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In the landscape of contemporary political philosophy and the sociology of religion, few works carry the weight and 

analytical depth of Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age. Published in 2007 by Harvard University Press and developed

from his 1998–1999 Gifford Lectures, this 896-page treatise provides a rigorous examination of the shift in Western

society from a condition where it was virtually impossible not to believe in God to one where faith is merely one

option among many. Taylor, a Canadian philosopher of immense erudition, moves beyond the simplistic

"subtraction stories" of modernity to offer a complex narrative of how the conditions of belief have been

fundamentally transformed over the last five centuries.

The Conceptual Taxonomy of Secularism

To understand Taylor’s thesis, one must first master his tripartite definition of secularity. Most sociopolitical

discourse conflates these definitions, leading to analytical imprecision. Taylor distinguishes them as follows:

•  Secularity 1 (Public Spaces): The evacuation of God or any reference to ultimate reality from public spheres—

such as politics, economics, and professional life. In this mode, the state and public institutions remain neutral or 

indifferent to religious claims.

•  Secularity 2 (Belief and Practice): The decline of religious belief and practice. This is the quantifiable metric 

often used by sociologists to track the falling numbers of church attendance or the rise of the "nones" (those with 

no religious affiliation).

•  Secularity 3 (Conditions of Belief): This is Taylor’s primary focus. It refers to a shift in the social imaginary—

the background conditions under which we experience our lives. In Secularity 3, belief in God is no longer an 

axiomatic starting point but is one "human possibility" among many, often perceived as one of the more difficult 

options to maintain.

The Immanent Frame

A central technical component of Taylor’s work is the Immanent Frame. This constitutes a self-sufficient social and

cosmic order that is understood entirely without reference to the transcendent or the supernatural. Within the

immanent frame, the world is governed by natural laws and human-constructed social structures. Taylor argues that

while the immanent frame does not strictly require atheism, it makes a "closed" reading of the world (one that

denies the transcendent) far more accessible than in previous eras.

From the Porous Self to the Buffered Self

One of Taylor’s most significant contributions to philosophical anthropology is the distinction between the Porous 

Self of the pre-modern era and the Buffered Selfof modernity. This shift represents a fundamental change in how

individuals perceive their boundary with the world.

The Porous Self (Pre-1500)

In the pre-modern social imaginary, the self was "porous." There was no sharp distinction between the mind and

the world, or between the natural and the supernatural. Meaning was not something "generated" inside the head; it



resided in the world itself. Spirits, demons, and divine forces could literally enter or influence the self. In this state,

the vulnerability of the individual was not just physical but spiritual; one’s internal state was inextricably linked to the

external cosmic order.

The Buffered Self (Modernity)

The "buffered" self, by contrast, creates a clear boundary between the "inner" (thoughts, feelings, meanings) and 

the "outer" (the physical world). Meaning is internalized. The self is protected or "buffered" against the influence of 

spirits or cosmic forces because these are no longer seen as external agents but as internal psychological states. 

This buffering allows for the rise of modern individuality and the sense of being a self-contained agent, but it also 

leads to a sense of "disenchantment" (Entzauberung), a term Taylor borrows and expands from Max Weber.

The Great Disembedding and Social Imaginaries

Taylor describes the transition to modernity as a Great Disembedding. In earlier societies, individuals were

embedded in three primary ways: within the cosmos, within the community, and within a sacred time. The modern

era has seen the breakdown of these connections, leading to a new type of social imaginary.

A Social Imaginaryis not a set of ideas or a formal theory. Rather, it is the shared, implicit understanding that

makes social practices possible. It is how we "imagine" our social existence—how we fit together with others, the

expectations we have of each other, and the deeper normative notions that undergird those expectations. Taylor

identifies three key forms of the modern social imaginary:

1.  The Market Economy: A system of mutual benefit through exchange.

2.  The Public Sphere: A space of common discussion independent of the state.

3.  The Sovereign People: The idea that political legitimacy resides in the collective will of the citizenry.

Technical Comparison: Subtraction Stories vs. Taylor’s Narrative

To evaluate the impact of Taylor's work, it is helpful to compare his approach to traditional secularization theories.

Traditional theories often rely on "subtraction stories"—the idea that secularism is simply what is left over once we

shed old superstitions and religious myths.



Feature Subtraction Stories (Standard 
Secularization)

Taylor’s Narrative (A Secular Age)

Origin of Secularism The inevitable result of science, 
reason, and the removal of "myth."

The result of internal shifts within 
Western Christendom (e.g., the 
Reform).

Role of Religion An obstacle to progress that naturally 
fades away.

A shifting set of options that continues 
to exert "cross-pressures."

Nature of the Self The "natural" state of the human 
being once freed from religion.

A historically constructed "buffered" 
self.

Focus Institutional decline and scientific 
advancement.

The change in the "social imaginary" 
and the conditions of belief.

Final State A purely rational, non-religious society. A "Nova Effect" of proliferating 
spiritual and secular options.

The Nova Effect and the Age of Authenticity

A critical stage in Taylor's history is the Nova Effect, which occurred primarily in the late 18th and 19th centuries

and exploded in the late 20th century. As the old Christian consensus broke down, it didn't just lead to a binary

between "belief" and "unbelief." Instead, it triggered a massive expansion of possible positions—a "nova" of options.

Exclusive Humanism

One of the first major alternatives to emerge was Exclusive Humanism. This is a worldview that finds the highest

source of meaning in human flourishing alone, without any reference to a transcendent power or life beyond this

world. Taylor notes that this was a revolutionary development in human history; prior to this, it was unimaginable to

have a moral system that didn't rely on the divine.

The Age of Authenticity

Following World War II, Taylor identifies a shift into the Age of Authenticity. This era is characterized by the

"expressive individualism" that emerged in the 1960s. In this social imaginary, each person has their own way of

being human, and it is a moral imperative to find and express that unique identity. This further fragilizes religious

belief, as institutional dogmas are often seen as threats to individual authenticity.

Technical Workflow: The Logic of Cross-Pressures

Modern individuals in the immanent frame often experience what Taylor calls Cross-Pressures. This is the feeling

of being pulled between two poles:

•  The Pressure for Meaning: A sense that the purely material, immanent world is "flat" or devoid of deeper 

significance (often resulting in a feeling of ennui or malaise).

•  The Pressure for Rationality: The sense that religious or transcendent claims are intellectually untenable or 

clash with the modern scientific worldview.

The result of these cross-pressures is a state of Fragilization. Because we live in a world where our neighbors

hold wildly different views on the ultimate meaning of life, our own positions—whether we are atheists, theists, or

something else—become fragilized. We are constantly aware that other intelligent, moral people see the world



differently, which prevents any single view from becoming the default "common sense" again.

Implementation Matrix: Analyzing Modern Secular Phenomena

Researchers can use Taylor’s framework to analyze modern movements. The following matrix demonstrates how

Taylor’s terms apply to contemporary social phenomena:



Phenomenon Taylor’s Conceptual Application Analysis

Spiritual but Not Religious (SBNR) The Nova Effect / Age of Authenticity Individuals seeking transcendence 
without the "buffered" constraints of 
institutional religion.

Modern Secular Ethics Exclusive Humanism Moral codes built entirely around 
human flourishing and the avoidance 
of suffering.

Environmentalism as 'Sacred' Re-enchantment in the Immanent 
Frame

A search for meaning in the "natural" 
world that mimics religious devotion 
within a secular structure.

Existential Anxiety The Malaise of Modernity The psychological byproduct of the 
"buffered self" feeling isolated from 
cosmic meaning.

Case Study: The Reform and the Disenchantment of the World

One of Taylor's most provocative arguments is that secularization was not forced upon Christianity from the outside 

(by science or the Enlightenment) but was an unintended consequence of movements within Christianity itself, 

specifically the Reform (both Protestant and Catholic).

The Drive for Purity

The Reformers sought to abolish the "two-tier" system of medieval Christianity, where monks and priests lived a life

of high devotion while the laity lived a more worldly existence. The Reformers demanded that everyone live to the

highest standard of devotion. This led to a "sanctification of ordinary life," where work, marriage, and family were

seen as the primary sites of religious service.

Unintended Secularization

While the goal was to make the world more religious, the result was the opposite. By focusing all religious meaning

on the "ordinary" and the moral, the need for the "sacramental" and the "mystical" began to fade. The world

became organized and disciplined, leading to a "providential deism" where God was seen merely as the architect

of a well-ordered system. Eventually, the architect (God) became redundant, leaving only the well-ordered system

(the Immanent Frame).

Technical Obstacles and Critiques of Taylor’s Framework

While A Secular Ageis widely regarded as a masterpiece, it presents several technical challenges for scholars and

readers alike:

1.  The Eurocentric Scope: Taylor explicitly limits his analysis to the "Western Latin" world. Critics argue that his 

framework may not apply to Orthodox Christianity, Islam, or Eastern traditions, where the trajectory of secularity 

has followed different paths.

2.  The Problem of Repetition: As noted in several reviews (including those from The New York Times and Notre 

Dame Philosophical Reviews), the book is notoriously repetitious. Taylor often circles back to the same concepts, 

which can obscure the linear progression of his argument.

3.  Methodological Fluidity: Taylor moves between history, philosophy, and sociology without always specifying 

his methodological commitments. This "encyclopedic" approach is praised for its breadth but criticized for its lack of 



analytical rigor in specific sub-disciplines.

4.  The Salvage Operation: Some critics argue that Taylor’s work is a sophisticated piece of Christian 

apologetics (a "salvage religion" effort). They contend that his narrative of "cross-pressures" is designed to make 

religious belief seem more intellectually viable in a secular age.

Synthesizing the Modern Condition

The enduring legacy of A Secular Agelies in its ability to describe the "feel" of modernity. Taylor captures the

unique tension of living in a time where we are both "buffered" from the supernatural and yet haunted by a sense of

something more. He avoids the triumphalism of both the staunch atheist (who sees religion as a relic of the past)

and the religious fundamentalist (who seeks to return to a pre-modern porous state).

Instead, Taylor suggests that we live in a state of Unquiet. The immanent frame is not a solid wall but a permeable

boundary. Even in our most secular moments, we experience "fullness"—moments of profound meaning that

suggest the transcendent has not been entirely eradicated but has been reframed. The modern challenge,

according to Taylor, is not a choice between science and superstition, but a navigation of the complex, pluralistic

landscape where various forms of belief and unbelief must coexist and compete for our allegiance.

Ultimately, Charles Taylor’s work serves as a foundational text for anyone seeking to understand the deep

structures of modern Western identity. By mapping the shifts in our social imaginary, he provides the vocabulary

necessary to discuss the most profound questions of existence, purpose, and community in an age where the

divine is no longer an obligation, but a haunting possibility.
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