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Abstract

The primary aim of the present article is to examine and critically evaluate
the book How (Not) to Be Secular? by James K. A. Smith and to provide a
narrative exposition of Charles Taylor’s seminal work A Secular Age.
Smith’s book adopts a simplified, narrative-driven structure, which entails
the risk of reductionism. Rather than offering an independent theory of
secularism, it should be regarded as an interpretive and rewritten text, a
feature that underscores the necessity of its critical assessment. Smith’s
fundamental presupposition is that secularism in the modern world should
not be understood as the elimination of religion, but rather as a
transformation in the conditions of possibility for belief. Grounded in the
lived experience of faith, Smith’s argument demonstrates that religious life
in a secular age depends less on philosophical argumentation than on the
cultivation of affect, imagination, ritual practices, and communal forms of
life. By adopting an analytical-structural approach and drawing on
Foucauldian genealogical critique within the theoretical framework
developed by Talal Asad, this article opens a new horizon for a deeper
analysis of secularism and the possibility of religious life. Such an approach
provides the groundwork for proposing a comprehensive model—one that,
on the one hand, benefits from the achievements of modern rationality and,
on the other, emphasizes the holistic nature of religion and its inseparable
connection with both worldly life and the hereafter. This trajectory may
contribute to a reconsideration of secularism theory and to the initiation of
a more serious dialogue on the possibilities of religious life in the
contemporary and post-secular world.
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Finally, all religions should be equal before the law.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The contemporary debate on secularism has

increasingly shifted from a simplistic narrative of
religious decline toward a more nuanced
examination of the changing conditions under
which belief becomes possible in modern societies.
Secularism, first conceptualized in nineteenth-
century Britain as a framework separating religion
from politics and public institutions, has evolved
into a complex cultural and historical formation
shaping how individuals experience meaning, faith,
and morality in the modern world. Rather than
denoting the disappearance of religion, recent
philosophical and sociological approaches
emphasize secularism as a transformation in the
“conditions of belief,” whereby faith is no longer
self-evident but one option among many within a
pluralized horizon of meaning. This interpretive
turn is most prominently articulated in Charles
Taylor’s account of the secular age, which
reconceptualizes secularism as a shift toward an
“immanent frame” that reconfigures human self-
understanding and moral imagination (Taylor,
2007). Building on this framework, James K. A.
Smith’s How (Not) to Be Secular seeks to render
Taylor’s dense philosophical narrative accessible
through a simplified, story-driven exposition that
foregrounds lived religious experience rather than
abstract metaphysical argumentation (Smith,
2022). While this narrative strategy broadens the
audience for Taylor’s insights, it also risks
reductionism by  prioritizing  experiential
immediacy over structural and institutional
analysis. Against this background, the present
study situates Smith’s work within broader debates
on secularism by engaging classical sociological
theories that link secularization to rationalization
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and disenchantment (Weber, 1922), as well as later
critiques that challenge linear models of religious
decline. By drawing on perspectives that view
secularism as historically contingent rather than
universally normative, the article frames
secularism as a dynamic cultural condition that
reshapes, rather than abolishes, religious life.

Central to Taylor’s thesis is the argument that
modernity has not eradicated religion but has
fundamentally altered the context in which belief
and unbelief are experienced. The transition from a
premodern “enchanted” world to a modern
immanent order entails a reconfiguration of
meaning, agency, and moral authority, where
transcendence is no longer embedded in the fabric
of everyday life but must be actively sought or
consciously rejected (Taylor, 2007). Smith adopts
this insight and emphasizes that contemporary faith
is marked by fragility, reflexivity, and constant
exposure to doubt, conditions that apply equally to
believers and non-believers (Smith, 2022). This
interpretation resonates with sociological analyses
that describe modern societies as pluralistic fields
in which multiple symbolic systems compete for
legitimacy, undermining the taken-for-granted
status of any single worldview (Berger, 1967).
From this perspective, secularism is not simply a
political doctrine but a lived cultural reality that
permeates education, media, and everyday
practices, shaping how individuals imagine their
place in the world. Islamic thinkers such as
Motahhari and Sadr have offered parallel critiques
of secularism by emphasizing the anthropological
assumptions underlying modern humanism,
arguing that secular worldviews fragment human
existence by severing moral and social life from
transcendent reference points (Motahhari, 1989;
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Sadr, 1981). These perspectives challenge the
neutrality often attributed to secular rationality and
underscore the normative commitments embedded
within modern secular frameworks.

The article further develops its analysis by
engaging genealogical critiques that problematize
secularism as a historically produced discourse
rather than a universal or inevitable outcome of
modernization. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s
method of genealogy, secularism is examined as a
formation shaped by power relations, institutional
practices, and epistemic regimes that define what
counts as “religion” and how it should be regulated
in public life (Foucault, 1977). Talal Asad extends
this critique by demonstrating that secularism
emerged within specific Western Christian
contexts and cannot be uncritically applied to non-
Western or Islamic societies without distorting
their religious and cultural realities (Asad, 2003).
From this standpoint, secularism actively
participates in redefining religion as a private,
individualized phenomenon, thereby marginalizing
communal, ritual, and ethical dimensions that resist
such categorization (Asad, 2016). Smith’s
narrative approach implicitly acknowledges this by
highlighting the embodied and affective
dimensions of faith, yet it stops short of
systematically  analyzing the institutional
mechanisms—such as law, education, and media—
through which secular norms are reproduced. This
limitation becomes particularly salient when
considering contexts beyond the Western
experience, where secularism often operates
through different historical trajectories and
political arrangements, challenging the universality
of Taylor’s and Smith’s accounts.
Methodologically, the study adopts an analytical—
structural approach combined with Foucauldian
genealogy to evaluate Smith’s interpretation of
Taylor and to situate it within a broader
comparative framework. Through close textual
analysis and engagement with interdisciplinary
scholarship, the research identifies the foundational
assumptions underlying Smith’s account of
secularism, particularly the notion that religious
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life in a secular age depends less on propositional
belief and more on the formation of habits, desires,
and communal practices (Smith, 2022). This
emphasis aligns with cultural sociology and the
study of lived religion, which view faith as enacted
through everyday routines rather than solely
articulated through doctrine (Hervieu-Léger,
2000). At the same time, the study contrasts this
experiential focus with structural and critical
approaches that foreground economic systems,
political power, and social institutions as key
drivers of secularization processes (Ritzer, 2006).
By juxtaposing these perspectives, the article
highlights both the strengths and limitations of
Smith’s narrative strategy, acknowledging its
pedagogical value while questioning its analytical
sufficiency for understanding secularism as a
complex social formation.

A key contribution of the article lies in its critical
assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of How
(Not) to Be Secular. Among its strengths is the
book’s ability to translate Taylor’s sophisticated
philosophical arguments into an accessible
narrative  that  foregrounds imagination,
embodiment, and affect as central to religious life
in modern contexts (Smith, 2022). This approach
effectively challenges purely intellectualist models
of faith and underscores the importance of
practices, rituals, and communal belonging in
sustaining belief under secular conditions.
However, the article identifies several significant
limitations, including the work’s Western-centric
focus and its relative neglect of non-Western
religious traditions, particularly Islamic contexts
where the relationship between religion and public
life follows different historical logics. Moreover,
Smith’s emphasis on individual experience tends to
underplay the role of institutional power, economic
structures, and political arrangements in shaping
secular subjectivities, an omission that limits the
explanatory scope of his analysis (Asad, 2016).
Logical analyses of the relationship between
religion and secularism further suggest that their
interaction cannot be reduced to a single model of
opposition or coexistence but must be understood
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through  multiple  relational  configurations,
including overlap, tension, and partial integration
(Muzaffar, 2008). These critiques point to the
need for a more comprehensive framework that
integrates experiential, structural, and comparative
dimensions.

In conclusion, this article has critically examined
James K. A. Smith’s How (Not) to Be Secular as a
narrative reinterpretation of Charles Taylor’s
theory of secularism and assessed its implications
for understanding religious life in the post-secular
world. By situating Smith’s work within classical
sociological theories, genealogical critiques, and
Islamic philosophical perspectives, the study has
demonstrated that secularism should be understood
not as the negation of religion but as a historically
contingent transformation that reshapes the
possibilities of belief, doubt, and meaning. While
Smith’s  accessible narrative succeeds in
illuminating the experiential dimensions of faith
under secular conditions, its limitations underscore
the necessity of integrating structural analyses and
cross-cultural perspectives to achieve a more
comprehensive understanding of secularism. Such
an integrative approach can contribute to a more
productive dialogue between secular and religious
worldviews and open new horizons for rethinking
the place of religion in contemporary and post-
secular societies.
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