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Introduction 

What Lies Between: Exploring the Depths of Social Identities between the 

Sacred and the Secular 

Abby Day, Giselle Vincett and Christopher R. Cotter 

 

A division between sacred and secular has been explicitly part of academic discourse since 

Durkheim and implicitly from others much earlier. One thinks of E.B. Tylor’s definition of 
religion as a ‘belief in spirits’ marking a difference between ‘spirit’ and something non-spirit. 
There was the world and other-world; the transcendent and the mundane; the natural and 

supernatural, the normal and paranormal. Such a demarcation marked a trend in the social 
scientific study of religion from which few diverted, as Lambeck (2002, 21) noted: Tylor’s 

theories ‘remain congenial to many contemporary thinkers and [are] indeed almost a part of 
western “common sense” on the subject’. The problem with anything ‘common sense’ is its 
taken-for-grantedness; it is that aversion to passive acceptance of binary oppositions that 

drives the contributions in this collection. The spirit/non-spirit was an either/or distinction, a 
logical formulation between A and B where one can be A or one can be B but not both and 
not in-between, analogous, perhaps to the religion/secular divide. 

The in-between, in classical logic, was called the ‘excluded middle’ – excluded, because it 
did not exist. It was not a place. But what, again following more modern logic, if it could be a 
place known as something not A nor B, a ‘fuzzy set’, populated by those neither religious nor 

secular, perhaps called Fuzzy Christians, as described by Day and Voas 2007. Those Fuzzy 
Christians are not fuzzy in the sense of being confused or muddled, but simply ‘in-between’. 

A question may then arise about whether those in-betweeners whom Lim et al. (2010) 
describe as ‘liminal’ are simply in-between or on their way to somewhere else? The 
collection here does not aim to speculate about trajectory but rather to explore in more detail 
the social identities created and performed ‘in-between’. 

Feminist and eco-theologians and practitioners have argued that such a split is implicitly 
gendered, prioritizes the ‘spirit’ over the material and devalues the natural world and the here 
and now (Ruether 1993 [1983]; Rose 1993; Raphael 1996; Eaton 2005). Those involved in 

alternative spiritualties often claim that such a split is not typical of all religions, but only 
certain ones (in particular, Christianity), and that their spirituality involves no such either/or 

compartmentalization of the world (Harvey 1997; Berger et al. 2003). Peter Berger’s theory 
that the West, having moved through decades of secularization, is now seeing a resurgence of 
religion – or resacralization (1999), chimes with many of the observations in this book that 
the easy categorizations of the past do not readily fit the present. 

The practice of intellectually creating in-between spaces has allowed academics to better 
understand the limitations of the binary and to question its utility. The categories of the 

‘religious’ and the ‘secular’ have been subject to increasing scrutiny in recent decades. Asad 
(2003), Cannell (2010), Day and Coleman (2013), Fitzgerald (2000, 2007) and McCutcheon 
(2007) for example, have explored the ‘religious’ and ‘secular’ not only to destabilize the 
categories but to expose their mutual dependency. 

Challenge for Method and Terminology 

Some contributors to this collection, notably Knott, favour collapsing the secular and sacred, 

calling attention to the way they have merged. Gellner and Hausner speak of multiple 



belongings that are strategically selected. Stringer draws attention to the methodological 
challenges of investigating the sometimes-religious nature of those who might sometimes 

appear ‘non-religious’. Sjöborg draws attention to how questions used in quantitative surveys 
often repeat and reify out-dated assumptions and fail to recognize the changing, rich and 

nuanced experiences of young people. Cheruvallil-Contractor, Hooley, Moore, Weller and 
Purdam also concentrate on the methodological issues faced by researchers studying religion 
and belief in higher education and also, more widely, in the public sphere, whilst Carrette and 

Trigeaud’s chapter empirically demonstrates the ‘semantically parasitic’ (Fitzgerald 2007a, 
54) relationship between the categories ‘religious’ and ‘secular’. 

From the chapters in this book, it is clear that the critiques levelled at traditional religions 

by those involved in alternative spiritualties and secularists alike – that they are too bound by 
institution, overly hierarchical, sexist, homophobic, highly proscriptive – have permeated the 
popular culture to such an extent that it is difficult in some cases to use the word ‘religion’ at 

all. This phenomenon is more important than simply a driver of secularism or alternative 
spiritualties, however. It points us to a broad and popular redefinition of religion in general. 

As several chapters show, we cannot now take religious labels as read: someone whose 
beliefs and perhaps even practices might fall under alternative spiritualties, for example, may 
self-identify as ‘non-religious’ because they wish to distance themselves from the popular 

narrow definition of religion. In the same way, a person may identify as Christian, but not 
‘religious’, or even, as Beaman and Beyer suggest, ‘a little bit Buddhist’. Such cases 

challenge us as academics to re-think what we mean by religion; what we mean by 
‘Christian’, for example. That is, they challenge us to re-think where the boundaries of such 
categories lie and what may lie between. 

Certainly, there is often a disjunction between how ‘religious experts’ define particular 

religious traditions and how the everyday practitioner defines them. This split is reflected, in 
some cases, in public spaces or in so-called secular institutions such as the schools Arweck 

visited, the UN studied by Carrette and Trigeaud, or the hospitals discussed in Collins’ 
chapter. As Day’s chapter demonstrates, religious institutions can be used by otherwise non-
religious people for a variety of reasons, and it is becoming clear that nuances in the 

materiality and embodiment of public social interactions significantly influence the sacred, 
profane and, or, mundane nature of religious and secular experiences. These chapters 

emphasize the importance of public spaces and discourses to the identities, practices, and 
values enacted therein, and, simultaneously, the reflexive impact of these actions upon the 
‘sacred’ character of the context itself. 

From Place to Space 

The way that actors have distanced themselves from formalized religions reminds us that 
both secular and sacred poles are experienced or refused in specific places and through 
specific social relations. Cotter’s qualitative engagement with the narratives of undergraduate 

students (2011) showed how substantial manifestations of individual non-religiosity or 
religiosity vary in response to the perceived transgression of important socially constituted 

and enacted values. People tend to use religious terminology in situations where such ‘sacred’ 
values are called into question even when they are mostly dormant and invisible. We should 
thus pay attention not only to what people hold as secular, religious or sacred but how 
identities are performed in social spaces (Day 2010; Vincett et al. 2012). 

Cameron’s chapter contributes to this understanding by showing how participants in 
online relationships mediate and moderate extremes of sacred dogmatism and their more 

lived and renegotiated individual and collective practices. Munt draws attention to how faith 
helped LGBTQI Quakers forge stronger identities both individually and in community. 



Stringer draws attention to the sometimes-religious nature of those who might sometimes 
appear ‘non-religious’, such as Day’s ‘nominal’ Christians, but whose casual conversations in 

unstructured spaces speak to more complex renderings. In every case, the evidence points to 
the complex processes involved in the negotiation and maintenance of multiple sacred and 
secular social identities in contemporary pluralized contexts. 

It is perhaps inevitable that a book on the topic of the sacred and the secular should 
explore so many issues to do with space – where, after all, do we locate such categories? But 
there has recently also been increasing interest in the spatial analysis of religion (Knott 2005; 

Vincett 2008a, 2008b) with scholars working across the disciplinary boundaries of, for 
example, religious studies and human geography. In this book, we see scholars return 

frequently to spatial metaphors or analyses to make sense of rapidly changing situations or 
novel ways in which the sacred-secular split is either dissolved, transgressed, affirmed or 
redefined. 

Human geographers have long held that space is not simply physical or material, but is 

also mental (psychological or imagined) and social (see Lefebvre 1991 [1974]), and, of 
course, bound up with power and politics. Massey (2005) has also argued that space is an 

‘event’ within which ‘there are no fixed points’ (139). Implicit in terms like sacred and 
secular are larger interwoven narratives of space, time, place, corporeality and emotion, 
which are perhaps best conceived as processes of ‘relatedness’. Although Massey does not 

refer to the divine or the sacred in her definition of place, she emphasizes that the experience 
and event of place necessarily involves building relationships, both with the human and the 
non-human. From here, the other-than-human is easily accommodated. 

This volume systematically approaches, from a variety of different disciplinary 
perspectives, and for the first time, the space in-between the sacred and the secular, 
demonstrating the variety, vibrancy and validity of phenomena encompassed by this 

contested domain. The authors in this volume did not all expect to find themselves in this 
space. Whether exploring such phenomena at an individual, institutional or theoretical level, 

each chapter contributes to the central message of the book – that the ‘in-between’ is a 
position which finds frequent attestation in the real world, and that this is not predominantly 
inconsistent, blurred or inconsequential, but a substantial and legitimate phenomenon which 

informs, and is informed by, a multitude of intersecting social identities. It is our hope that 
future research into phenomena traditionally classified into the dichotomies discussed 

throughout this work might continue to explain the in-between: the chapters here, and the 
extensive bibliography, may provide an essential resource for that programme. 

Finally, we are grateful to AHRC and ESRC for funding the projects discussed here, to 
the Religion and Society Programme for the intellectual guidance and structure that supported 

many of them, to the support given by Ashgate Publishing to help bring this work into being, 
and to our own families, partners, friends and colleagues who personally sustain us when we 
are otherwise engaged in other spaces. 

 

 

 

 


