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Researchers who work in the hu-
manities or the social sciences 
regularly present concepts to de-
scribe the current state of society 
with varying degrees of generali-
zation and attention to a specific 
sphere of life (the economy, cul-
ture, religion). For example, until 
the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, postmodernism seemed 
to be the most relevant language 
for describing “modernity,” but 
recently numerous alternative 
concepts for describing the pre-
sent have appeared and can be 
listed ad infinitum—hypermod-
ernism, metamodernism, digi-
modernism, and so forth.

Many observers follow the in-
fluence of individual phenomena 
on modernity—the media, robot-
ization, or, for example, religion. 
While scholars have long argued 
that we live in a secularized world, 

having realized the inadequacy 
of this approach and noting both 
the transformation of the religious 
and religion’s return to society, re-
searchers have begun to consider 
the need to invent a new language 
to describe new phenomena and 
trends. Accordingly, the concept of 
the postsecular was proposed and 
in recent decades has become in-
creasingly popular.

The book by the sociologist of 
religion and philosopher Dmit-
ry Uzlaner, The Postsecular Turn. 
How to Think about Religion in the 
Twenty-first Century, serves as a 
large-scale attempt to describe the 
ongoing changes in the transforma-
tion of the religious. The work offers 
an analysis of postsecularity, first, as 
an actual social reality, and second, 
as a relevant conceptual framework 
for describing this reality. In fact, 
this work is a continuation of the 
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monograph The End of Religion? A 
History of the Theory of Seculariza-
tion (2019). The author’s first book 
provided a comprehensive analysis 
of the sociological theory of secu-
larization and its history within the 
Western context and in Soviet reali-
ty. The work ends by leading readers 
to the topic presented in the book 
reviewed here: the author now ex-
plores the reasons that the theory 
of secularization at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century began to 
lose its value as a system of repre-
sentation and as a language for de-
scribing modernity, since the “post-
secular turn” had taken place.

This turn occurred in the 1990s, 
when the concept of postseculari-
ty emerged. As new religious phe-
nomena arising in the second half 
of the twentieth century spread 
everywhere, the sense developed 
that the old model of describing re-
ality no longer worked. In academ-
ic and sociopolitical literature de-
voted to the critique of secularism 
the concept of the “postsecular” be-
gan to see active use. Prior to this, 
new forms of religiosity were con-
sidered deviations from the norm 
and were viewed through the cus-
tomary secular lens. Dmitry Uzlan-
er focuses his research on analyzing 
these trends. 

What does the author mean by 
the postsecular turn and postsecu-
larity? The postsecular turn is “the 
erosion of habitual religious and 
secular forms, on the one hand, and 
of the model of their representation 

in academic discourse, on the other 
hand” (12). This disintegration ne-
cessitates the search for a new lan-
guage to describe the nascent real-
ity, simultaneously postsecular and 
post-religious, if one is to consider 
it with the help of “the usual ide-
as about religion and the secular” 
(12). Accordingly, postsecularity is 
a new unstable state of society, in 
which religion returns to the social 
space and new forms of interaction 
between religion and secular reality 
arise. Furthermore, postsecularity 
implies the need for a new model to 
represent the emerging reality. The 
postsecular does not seek to return 
to pre-secular ways of thinking; on 
the contrary, it becomes the basis 
for the formation of a fundamen-
tally new state of modernity (97). 
Following the sociologist Gregor 
McLennan, Uzlaner indicates that 
one should understand the prefix 

“post-” in postsecularity as some-
thing that is beyond the secu-
lar, not after and not anti-secular 
(186). When speaking of postsecu-
larity, Uzlaner also mentions alter-
native approaches to the descrip-
tion of modernity. For example, he 
refers to the concept of desecular-
ization and immediately points to 
its inadequacy: desecularization, in 
contrast to postsecularization, fo-
cuses attention on the “reversal of 
secularization,” the return to pre-
modernity, which inaccurately de-
scribes current trends (185).

The Postsecular Turn itself is a 
collection of ten articles and one 
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appendix (a review of the book The 
Science of Religion and Its Post-
modern Critics by the historian 
of philosophy Alexei Appolonov, 
2018). The works have been pub-
lished in various academic jour-
nals since 2008: some of them 
were included in the book in an ex-
panded version; others appear in 
Russian for the first time. In oth-
er words, readers have the results 
of sustained, meticulous scholar-
ly work, finally collected under one 
cover. The texts are arranged in 
chronological order of their pub-
lication, so readers should not ex-
pect a sequential narrative. Nev-
ertheless, each article deals with 
a separate aspect of postseculari-
ty and stands as a self-contained 
study, the conclusions of which rep-
resent an important contribution to 
social theory (the theory of postsec-
ularity) which scholars can develop 
in further research and which con-
tribute to other spheres of the hu-
manities and social sciences. Due 
to the great empirical and theoret-
ical richness of each chapter, any 
part of the book could be the sub-
ject of a thorough analysis; howev-
er, I shall focus on only those as-
pects I found most interesting. 

Chapters One and Two were 
published in 2008 and 2011 in the 
journal Logos and provide a retro-
spective analysis of the concepts 
of the “religious” and the “secu-
lar” and their formation within the 
academy. Specifically, in these parts 
of the book the author draws at-

tention to the role of modernism in 
the construction of these categories 
and its gradual weakening in recent 
years: “religions today are trying to 
break free from the shackles of ‘re-
ligion’” (41), to return to their origi-
nal status. Uzlaner does not believe 
that modernism has completely ex-
hausted itself: ideological modern-
ism is indeed “very much in ques-
tion,” while institutional modern-
ism is consolidating its position 
(41–2).

In the context of the new reali-
ty, philosophy itself is changing as a 
branch of thought: philosophy and 
theology are interpenetrating each 
other, which is becoming a growing 
trend and a distinctive characteris-
tic of postsecular philosophy. This 
phenomenon even has a name—the 
theological turn (54). Many schol-
ars have begun to oppose the inter-
mixing of the two disciplines, but 
Uzlaner readily supports a second 
camp, whose representatives (for 
example, left-wing philosophers 
Alain Badiou, Terry Eagleton, Sla-
voj Žižek, and Giorgio Agamben) 
began to employ theological ideas 
and concepts actively in their own 
works (48–61). 

Uzlaner focuses on more than 
the transformation of philosophy 
and theology, however: Chapter 
Three analyzes the relationship be-
tween religion and modernity in the 
social sciences. This chapter, like its 
predecessors, demonstrates how the 
theory of secularization has become 
an inadequate tool for describing 
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the changes underway. Here, the 
author identifies the following fac-
tors that prompted the considera-
tion of secularization theory’s loss 
of relevance: debates about Europe-
an and American exceptionalism; a 
series of important world events, in 
particular the Iranian Revolution of 
1979; and, finally, criticism of mod-
ernization theory, with which secu-
larization has always been associat-
ed. According to Uzlaner, the soci-
ologist Shmuel Eisenstadt’s concept 
of “multiple modernities” has be-
come a possible lens for addressing 
the challenges faced by religious re-
searchers (117–27).

Three chapters (Four, Eight, 
and Nine) speak directly to the 
Russian context of postseculari-
ty. In Chapter Four, Uzlaner briefly 
leaves theory and directs his atten-
tion to a specific “case,” the Pussy 
Riot case, and focuses on the char-
acteristics of postsecularity in Rus-
sia. The value of the chapter lies in 
its examination of the boundary be-
tween the religious and the secu-
lar through the example of a punk 
prayer, which provoked a conflict 
of interpretations, confirming the 
instability of the postsecular situ-
ation. The author considers sever-
al aspects linked directly to the in-
terpretive conflict: the very act of 
a punk prayer service, the Cathe-
dral of Christ the Savior as an ex-
ample of a profane “sacred” space, 
and the social group of “Orthodox 
believers” whose feelings the per-
formance offended. For example, 

the study views the punk prayer 
from the perspectives of sever-
al parties: members of the group 
Pussy Riot, official representatives 
of the Church, the general public, 
and “schismatics” (Christians op-
posed to both the Russian Ortho-
dox Church and the current polit-
ical regime) (132–45). Each party 
had its own understanding of the 
boundaries of the religious and the 
secular, which enabled the author 
to distinguish two normative vi-
sions of postsecularism in Russia: 
the “oppositional” and the “pro-au-
thority” (177). The same case de-
scribes how, in the postsecular real-
ity, the secular state and its agents 
are drawn into “(quasi-)theologi-
cal disputes” (133). In addition, as 
shown in Chapter Nine, in which 
the author analyzes the nationwide 
pro-Orthodox consensus, the Pus-
sy Riot case became a turning point 
in this consensus and hastened its 
gradual disintegration, which to-
day is reflected in a more acute 
form, namely, the emergence of na-
tional conflicts based on religious 
grounds (299–346).

Chapter Four is also important 
because it introduces the author’s 
concept of a “postsecular hybrid.” 
By postsecular hybrids, Uzlaner 
means “the interpenetration of re-
ligion and societal subsystems from 
which it had once been isolated” 
(161). The Pussy Riot case made it 
possible to discern several striking 
Russian “postsecular hybrids”: reli-
gion as part of the public order, the 
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intersection of the religious and po-
litical spheres, and confessionally 
sympathetic expert witnesses (162).

Chapter Eight examines how 
Russian theologians try to con-
ceptualize postsecularity in Rus-
sia. As the authors indicate (the 
text is co-authored with sociologist 
Kristina Stoeckl), this conceptu-
al framework was introduced into 
the Russian context to describe the 
post-Soviet experience. Proponents 
of this concept aim to find “a mid-
dle ground between the modern 
and the anti-modern” (271). The 
authors pay special attention to an 
analysis of the works of Alexander 
Kyrlezhev, who authored the first 
Russian-language systematic anal-
ysis of the postsecular.

Chapter Five begins a different 
conceptual block: the mapping of 
the postsecular, or cognitive map-
ping, to use the terminology of Fre-
dric Jameson, one of the main the-
orists of postmodernism. The chap-
ter describes the “key conceptual 
points” of the postsecular: postsecu-
larity is considered as a new empir-
ical reality, a new normative para-
digm, and a new scholarly lens. This 
text in a sense represents the quin-
tessence of the ideas expressed ear-
lier, but the resulting cognitive map 
enables the reader to better under-
stand the postsecular situation and 
to better navigate the issue. 

Chapter Seven, which Kristina 
Stoeckl also co-authored, serves as 
an attempt to clarify and in a cer-
tain sense to map postsecularity. 

The chapter examines four geneal-
ogies that give rise to a unique view 
of the postsecular: the sociological, 
the normative, the postmodern, 
and the theological. The research-
ers note that the large number of 
interpretations of the postsecular 
does not signify the concept’s inad-
equacy, but once again proves the 
fluidity of the modernity it seeks to 
capture and describe (249–67). 

Chapter Six addresses the inter-
action of science and religion in the 
public sphere in the sense in which 
Habermas understood this “dia-
logue”— “the set of institutions and 
practices located between the sphere 
of state authority and the sphere of 
privacy” (212). The text defends re-
ligion as an important and inevita-
ble participant in public discourse 
and shows that it cannot be an ex-
clusively private phenomenon.

Finally, the last chapter, pub-
lished in 2019, offers an overview 
of the main trends in the relations 
between religion and politics in the 
modern world. Here one learns 
that today not only can politics in-
fluence religion, but religion can 
also influence politics. A number of 
world events affected this, includ-
ing the Iranian Revolution of 1979 
and the emergence of the “Chris-
tian right” movement in the Unit-
ed States. In another trend, many 
intellectuals refuse to take religious 
processes and religion itself seri-
ously. Moreover, we are currently 
witnessing a crisis in secular polit-
ical ideologies. The coupling of re-
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ligion and politics in Western Eu-
rope and Russia constitutes a trend 
emblematic of this (347–67).

The idea that it is necessary, 
first, to conceive of modernity as 
postsecular, and, second, to ac-
cept postsecularity as a relevant 
lens for the analysis of modernity, 
runs as a common thread through-
out the text. Uzlaner bases his re-
flections on a powerful empirical 
foundation: in the chapters devot-
ed to the theoretical aspects of the 
analysis of postsecularity, the num-
ber of concepts and theories and 
their application to the phenome-
non under study is pleasantly sur-
prising (for example, John Rawls’s 
concept of “overlapping consensus,” 
John Caputo’s approach to post-
secular philosophy, and the analy-
sis of the concept of secularity by 
Charles Taylor, Talal Asad, John 
Milbank, and others). In the chap-
ters analyzing specific cases, the 
author performs a high-level anal-
ysis of media resources: for exam-
ple, in his references to the Pus-
sy Riot case, in addition to an ac-
curate exposition of the materials 
of the case itself, one finds an ex-
amination of representative posts 
in amateur blogs (the “live jour-
nals” of the politician Alexei Nav-
alny, Pussy Riot, and the journalist 
and politician Maxim Shevchenko) 
and in the national media (Gazeta.
ru, Radio Liberty), as well as in the-
matic resources (“Orthodoxy and 
the World”). The author also turns 
to social media (the public pages 

“MDK” and “Lepra” on VKontakte), 
for example, when analyzing con-
temporary, shared cultural values 
to prove the thesis about the col-
lapse of the pro-Orthodox consen-
sus. Although Uzlaner does not of-
fer a detailed analysis of the con-
tent of social network pages, he 
outlines the general environment.

The work covers a wide range 
of topics, so the chronological ar-
rangement of the materials is 
sometimes confusing: some of the 
ideas in the book recur but are pre-
sented from a new angle; yet one 
also finds repetitions that, admit-
tedly, sometimes lack justification. 
In addition, there is a lack of nar-
rative in the book that could make 
the rich material more coherent. 
This absence of narrative by no 
means negates the theoretical and 
empirical value of the work, how-
ever: in fact, it makes it possible 
for the book to delve more deep-
ly into the context of the postsec-
ular, and the ideas it offers can be 
used to develop the line of research 
already underway in sociology, re-
ligious studies, the philosophy of 
culture, and so on.

V. Shpot’
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