominique Chenu), but also by the negative theology 
of Theodor Adorno, the messianic thinking of Walter Benjamin, and the utopian theories of 
Ernst Bloch. Other influences included Latin American liberation theology and the more con-
temporary political theologies of Johann-Baptist Metz and Jürgen Moltmann. While at the New 
School, I had immersed myself in all the classical works on sociology and much of the anthropol-
ogy of religion. I followed closely the secularization debates of the 1960s. After all, Peter Berger 
and Thomas Luckmann had preceded me as students and teachers at the New School. I had also 
examined the literature on the new religious movements and what Bellah (1976) referred to as 
the ‘new consciousness’ reformation, which he associated with the counterculture.

But while studying sociology at the New School, I did not become particularly interested in 
the sociology of religion—at least, not in the way that it had become a differentiated and rather 
isolated sub-discipline in the United States.6 I did not find the study of the differentiated sphere 
of religion within modern societies, or of its internal structure and dynamics, to be that compel-
ling sociologically. My interest has always been in the mutual interrelations between religion 
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and society, insofar as they become relevant for a theoretical understanding of the present. My 
relative distance from the sociology of religion was reflected in the fact that, prior to the publica-
tion of Public Religions in the Modern World (Casanova 1994), only once had I presented a paper 
specifically on religion at some kind of professional sociological meeting.7 

In retrospect, it is obvious that I had adopted two of the key theoretical assumptions of the 
dominant paradigm of secularization, namely, the progressive decline and the increasing priva-
tization and marginalization of religion in the modern world.8 I even tended to agree with Luck-
mann’s (1967) thesis that religion was becoming ‘invisible’ and that the sociology of religion 
should not pay so much attention to the traditional ecclesiastical institutions since they were 
becoming, so it seemed, increasingly irrelevant. 

Secularization and Modern Public Religions 

My renewed interest in religion derived not from internal debates within the sociology of reli-
gion but rather from public debates trying to make sense of the widespread and unexpected reli-
gious revivals that were popping up all over the world. My interest was also spurred by debates 
within the public intellectual sphere of Telos, a neo-Marxist critical theory journal with which 
I had become associated through my close relation with Andrew Arato, who began teaching at 
the New School as I finished my coursework. It was the unsatisfactory character of those debates 
that moved me to write an essay, “The Politics of the Religious Revival” (Casanova 1984b). Even 
though this essay anticipates some of the arguments that were developed more systematically 
in my later work, it is more a review of emerging theories and arguments that were trying to 
make sense of the new religious trends than a serious attempt to offer an empirically grounded, 
satisfactory theoretical interpretation of the new developments. 

As I have stated frequently, four dramatic events that erupted unexpectedly and almost simul-
taneously on the world stage in 1979 forced ‘all publics’ to take religion a bit more seriously: the 
Islamic Revolution in Iran, the election of a Polish pope and the rise of Solidarity, the Nicaraguan 
Revolution, and the emergence of the Moral Majority in the United States. Besides their dramatic 
performative character, which they had in common with most unexpected world-historical 
events, these public outbursts of religion in political conflicts in all three worlds of development 
put into question one of the central premises of most theories of secularization, namely, that 
religion was becoming an increasingly private and irrelevant phenomenon in the modern world. 
This was considered to be especially the case for the larger and dominant modern systemic struc-
tures, particularly for the world of realpolitik at the national level and, most importantly, at the 
level of international relations and world politics.9 

When it was published in 1994, Public Religions in the Modern World challenged both the 
empirical claims of sociological theories of secularization and the normative claims of secular-
ist liberal political theories and theories of the secular public sphere. Since the reviewers of my 
work in this volume have offered critical yet generally sympathetic reconstructions of those ele-
ments of my thesis that have had some influence in shaping the direction of public debate and 
new reformulations of our theoretical understandings of secularization, public religions, and 
modernity, I do not need to reconstruct what I think are the book’s most important and lasting 
contributions. I am very thankful for their generous reviews. I can only touch here briefly upon 
some of the critical questions that they have raised concerning those aspects of my argument 
that appear to be either problematic or ambiguous and in need of clarification.

Hubert Knoblauch has raised a very important critical point concerning the extent to which 
what I called ‘deprivatization’ should be viewed as a reversal of a previous trend of privatization. 
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Deprivatization represents a reversal only in the sense that, at the time, the dominant percep-
tion had been that privatization was the only relevant religious trend in the modern world. Yet, 
acknowledgment of the relevance of the new trend does not need to imply that the old trend 
of privatization might not also continue unabatedly. As I emphasized in the round-table debate 
with Luckmann that Knoblauch moderated in November 2008 at the Institute of Social Sci-
ence in Lisbon, Luckmann’s theory of ‘invisible religion’ and my theory of ‘public religion’ are 
not to be viewed as incompatible but rather as complementary theories. Both processes go on 
simultaneously in most societies: the question as to which of the two might be dominant at a 
particular time and in a particular place, or how they might be interrelated, is empirical. The 
very notion of deprivatization implies a previous process of privatization. Habermas’s theory of 
the public sphere presupposes individual citizens who first secure the right to privacy and only 
then also attain the right to constitute and enter a public sphere. So long as the right to privacy 
and to freedom of conscience is viewed as an inalienable individual right, the movement toward 
increasing individuation and privatization is likely to persist.

Moreover, the boundaries between ‘private’ and ‘public’ are not spatially fixed or located 
equally everywhere. Because they are always socially constructed, they are also open to con-
testation. This contestation in turn leads to constant redrawing. This point was central to my 
argument, which I had simply appropriated from various critiques of Habermas’s theory of the 
public sphere, particularly from the feminist critiques of Nancy Frazer and Seyla Benhabib. As 
I have also pointed out repeatedly, and as the current sexual abuse scandal within the Catho-
lic Church makes so evident, the process of deprivatization is a two-way street. It is not only 
religion or the Church that claims the right to enter the public sphere: the public sphere and 
other kinds of ‘publics’ force their entry into the hidden, private sphere of the Church in order 
to turn private abuses into public scandals. Transgressions, as well as the blurring and shifting 
of boundaries, are happening all the time, everywhere. Indeed, the very contestation over how, 
where, and by whom the boundaries should be drawn constitutes one of the most remarkable 
aspects of our contemporary global situation. 

It is of course our spatial conception of the public sphere that leads to some terminologi-
cal misconceptions. Knoblauch is right when he argues that ‘private’ and ‘public’ should not be 
reified spatially “as a pair of mutually exclusive categories” and that it is better to view them as 
overlapping and intersecting ‘virtual’ fields of communication (here again we find the problem-
atic spatial imagery from which it seems so hard to free ourselves). But I do not think that he is 
right in attributing the problem to my concern about “institutional reductionism,” which “pre-
dominantly (but not exclusively) considers organizations as relevant actors participating in the 
public sphere.” It is true that ‘church’ is the central analytical category of my historical comparative 
study Public Religions in the Modern World (Casanova 1994: 70). The five case studies analyzed 
in this volume are structured as long-term historical reconstructions of the relations between 
church, state, nation, and civil society. But I also make it clear throughout that there is a constant 
tension between three different meanings of ‘church’: (1) the ideal-typical sociological meaning, 
as defined analytically by Weber, Troeltsch, or anybody else; (2) the phenomenological, doctri-
nal self-definition of the relevant collective actors who constitute the church as an ecclesiastical 
institution; and (3) the changing structural location of the church in relation to state, nation, and 
civil society. My study focuses on the changing structural location. I argue that, in terms of their 
internal ecclesiastical organization, there are no significant institutional differences between the 
Spanish, Polish, or Brazilian Catholic Churches. It is in terms of their relations with state, nation, 
and civil society that the differences have been substantial throughout history.10 

In fact, neither the self-definition of the actors nor the changing structural location needs 
to imply any institutional reductionism. Vatican II’s redefinition of the Church as ‘the people 
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of God’ had dramatic repercussions for the kind of ecclesiastical communications entering the 
public sphere: Who is the Church? Who speaks for the Church? Which kind of Church com-
munication is relevant for whom? These now became open empirical questions. My analysis of 
the deprivatization of Catholic Church actors, individual and collective, since the 1960s makes 
this evident in all of the case studies (Casanova 1994). Sometimes bishops’ pastoral letters would 
go through several rounds of communication with laity at the parish and diocesan levels before 
they were drafted. Sometimes the public intervention of Cardinal O’Connor of New York would 
provoke the response of lay Catholic Governor Cuomo, who might challenge the propriety of 
the cardinal’s intervention, who in turn might then recognize that the lay governor was right. I 
could mention many other illustrations. 

My own book can be read as a public intervention in the transnationally organized Catho-
lic public sphere, which in turn intersects with many other public spheres. Individuals on the 
Internet are constantly adding their own voices to public communication and to the cacoph-
ony of commentary in any public sphere. Evangelical Protestantism in the United States does 
not purport to constitute a single ecclesiastical institution. It is actually formed by hundreds of 
denominations, thousands of different congregations, and millions of individuals who some-
times speak or act in unison but very frequently do so at cross purposes. At first, the Moral 
Majority was nothing more than a rhetorical project. Whether such an enterprise ever becomes 
institutionalized as some kind of collective action, collective organization, collective identity, or 
collective movement is an empirical question. What we can ascertain is that communication in 
the public sphere and the mobilization of pre-existing institutional resources can create the very 
conditions of possibility for the constitution not only of any majority (moral or otherwise) but 
of any collective action. To argue, as I do, that the institutional resources of the Catholic Church 
in the period that I analyzed (the 1960s to the 1990s) were put to extremely effective use in the 
four countries under scrutiny (Casanova 1994) does not imply any institutional reductionism. 
Other actors, individual and collective, may have responded to the Catholic communications 
and mobilizations with their own counter-communications and counter-mobilizations. 

I agree with Grace Davie that the issue in Europe is not so much that of religious actors re-
entering the public sphere, but rather the fact that secularist assumptions have turned religion in 
the abstract into a ‘problem’. The deprivatization of religion in Europe manifests itself primarily 
as a general public anxiety about religion. Most often, it is the presence of Muslim immigrants 
in Europe, or even more broadly the presence of Islam, that appears to trigger this concern or 
general anxiety, which I have written about in two recent essays (Casanova 2006, 2008). When 
one of these pieces, “The Problem of Religion and the Anxieties of European Secular Democ-
racy” (Casanova 2008), was translated into German (Casanova 2009d), the level of concern was 
raised from ‘anxiety’ to ‘fear’. In some of my recent essays I have indicated that the contemporary 
discourse on Islam in the West, in Europe as well as in the United States, has structural similari-
ties with the nineteenth-century discourse on Catholicism that emerged in Protestant societies 
such as the United States and Britain, which were confronting Catholic immigrant minorities 
(Casanova 2009a; see also Casanova 2001a, 2005, 2009e).

It is only in the last 20 years that we have moved from confidently measuring degrees of 
secularization in terms of the decline of beliefs and practices to questioning more critically 
and systematically the ways in which the categories of ‘religion’ and ‘the secular’ are variously 
produced, entangled, and mutually constituted. The work of Talal Asad has been crucial in this 
respect, and I gladly acknowledge the extent to which his critique of my work has forced me to 
rethink both categories and to revisit my own theory of public religions, redirecting my work 
accordingly. I cannot elaborate further here, but I would like to indicate simply that lately my 
work has focused much less on religion and secularization and much more on the analytical 
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reconstruction of the category of the secular, on modes of secularism, and on comparative his-
torical analyses of regimes of secularism and modes of state management of religious freedom 
and religious pluralism (Casanova 2009c).11

I appreciate very much Kim Knibbe’s critically insightful and nuanced reading of the debate 
between Talal and myself. I also appreciate her generous defense of the relevance of my nor-
mative position, although I have to acknowledge that under Talal’s incisive critique my own 
normative position may have shifted more than Knibbe seems to realize. In a sense, in all of my 
recent work I have been trying to answer the critical questions raised by Talal, which Knibbe 
has reformulated most succinctly here: “Is the differentiation of the religious and the secular the 
most important characteristic of modern societies? Are those societies that we usually identify 
as modern actually differentiated in this way? Following from this, can a society be modern if 
religious and secular domains are not differentiated?” (see also Casanova 2011c).

The short response would have to be both yes and no. The longer response has taken the form 
of a series of public conversations with Habermas, Bellah, Charles Taylor, and Hans Joas, all of 
whom in different ways have lately been addressing similar questions. In my debate with Taylor, I 
have tried to revisit the question of European and American exceptionalism, but now in terms of 
Taylor’s (2007) own analysis of the phenomenological conditions of belief and unbelief across the 
North Atlantic. What can explain the fact that, within the same secular age, one finds such differ-
ent phenomenological conditions of belief and unbelief (Casanova 2003, 2009b, 2010, 2011b)? In 
my conversation with Habermas, I have indicated that the discourse of a post-secular society that 
he himself has initiated in Europe requires a more precise analysis of the different meanings of 
‘secular’ (Casanova, forthcoming a). In response to Joas’s (2008) stimulating collection of essays, 
Do We Need Religion? On the Experience of Self-Transcendence, I counter with a rhetorical ques-
tion, “which kind of religion do humans need?” (Casanova 2011a). My central argument is that 
Joas has incorporated into his theory of religion as ‘transcendence’ (and not without tension) two 
radically different theories of religion, namely, Durkheim’s theory of ‘the sacred’ as the collective 
social religion and William James’s theory of individual religious experience. I argue that, after 
many attempts, sociology has not been successful in incorporating Durkheim’s and Weber’s radi-
cally different theories of religion into a single, unified sociological theory. 

I develop a related argument (Casanova, forthcoming b) more systematically in my critical 
review of Bellah’s (2001) theory of religious evolution. There I point out the intrinsic difficulty of 
constructing not only a consistent transhistorical and transcultural category of religion, but also 
one that cuts across the very different binary systems of classification of reality implied in Bel-
lah’s own evolutionary scheme, namely, the pre-axial ‘sacred-profane’, the axial ‘transcendent-
mundane’, and the modern ‘religious-secular’. It should be obvious that these three dichotomous 
classificatory schemes do not fit neatly with one another. The sacred tends to be immanent in 
pre-axial societies, transcendence is not necessarily religious in some axial civilizations, and 
obviously some secular reality (the nation, citizenship, the person, and individual human rights) 
can become sacred in our modern secular age.

In fact, we now find ourselves within a global secular-religious system of classification, in 
which the category of religion has to do extra work and serve to articulate and encompass all 
kinds of different ‘religious’ experiences, both individual and collective; all kinds of magical, rit-
ual, and sacramental practices; all kinds of communal, ecclesiastical, and institutional arrange-
ments; and all kinds of processes of sacralization of the social, be it in the form of religious 
nationalism, secular civil religions, or the global sacralization of human rights. We use the same 
qualifier, ‘religious’, to characterize all of these diverse phenomena in a way that has to be mind-
boggling for both secular and religious mind-sets. But there is no point in bemoaning this fact, 
since the global secular-religious system of classification of reality is here to stay.
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Globalization

This brings me to my final comments concerning my most recent work on globalization and 
religion, which Manuel Vásquez has reviewed so generously and sympathetically. I wish that he 
had raised some more critical and difficult questions, since this is an area in which he himself 
has made such important contributions. I would like to add only two final comments concern-
ing the globalization of the secular-religious system of classification and the simultaneous tem-
poral and spatial co-existence of all forms of religion.12

We scholars of religion are confronted with an interesting paradox. Some of our distin-
guished colleagues have been questioning for some time the validity of the category of religion 
at the very moment when the discursive reality of religion is more widespread than ever and 
has become global for the first time. I am not entering here the debate as to whether people 
today are more or less religious than they may have been in the past. I am only claiming that 
religion as a discursive reality—indeed, as an abstract category and as a system of classifica-
tion of reality used by modern individuals as well as modern societies around the world—has 
become an indisputable, global social fact. Religious studies scholars may bemoan this social 
fact, but it is our task as social scientists to understand its coming into being and to analyze it 
in all its global complexity. 

Certainly, we ought to be as analytically clear as possible about the manifold and very differ-
ent discursive ways in which we use the category of religion today in our contemporary global 
age, namely, to identify what counts and what does not count as religion and to recognize the 
diverse phenomena (beings as well as things, groups and institutions, beliefs, practices, and 
experiences) to which we may attach the attribute or qualifier ‘religious’. Included in this latter 
‘we’ are not only scholars of religion and religious practitioners (religious elites as well as ordi-
nary people) who denominate what they do, what they believe, or what they experience as being 
somehow ‘religious’, but also secular political authorities (legislators, judges, administrators) 
and citizens who constantly have to make decisions concerning what, when, and where some-
thing is constitutionally protected or prohibited precisely for being or not being religious. After 
all, every state constitution in the world today makes some reference to religion, to religious 
freedom, or to the freedom to believe or not to believe.

In fact, the modern secular-religious system of classification that emerged out of the trans-
formation of Western Christianity and which we tend to characterize as a process of secular-
ization has now become globalized, entering into dynamic transformative interaction with all 
non-Western systems of classification, pre-axial as well as axial. All the religio-cultural systems, 
Christian and non-Christian, Western and non-Western, are now being transformed through 
these global interactive dynamics. Following Taylor (2007), one can understand this process as 
the global expansion of the secular ‘immanent frame’. 

In this respect, not only the so-called secular societies of the West but the entire globe is 
becoming increasingly more secular and ‘disenchanted’, in that the cosmic order is increasingly 
defined by modern science and technology; the social order is increasingly defined by the inter-
locking of democratic states, market economies, and mediatic public spheres; and the moral 
order is increasingly defined by the calculations of rights-bearing individual agents, claiming 
human dignity, liberty, equality, and the pursuit of happiness. Yet, comparisons of secular Europe 
and religious America, as well as the evidence of religious revivals around the world, make clear 
that within the same secular immanent frame one can encounter very diverse religious dynam-
ics (Berger et al. 2008). In this respect, the disenchantment of the world does not necessarily 
entail the disenchantment of consciousness, the decline of religion, or the end of magic. On the 
contrary, it is compatible with all forms of re-enchantment and religious revival. 
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What is increasingly less tenable is a secularist reading of the historical process of seculariza-
tion. As a modern philosophy of history, secularism turned the particular Western Christian 
historical process of secularization into a universal teleological process of human develop-
ment from belief to unbelief, from primitive, magical irrational religion to modern, rational, 
post-metaphysical secular consciousness. Even when the particular role of internal Christian 
developments in the process of secularization is acknowledged, it is not to stress the particu-
lar, contingent nature of the process but rather to emphasize the universal significance of the 
uniqueness of Christianity. According to Marcel Gauchet’s ([1985] 1997) striking formulation, 
Christianity is the religion that produced an ‘exit from religion’. 

Globalization is likely to make such a Western-centric view of history and human develop-
ment increasingly less credible. Indeed, what characterizes the contemporary global moment is 
not simply the fact that all forms of human religion, past and present, from the most ‘primitive’ 
to the most ‘modern’, are available for individual and collective appropriation. Equally relevant 
is that fact that increasingly these forms must learn to co-exist side by side in today’s global cit-
ies. This contemporary social reality tends to put into question all teleological schemes of reli-
gious rationalization and development that tended to place ‘primitive’ and ‘traditional’ forms of 
religion as older human cultural forms to be superseded by more modern, secular, and rational 
ones. Paraphrasing Johannes Fabian’s (1983) analysis in Time and the Other, one could say that 
the social scientific study of religion had been permeated by a modern secularist stadial con-
sciousness that placed the social scientists ‘here and now’ in secular modernity, while placing 
their object of study, religion, ‘there and then’, as the ‘Other’ that somehow persisted as a pre-
modern anachronistic survival in a time not contemporary with our secular age. 

This was the fundamental premise on which every theory of modernization and every theory 
of secularization was built. Our age of globalization, however, is changing this perspective. Glo-
balization is the new philosophy of space that has come to replace the modern philosophy of 
history. In a sense, with globalization the spatial metaphor has begun to replace the dominant 
temporal-historical metaphor of Western secular modernity. It is a short trip indeed from the 
most traditional village to the most modern global metropolis and back. 

 n José Casanova is a Professor in the Department of Sociology at Georgetown University 
and heads the Globalization, Religions, and the Secular Program at the Berkley Center for 
Religion, Peace, and World Affairs, Georgetown University. He is the author of, among 
other books, Public Religions in the Modern World (1994); jvc26@georgetown.edu.  

 n notes

 1. What this anthropology soon began to document was not ‘unchanging village tradition’ but rather 
the aspiration for, and increasingly the reality of, rapid modernizing change. See also Aceves (1971), 
Aceves and Douglass (1976), and Barrett (1974). 

 2. See the debate between Habermas and Hans Albert in Adorno et al. (1969).
 3. Schupp succeeded Karl Rahner as the chair of Dogmatic Theology at the University of Innsbruck and 

was the first post–Vatican II theologian to be removed from a faculty of Catholic theology due to his 
heretic teachings. One only needs to read typical entries in the academic journal Kölner Zeitschrift 
für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie of the late 1960s to grasp the acuteness of Schupp’s observation. 
The work of Weber, to a large extent forgotten in post–World War II Germany, was rediscovered later 
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through the systematic reconstructions of Niklas Luhmann, Wolfgang Schluchter, and Habermas, all 
of whom were indebted in different ways to the interpretations of Talcott Parsons, Reinhard Bendix, 
and other American sociologists. 

 4. For an illuminating discussion of the origins of ‘theory’ in the axial age and its various meanings, see 
Bellah (2011), particularly the introduction to the axial age chapters (ibid.: 265–282) and the conclu-
sion (ibid.: 567–606).

 5. The lifework of Max Weber and the sociology of modernization, broadly and critically understood 
beyond the American paradigm of modernization of the 1960s, formed the two thematic areas of my 
PhD comprehensive exams. The papers I wrote for the occasion were published as “Legitimacy and 
the Sociology of Modernization” (Casanova 1979) and “Interpretations and Misinterpretations of 
Max Weber: The Problem of Rationalization” (Casanova 1984a). 

 6. The relative isolation of the sociology of religion within American sociology is manifested in the 
fact that the two most important professional associations, the Society for the Scientific Study of 
Religion (SSSR) and the Association for the Sociology of Religion (ASR), have separate organizations 
and meet separately from the American Sociological Association (ASA) and that a section within 
the ASA on the Sociology of Religion was first established only in the late 1990s. This was partly the 
reason that I rejected a professor’s suggestion that I choose the sociology of religion as one of my two 
PhD comprehensive examination fields. 

 7. This sole presentation was at a meeting of the Eastern Sociological Society (ESS) in Providence, RI; 
the paper was later published (Casanova 1982a). Professionally, I have tended to present my work 
at interdisciplinary and international thematic conferences dealing with current or ‘present’ issues, 
instead of professional meetings that are organized to advance the trends and paradigms of scien-
tific disciplines.

 8. After all, I had studied theology at a time when even theologians were proclaiming the ‘death of God’ 
and the inevitability of the ‘secular city’.

 9. Since the 1990s, many books have appeared discussing the resurgence of religion in world politics 
and the questions that it raises for traditional international relations theory. See Toft et al. (2011), 
Hurd (2008), de Vries and Sulllivan (2006), Thomas (2004), and Banchoff (2008).

 10. Commenting on the sermon given by Cardinal Wyszyński concerning the perennial union between 
the Catholic Church and the Polish nation, I point out that it would have unthinkable for any Spanish 
cardinal to make such a public communication, since it would not have been credible. The question 
is not whether the claim is objectively true, but whether the communication is publicly effective and 
works rhetorically (Casanova 1994: 262n20). 

 11. This article appears in a special double issue of Social Research, which contains the papers of a confer-
ence that I helped to organize at the New School under the title “The Religious-Secular Divide: The 
U.S. Case.”

 12. For a succinct presentation of my theory of globalization, see Kumar and Makarova (2002) and Casa-
nova (2001b).
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