


Introduction
Secularization theory presents the idea that the human capacity for rational thought, along with the advancement of the scientific method and technological advancement, have over time led to the decline of religious authority and significance in public life. A modern world, it is proposed, is one that has been disenchanted, leaving in its place, secular institutions and populations that are no longer guided by religious doctrine or revelatory knowledge. Rationalism rules.
Or does it? With Trump recently re-elected in the US, part of a growing global trend towards populism and strong-man leadership, one can’t help but question just how secular the Western world is. While the US has always been an anomaly in sociologists’ attempt to solidify secularization theory (Knibbe and Kupari 2020, p 158), it is not alone in its population’s turn toward electing representatives that are not using science to guide their decision making and, in many cases, not bothering at all with rational thought to justify their policy proposals.
In the US, there is an overt political pandering to the evangelical right and enactment of religious ideology across all levels of government, from the reversal of abortion rights to the implementation of Christian teachings into the Texan public-school curriculum (Lathan and Lafleur, 2024). Rather than seeking out verifiable sources of information to guide one’s decision making, the phenomenon of Qanon led to millions to eagerly wait by their computers for new information to be “dropped” by mysterious sources, leading some to storm capitol hill in January 2021 (Rachman, 2024). Secularization, it was thought, would help humans avoid such pitfalls. If given the proper education, free from religious influence and doctrine, we would learn how to ground ourselves in the real world and master the laws of nature. From there, we could build a better world. Yet somehow, all this scientific progress and universal education and separation of church and state are increasingly called into question as potentially harmful, not helpful. How are we to understand this move? 
In this essay, I will investigate the development of secularization theory by rooting it in its Protestant heritage and tracing how this heritage has influenced the way we in the West think about reality itself. Even though most academics have discredited this theory, its implications have had a lasting impact on common understandings of both secularity and religion, including how both have been and are studied. Yet both words remain vague and could mean completely different thing depending on who’s using them, when, and where. Using the work of Lee (2015), and Taves and Bender (2012) who have interrogated and problematized the secular-religious binary, I will then look at new directions for research, namely lived religion. As macro-level approaches have not achieved deeper understanding of contemporary meaning-making surrounding secularity and religion, a lived religion approach provides scholars with an ‘on the ground’ exploration into people’s lived experience and practices both inside and outside traditionally defined religious and secular spaces. 
How secular is secularization theory?
Bender and Taves (2012) define secularization theory in the most basic way: “the decline of religious authority over all aspects of social life and its withdrawal into the space of private belief and private life” (p3).  This articulation is without a doubt based on social scientist Max Weber’s oft cited work. 
Weber speculated that as rational capacity increased, ‘disenchantment’ would ensue and lead society into a more ordered, logical, bureaucratic, and capitalistic mode of organizing. The church would have little or no relevance upon such a society, although he believed people may still hold their own personal religious belief and practices. (Fox 2010, p 293). 
Many sociologists followed Weber’s lead and studied the shifting relationship between religion and society through the scientific lens he put forward. However, Weber’s ideas were not free from religious bias themselves. Caroll’s book Protestant Modernity provides a detailed account of how Weber’s theory of secularization was firmly shaped by Liberal Protestant ideals. He notes:
I did not start off with the intention of situating Weber’s theory of secularisation within its liberal Protestant heritage but as I began to reconstruct his theory, I kept coming up against Protestant motifs structuring his account. I was taken by this because in the tradition of social theory there has commonly been a sense that social science is free of confessional influence and, hence, was scientific. (2009, p 63)
This is important because the way that Weber’s ideas have been taken up across the social sciences (and beyond) have shaped the way that this topic has been studied and talked about. Rather than being a value-free attempt to come to an understanding of what is taking place amongst populations of people who find themselves with or without religion in its institutional form, this theory has put forward values and epistemologies born of Protestant theology. This of course should lead us to ask just how secular secularization is at all.  
While Caroll points to ancient Judaism as the starting point of what we might today identify as secular ideas, it’s the Reformation and the Enlightenment that had the most sweeping impact on solidifying these ideas in the Western world as we know it today (2009 p 69). The first is the separation of church and state. Martin Luther’s challenge to the authority of the Catholic church provoked and furthered a movement away from centralized religious power. Religious authority lost its foothold on society and individual belief. People were free to explore scripture as each saw fit. 
By declaring that no person needed a mediator between themselves and God, the pathway to transcendence was transferred from religious authorities into the hearts and minds of individual beings. As scripture was seen as the true source of God’s word, developing literacy and using one’s rational capacities, provided direct access to God by individuals. No longer were the Catholic confessionals, rituals, or mediaries needed for one’s salvation. The bible was seen as the only authority dictating how one’s faith and practice of that faith should unfold. An individual’s rational reflection upon scripture laid the foundation for a shift from religion as a public affair, to religion as something occurring inside an individual, based upon his belief and not on his ritualistic actions (Carrol 2009, p 69).
As more and more Protestant factions arose after the reformation due to different people interpreting or emphasizing scripture in different ways, an unbiased power was needed that could mediate between all factions and govern for all, no matter what religion they identified with. The French revolution in the 18th century saw for the first time, a decoupling of country from religion allowing citizenship and creed to potentially mean two different things. The secular state gradually took over the management of social life from French citizens and began legislating and regulating life’s transitions such as birth, death and marriage (Caroll 2009, p66). Religious pluralism also left believers no longer in a state where their beliefs were the only ones available. Instead, they found themselves increasingly in a world where many beliefs existed alongside their own. 
By this point, the Enlightenment was in full bloom. Rationalism, empiricism, the separation of church and state, individual liberty, and rational social contracts enabling democratic representation made no reference to any metaphysical reality or to Protestantism. The Enlightenment enshrined a vision for humanity that had been wiped of all theological reference. This vision presented new hope for human progress. Human advancement lay in the wholesale uptake of rational faculties. Our growth as a species rested on the renouncement of transcendental yearnings and magical worldviews. By using the scientific method to uncover the true nature of reality, these seeds would grow into tall trees, firmly planted in an objective, knowable world. And as Fox (2010) puts it, “once this understanding had been achieved, man would be able to control both nature and his own destiny” (p 293). It was out of this milieu that Weber proposed his ideas about secularization. ‘Disenchantment’ seemed inevitable and appeared to Weber as the most reasonable and logical path forward.  
Reality as Secular
Theorists who base their work off Weber’s original theory are considered classical secularization theorists. Adherents to the classical variants hold tight to the view that the absence of religion in public life gives rise to secular society. Lee (2015) frames the classical approach as an ontological claim that secularization in essence “…is nothing at all, the general absence of something concrete rather than the presence of something in particular” (p9). By viewing religion’s absence this way, Lee explains that it become possible to say that when religion cedes its territory, and modernity, science and modes of reasoning flourish, then modernity, science and modes of reasoning are secular. And this, she claims, “allows the secular to transform from being religion’s other to a concept that encompasses… ‘the whole of reality’” (p9). 
Fox (2010) claims that most scholars today will agree that secularization theory is, “best described as a mythological account of the emergence of the modern world” (p302). However, she points out how we cannot simply disregard the classical version because it is so closely intertwined with all aspects of life as we now know it and in particular other theories that underpin the way scholars approach much of the social sciences. She gives the example of progress having been brought about by “intellectual means rather than by articles of faith” (p 302). Kripal’s (2019) work documenting stories of intellectuals and scientists having completely different experiences with their breakthrough ideas, ideas that were not products of hard, logical thinking but rather flashes or downloads of insight that seemingly arose out of nowhere, provide some challenge to this long-held narrative. 
Investigations into what exists in the wake of religious authority’s decline have not stopped because classical versions have been called into question. More recent approaches explore how secular discourses relate to and shape religious discourses and vice versa, or as Bender and Taves describe “as dynamically related discursive and institutional practices” (p 5). Lee puts these approaches in the category of substantive, meaning, something is still there when religion (in its institutional form) recedes. She describes secularization in this light as an ideology and a historical phenomenon tightly bound up with ideas that arose out of the Enlightenment and modernity and that are typically anti-religious (2015, p 9). 
Likely, the most popular and most cited over the past two decades is Talal Asad (2003) who highlights the secular as political doctrine and cultural mediation that serves to constrain and control religion. Asad describes modernity as an institutionalizing force that involves enshrining certain principles in the heart of societal organization, secularism being one such principle. He argues that these acts bring forward new experiences of knowledge and knowing that excludes all that is not deemed sanctioned. He says, “The notion that these experiences constitute "disenchantment" -implying a direct access to reality, a stripping away of myth, magic, and the sacred-is a salient feature of the modem epoch.” (p13).
Despite secularization theory having lost its firm footing, the unspoken concept of ‘religion equals irrational and therefore is wrong’ that arose out of this theory still holds enormous sway over how many understand religion, religious experience, religious practices and religious ways of knowing whether inside or outside academia. The bias inherent in the term ‘secular’ whether used to mean, everything not religious and therefore much of reality itself, or whether it is used as a more self-righteous stance that is anti-religious, or whether it is used simply to point to ones lack of religious background in general, points at religion as something ‘other’, something not apart of a supposedly secular society today. To go against secularity, in some ways, is to go against reality itself.
But what are we even looking at?
A growing number of people in western populations now identify as non-religious in some capacity. For example, Zuckerman and Shook (2017) detail how only 2 percent of Canadians, and less than 1 percent of Australians were nonreligious one hundred years ago whereas 30 percent of Canadians and 20 percent of Australians claim to be so. In Sweden, 76 percent of people are atheist or non-religious, with the Czech Republic and Spain nearly par with Sweden (pp 7-8). Numbers vary in western countries, but the trends move in a similar direction with more and more people identifying as non-religious in some capacity. 
Are they identifying this way because of the bias secular society creates against religious affiliation? Are they anti-religion? Or are they simply not raised within a religious tradition? And what are we to make of the rapidly rising category of people who identify themselves as spiritual but not religious? Of course, these numbers are evocative – something is obviously occurring. Yet, as Fox (2015) notes, the problem with study after study on secularization across the globe are difficult if not impossible to compare because the term itself is not often clearly defined or used. Are researchers even looking at the same things? 
Take, for example, the multiple phenomena that can be associated with the secular. Zuckerman and Shook (2017) provide the following list: “unorthodoxy, blasphemy, apostasy, irreligion, religious criticism, agnosticism, atheism, naturalism, earth-centered-isms (and trans and post-humanism), rationalism, skepticism, scientism, modernism, human rights causes, and separation of church and state the world over” (p 7). Lee (2015) provides another: “not religious, non-religious, the nones, post-religious, areligious, indifference to religion, atheism, non-theism, unbelief, agnosticism, godlessness, scientism, rationalism, rationality, spirituality, implicit religion, vicarious religion, latent religiosity” (p8). Taves and Bender propose that we need to engage in a “wholesale rethinking of what the secular means (2012, p1).
Lee (2015) makes a comprehensive case that the term ‘secular’ covers too much ground for it to be of much use as an analytical tool. Because the term has been expanded to so much, other important historical phenomena get tangled up in its use making almost everything secular, as Fox (2010) also argues, leaving very little ground for religion to occupy. However, we can simply look around and see that much of what is listed does not fit into a secular or religious box. Lee points to liberalism, individualism and nationalism as examples or areas where religious actors also take part (p46). We could say the same for rationalism, scientism and modernism to name a few more. There are plenty of scientists who are religiously affiliated and of course people of faith can think rationally!
I appreciate Lee’s attempt to carve out territory for research that marks something substantive in the wake of organized or institutionalized religion’s retreat. She proposes using the term ‘non-religion’ to define that something. She states, “The sense of non-religion I propose…. Is used to indicate not the absence of something (religion) but the presence of something (else), characterized, at least in the first place, by its relation to religion but nevertheless distinct from it…. The most important point in this approach is that non-religion becomes a term used to identify a substantive characteristic, a quality that is real and existing in the world” (pp 32- 33).
She compares this usage with a term like non-violent to show that there is something in the place where violence may arise, but it is not that. The relationship between the referent and the “non” prefix is important because it shows they are indeed connected. The “non” does not exist without its referring word. I appreciate this phrasing as it helps to clarify the fact that secular is not a neutral term and is not that ‘natural’ state of things when religion is removed from the mix. It also helps to separate out personal experiences from political manifestation demonstrating that everyone who is not religious is not necessarily anti-religion and that religious people can be invested in political secularism. 
Bender and Taves (2012) explore the use of the word spiritual as another word that disrupts the secular-religious binary. They detail how the word used to be automatically categorized in the religious box but how contemporary uses will instead point at spirituality as being something that often exists outside of religion and can even point to an anti-religious stance (p 7). They do not wish to propose spirituality as another category in and of itself but rather to demonstrate how other terms are arising that help us to understand shifts in meaning taking place around religion and secularity “creating possibilities for marking, creating, and experiencing things of value, whether in our contemporary moment or in the past” (p 9). “A focus on things people value highly enough to set them apart as special casts a wide net that captures most of what scholars have designated by terms such as religious, spiritual, sacred, magical, superstitious and so on” (Taves 2009, in Bender and Taves 2012, p 10).
In this light, we can see that religion and secularity as categories in and of themselves are being re-worked, challenged, expanded and redefined to better meet the moment we find ourselves within. No longer are they simple opposites with corresponding phenomena fitting neatly under each’s heading. Something exist there in the in-between and in adjacent spaces. How does one approach studying such things?
Lived Religion
Unexplored and sometimes unnamed spaces are ripe for research that may help us to better understand modern life in relation to secular, religious, spiritual, non-religious things of value. A turn toward practice as a research direction has proven fruitful in helping to identify how this process of valuation comes into being in everyday life. The lived religion approach moves away from macro-level questions and “attempts at theorizing the future of religion in modernity by focusing on how religion is practiced. Rather than assuming an inherent incompatibility between religion and modernity, it enquires into how religion is encountered and experienced – how it comes into play – in different environments: public and private.” (Knibbe and Kupari, 2020, p 159). 
Knibbe (2020) details how “Many of the pioneers of lived religion…came to develop this approach out of a dissatisfaction with sociological approaches to religion being dominated by questions about the growth or decline of religion under the conditions of modernity” (p 253). Likewise, where discursive approaches such as Asad’s (2003) tend to focus on what religion is and who gets to decide, the lived religion approach uses ethnographic and historiographic methods “to show how what is commonly understood to be ‘religion’ is shaped through countless daily practices, habits, and patterns of social life” (Knibbe and Kupari, p 159). 
As the study of religion has been deeply driven by a Protestant bias (a focus on beliefs, scripture, and exclusion of sacrament and ritual for example), lived religion draws into the field of focus practices that have been sidelined such as embodiment and material religion, along with how people make meaning through these engagements. Lived religion does not abandon institutions, text, theology, or ideas, but rather, it incorporates people, ritual, practice and things into the fold with the hopes of better understanding how religion unfolds in lived experience and how all co-construct the others. This approach has widened the field of study to include all sites, even those outside of traditional institutions. This allows scholars to explore the “multisitedness of religious production including various “secular” institutions and settings” (Bender and Taves 2012, pp 12- 13). 
Through this approach, scholars can explore elements of human experience that have not has a place in our religious-secular binary thinking such as Utriainen’s (2020) exploration of how those raised within and surrounded by secularity, and who hold religious practices of their own that those around them don’t necessarily support or understand, adjust their approaches to the context they find themselves within. Or Helderman’s (2016) look at how psychotherapists take up Buddhist practices such as mindfulness in their clinical work, while also existing with the secular terrain of regulatory bodies and professional associations. 
Without a doubt, people in the Western world are still experiencing and practicing something they may or may not identify as religious, even as they engage in regular aspects of modern life. Because the religious-secular binary has become so muddled in its meaning and therefore less able to point at contemporary life at all, new methods for exploring religion and spirituality in the current moment might draw us closer to being able to better frame how people today live between, adjacent to, and beyond the binary. 
Conclusion 
I will admit that before starting to write this paper, I had very little understanding of what secular meant. I used it to simply say “not religious” and by that, I mean, not affiliated with organized religion. I’ve been taken on a round-about-journey through so many articulations and studies of secularity and religion in contemporary society that has been both dizzying and clarifying. Not only have I come to a deeper understanding of how I experience my inner struggles and contractions in relation to religion and spirituality, but I have also come to look at the society I am living in and my neighbours to the south in a different light. 
In this regard, rather than dismissing what appeared to me as nonsensical behaviours and beliefs by a growing number of Americans, I now realize that analyzing what’s taking place through macro-level analysis, the values of a supposed secular democratic society, don’t adequately serve us to understand what’s happening in many western countries today. It appears as if the ideals proposed by a western secular society have become uncoupled from the lived realities of too many trying to make their way in a globalized, neo-liberal, capitalistic system. The vision put forward is too far from the realities people are facing in their day to day lives. And yet, I wonder if this hasn’t always been the case. 
How closely did the visions for society by those in powerful position match the lives of regular people throughout history? How were regular people going about their daily affairs during the enlightenment when thinking men sat together devising new sets of ideals that the world should live by? What were the women doing during those times as they tended to their sick children? Did they also conclude that only science could save them?
Ideas and visions for a better world are important, yet explanations from above can only take us so far in understanding the whole of reality. In the case of religion and society’s, institution’s, and people’s relationship to it, it’s important that we understand how the ideas of a few have historically set the agenda for how to study this relationship. What was put on the table for study and what was excluded? 
In these times, as it becomes increasingly difficult to understand how the world is turning in the directions it’s turning (at least for me), what was excluded and left off the table seems more important to explore as it feels as if we have missed something quite fundamental. Perhaps coming down to the ground and exploring religion and secularity through a lived religion approach can set us on new paths of exploration about how people are situated and actively situate themselves in a changing world today. It feels sort of hopeful in that instead of feeling like I’m at a dead end with understanding, which only led me into nihilism, there’s a new place to build from, bottom-up instead of top-down.
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