
Chapter One
The Crisis of Values

There can be little doubt that we are experiencing a fundamental crisis of values --that we have lost our ability to decide rationally what is beautiful, true, good, and holy-- and that as a result our civilization is faced with stagnation and even disintegration. Despite a well documented ecological crisis of planetary proportions, developing countries continue to sell off the planet's lungs, the rain forests, and developed countries continue to burn fossil fuels, depleting what Buckminster Fuller called our planetary trust fund, poisoning the air and water, and contributing to a process of global warming which threatens the long-term viability of the ecosystem. The countries of Asia, Africa, and Latin America are forced to sacrifice human development in order to pay interest on an ever-mounting debt, while the United States squanders on luxury consumption resources which might be invested in a way which promotes the full development of human capacities. The religious right talks incessantly about "family values," while the left decries our lack of social responsibility. And yet the market drives us to spend more and more time earning money and less and less time attending to the needs of both family and community. 

It is the principal task of universities and religious institutions to lead intellectually and morally, providing the first principles which govern both legislation and personal moral decisions. And yet when the people turn to their natural intellectual and moral leaders for guidance they find both a professoriate and a clergy who are, if anything, more confused than they are regarding fundamental questions of meaning and value. Our professors teach nihilism and despair while our priests are caught between an insipid liberalism which merely counsels that we be “nice” and a fundamentalism which condemns globally every properly human hope and aspiration.

There is, to be sure, a widespread (though by no means universal) consensus that modern ethical theory, both liberal and socialist, is dead. This is partly because of its failure to adequately ground its moral claims and partly because even if those claims could be adequately grounded they are largely empty and formal –merely ways of adjudicating competing claims which offer no substantive moral guidance –no vision of what it means to be an excellent human being or to build a just society. But modernism has yielded not to a richer and more profound moral vision, but rather to a postmodernist relativism which argues that it is, quite simply, impossible, to actually ground moral theory and that all attempts to do so are ultimately attempts to legitimate one or another set of social interests. The best we can hope for is an awareness of and respect for the radical otherness of other human beings –informed, presumably, by this deconstructionist critique. Postmodern ethics is, in other words, both groundless and empty --and proud of it.

This crisis of values has been accompanied, furthermore, by a crisis of confidence in humanity itself. It is now all but taken for granted that, even if were to arrive at reliable moral principles, human beings would be unable to act consistently as those principles require. For some this is the consequence of a religious conviction that human beings are marked by a radical sinfulness. For most, however, it is the consequence of what purports to be a scientific understanding of human nature based, variously, on sociobiology, psychoanalysis and other disciplines. The phrase “its just human nature” has become a thought-stopping excuse for every sort of moral weakness, individual and collective.

Recent years have, however, witnessed a new turn in the debate, as a number of thinkers have suggested that the failure of modern moral theory derives not so much from its residual foundationalism (its insistence on trying to ground moral claims) as from its secularism, or at least its failure to present a substantive vision of the Good. The most important of these include Alisdair MacIntyre’s narrative virtue theory (MacIntyre 1984, 1988), John Milbank’s radical orthodoxy (Milbank 1991, 1997, 1999), and Franklin Gamwell’s reformed liberalism (Gamwell 1990, 2000). What these alternative theories all share is a commitment to an ethics informed by a substantive and ultimately transcendental doctrine of the Good; they differ in the ways in which they attempt to ground that doctrine. MacIntyre locates the source of all understandings of the Good in culturally specific narratives which present distinctive, compelling visions of human excellence and social justice. These narratives develop by means of a dialectical process catalyzed both by debates within traditions and encounters between them. Milbank goes further, arguing that the contradictions of modernity can be transcended only by revelation, and indeed by specifically Christian revelation which points towards an “Other City,” informed by values radically at odds with both the ancient and the modern city, which he regards as little better than an armed camp in which individuals struggle against each other for wealth and power, and in which ethics has become little more than a set of rules for adjudicating this conflict. Gamwell, finally, argues that such rationally arbitrary attempts to reground ethics are inadequate, and proposes instead an ethics rooted in the process metaphysics and “neoclassical theism” of Whitehead and Hartshorne. 

This work will argue with MacIntyre, Milbank, and Gamwell that modern (and postmodern) moral theory is fundamentally inadequate and that the current crisis of values can be resolved only on the basis of a substantive vision of the Good. What none of these alternative visions do, however, is to explain the moral crisis of modernity (and postmodernity), and the alternatives they offer are all flawed by this failure. By failing to comprehend the social basis of the modern turn, they render themselves unable to specify the conditions for actually transcending modernity. More specifically, I will argue that the modern and postmodern critiques of rational metaphysics and natural law were, in fact, essential preconditions for the rise to power of the two pre-eminently modern institutions: Capital and the sovereign nation-state. In the course of the struggle, philosophers (or rather anti-philosophers) allied with these institutions presented a variety of critiques arguing, variously, that we cannot know transcendentals, that the teleological science on which rational metaphysics had been based is no longer valid, or (most recently) that metaphysics itself is merely a strategy for power and the actual root of modernity and its discontents. The result has been, quite literally, the demoralization of society as Capital and State have swept away every authority which might stand in their way. Because MacIntyre, Milbank, and Gamwell fail to comprehend this dynamic, they advance alternatives which leave the authority (or rather the freedom) of Capital and State intact, and which fail to effectively ground an alternative. 

Building on three earlier works –Knowing God: Restoring Reason in an Age of Doubt, Knowing God: The Ultimate Meaningfulness of the Universe, and Knowing God: The Journey of the Dialectic, I will show that the supposed critiques of rational metaphysics are not nearly as powerful as they claim to be and that it is, in fact, quite possible to rise rationally (through and not around cosmology) to knowledge of a first principle on the basis of which the universe can be explained and human action and human society ordered. I will do the same for the pessimistic anthropology which is currently taken for granted in religious and secular circles alike, showing that human beings are naturally ordered to the Good. This will, in turn, make it possible to reground and revitalize what is, in effect, a natural law ethics. This natural law ethics will differ from earlier variants of natural law theory primarily in its recognition –based on a more historically oriented cosmology and sociology—that it is not only human individuals, but human societies and indeed the universe as a whole which grow and develop towards God and that the moral imperative must be understood to include and obligation to promote that development. 

My method, then, will be dialectical in both the Socratic and the Marxist senses of that term. I will show that the critiques of rational metaphysics advanced by modern and postmodern theorists are at radically inadequate and that they reflect limited social interests which hold back human development and civilizational progress. Indeed, these two senses of the dialectic are intimately bound up together. Ideas which hold back human development and civilizational progress do so because they are inadequate; their inadequacy consists, ultimately, in hold back human development and civilizational progress.
The remainder of this chapter will be devoted to advancing the critique of modern and postmodern moral theory. We will begin situating both natural law theory, on the one hand, and modern moral theory on the other in their historical context. We will analyze the social interests behind the attack on natural law which began in the thirteenth century, and then show how modern –and postmodern--moral theory has served the interests of Capital and of the State. From there we will turn to an assessment of the alternatives offered by MacIntyre, Milbank, and Gamwell. Chapter Two will turn to the task of actually regrounding natural law ethics in a dialectical metaphysics which can actually answer modern and postmodern critiques. Once this is done we face the challenge of answering modern pessimism regarding human nature. This will be task of Chapter Three, which will analyze and criticize both Augustinian and secular (sociobiological, psychoanalytic, and related) arguments for human depravity. We will show that such theories violate the test of economy when asked to explain human development and civilizational progress. Evil, both human and cosmic, can more than adequately be accounted for by the fact that the drive towards growth and development, and thus towards the Good, which characterizes everything in the universe must struggle constantly with conditions of finitude, something which often results tragic failures, in choices for lesser goods, and to the eventual emergence of psychological and social structures which embody such orientations, but which also helps point the way beyond fulfillment of our finite human capacities towards authentic union with God. 

When this is done we can turn at last to the question of human excellence. Chapter Four will develop a comprehensive doctrine of virtue, looking systematically at both the acquired intellectual and moral virtues and at what the Catholic tradition historically called the theological or supernatural virtues of faith, hope, and charity and at the higher spiritual perfections. An analysis of the way in which we develop virtue will set the stage for a consideration in Chapter Five of the problems of law and social justice. We will look at the concept of law in general, showing the underlying unity of the concept and its applications in both the sciences and in ethics. We will then turn to the various types of law (eternal, natural, divine, and human) and to the concrete provisions of each. The result will be an ethics which provides ample grounds on which to challenge the market allocation of resources, but which also grounds and defends the principle of subsidiarity and thus such values as decentralization and individual and local initiative. It will point towards a new understanding of democracy as deliberation regarding the common good, at once values based and pluralistic in which there is room for both popular participation and conscious leadership. Finally, it will validate the role in human society of religious institutions, which serve at once as guarantors of natural law and as a catalyst for and guide in the development of our highest, superhuman capacities. 

Natural Law

Throughout most of human history, our ideas about the Good have been intimately bound up with our ideas about the nature of the universe itself. Humanity understood itself as an integral part of an organized, purposeful totality in which each element, including both individual human beings and human society taken as a whole, had a definite purpose. This sense of the cosmos as an ordered totality had its roots in the experience of life in a band, tribal, or village community, which formed a kind of microcosm of the universe as a whole, and thus provided the matrix of social relations which permitted the development of such concepts as whole and part, order and law, and eventually the concept of organization (Durkheim 1911, Bogdanov 1928/1980). Indeed, the Hellenic word  means "right order for the community," in the sense of the traditional order of the village, and the Slavic мир means "village community." Both mean "universe," in the sense of the organized totality of being (Bogdanov 1928/1980, Mandel 1968: 30-36, Wolf 1969: 58-63, Hayek 197: 37)." The earliest human societies
 recognized the universe itself as one vast interconnected system, regulated by the "perfect pattern of creation" (Waters 1968) which was less something imposed on the world by a transcendent creator god than something implicit in each and every thing, and above all in the harmonious relationships of all things with each other. This view of the world found its most typical (and most profound) symbolic expression in the cult of the Magna Mater who is at once, in the form of Demeter or Tonantzi, the profoundly material goddess of the earth and of its fruits and, as Isis, Sophia, or Sussistinako, the goddess of wisdom, the latent pattern from which all complex organization emerges.
 Within this context value is nothing other than itself, understood as harmony, order, and the realization by each element in the system of its purpose within the whole.

Gradually this sense of cosmic unity was undermined. Warlord states emerged which sought to enrich themselves with plunder and tribute and by taking slaves rather than by gradually perfecting the arts of civilization. The rise of warfare, which increased the economic significance of men and diminished that of women, undermined the archaic matriarchy, and the matrifocal religious traditions it had nurtured. Human society seemed increasingly out of harmony with the universe, and form only something which could be imposed on matter from the outside --as a conquering king imposes order on unwilling subjects (Childe 1851, Lenski 1982, Lerner 1991, Mansueto 1995). But always the village communities conserved some memory of the archaic harmony. The people resisted their oppressors and great teachers arose, prophets who called the people back to fidelity to the cosmic law. This is the layer of wisdom embodied in the prophetic traditions of earliest Israel, in Hesiod’s Theogony and Works and Days and in the earliest layers of texts such as Chinese Book of Ancient History and the I Ching –texts from which the people continue to derive meaning and hope and moral guidance even today. 

All this begins to change with the development of petty commodity production during the early Iron Age, between about 800 and 200 BCE. The market order tends increasingly to dissolve village communities and to make all human interactions simply a means of advancing individual consumption interests. People in a market society experience the world as a system of only externally related individuals --atoms— without or , or else as a structured but ultimately meaningless system of quantities (prices). This undermines the basis in experience for knowing the Good and thus for the development of a connatural knowledge of God. Whole schools grew up which denied the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe and which reduced morality to a matter of convention or personal preference. Thus the Sophists and Skeptics, the Atomists and Epicureans in the Mediterranean Basin; thus the Caravakas in India and the Legalists in China (Collins 1998). 

There should therefore be little wonder that it is in just precisely such societies that we witness the advent of a new way to Wisdom and a new way of grounding ethics: rational metaphysics or the via dialectica, which attempts to ascend by means of rational argument to the principle which before human beings knew by means of an experiential and preconceptual knowledge. Between roughly 800 and 200 BCE we witness the development of something like a rational metaphysics in all those centers of civilizational development undergoing a transition to petty commodity production: the Mediterranean Basin, India, China, and Southeast Asia. The resulting metaphysical systems in turn provided a firm foundation for a renewed moral discourse. Plato’s Good, Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover, the Brahman of the Upanishads, the Tai Ch’i (Great Ultimate) or T’ien li (Heavenly Principle) of the Confucians and the Wu-Ch’i (Unlimited) or Tao of the Taoists --and, in a very different way, the Buddhist doctrine of pattica sammupada or dependent origination—all provide a criterion in terms of which not only can the universe be explained but human action and human society ordered.

Sometimes these metaphysical traditions stood on their own, as the case of Confucianism and the more elite schools of Buddhism; more often they merged back with myth and prophecy to form the great religious systems of the long middle ages.
 In either case they provided a firm foundation for moral discourse.

While there was significant diversity among the resulting metaphysical and religious systems, they all shared a common approach to ethical theory. What one ought to do was determined by the way in which the universe, or indeed reality itself, was organized. Thus the metaphysics of Esse or of the “necessary existent” developed by Ibn Sina and Thomas Aquinas and the metaphysics of the Great Ultimate developed by Chu Hsi might pull more towards an ethics of self-cultivation, and the metaphysics sunyata or emptiness elaborated in the Prajnamaramita Sutra and the Madyamika commentaries to an ethics of detachment, but both systems put forward types of natural law ethics in the sense that the moral imperative depends more or less directly on one’s understanding of the organization of the universe. The only real exception to this was among the most uncompromising of the monotheists –the Asharites in Islam, for example, and the most extreme Augustinians— who tended more towards a divine command ethics. 

Rational metaphysics and natural law ethics did, furthermore, legitimate the emergence of institutions which, while far from perfect, significantly reigned in the rapacity of the ruling classes and which helped redirect resources away from warfare and luxury consumption and towards activities which promote the development of human capacities –the arts, sciences, philosophy, and religion. This pattern was most obvious in those traditions which were most inner-worldly –Confucianism and Islam. The Confucian ideal of the sage king transformed successive dynasties of warlords into civilized rulers who at least part of the time ruled with the interest of the people in mind and thus made China the most advanced civilization on the planet. The Islamic institution of the zakat, similarly, because it shifted the tax burden from the poor to the rich and centralized the resources necessary for civilization building, allowed a marginal group of desert traders to liberate most of the Mediterranean Basin and much of Africa and Asia from what was left of the Roman Empire and from successor warlord states and build the planet’s second most advanced civilization in just two centuries. But even more otherworldly religions such as Buddhism and Christianity ended up by transforming the world they rejected. One need only consider the social reforms instituted by King Ashoka in India, the role of the medieval papacy as a guarantor of natural law or the role of monasteries in both traditions as engines of economic development.
 

There were, to be sure, limitations to this approach. Humanity seemed but a limited and insignificant element in the great cosmic system, and as a result natural law doctrine tended to emphasize harmony with the pre-existing order of the cosmos rather than humanity's potential to contribute to the cosmohistorical evolutionary process. The prophetic and philosophical movements which created the natural law traditions, did not, furthermore, wholly transcend the patriarchal structure of the warlord states which they were resisting. Even as they called humanity back to the archaic harmonies, they tended to treat this harmony as something imposed on matter from the outside.
 This "idealistic" tendency left the tradition open to authoritarian deformations. The advantages of natural law ethics over later divine command, liberal, and "postmodern" value theory should, however, be obvious. Unlike these doctrines, natural law theory offers a substantive vision of what it means to be an excellent human being, and of what sort of society cultivates such excellence, a vision rooted in rational knowledge of our own nature as human beings and of the nature of the universe which we inhabit. Right, virtue, and justice, are not something imposed on human beings from the outside, but rather the realization of our own latent potential for the Good. 

The Augustinian Reaction

The metaphysical foundations of natural law ethics have, however, come increasingly under attack over the course of the past 750 years. Indeed, there is no discipline which has been more uniformly derided for a longer period than rational metaphysics. Of the ancient and medieval sciences which have now fallen into disrepute, even astrology and alchemy get better press. Declared impossible (at least as it had traditionally been understood) by Kant (Kant 1781/1969), its assertions were determined to be logically meaningless by Ayer (Ayer 1937). Even the materialist wing of the dialectical tradition has turned against metaphysics, arguing that the universe can be explained adequately in terms of purely material principles (Engels 1880/1940), while others argue that “modern science” has determined the universe to be ultimately meaningless (Krause 1999). Finally, beginning in the middle of the nineteenth century a diverse group of philosophers –or rather antiphilosophers (Kierkegaard 1848, Nietzsche 1889, Heidegger 1928/1968, Ayer 1937, Arendt 1958, Levinas 1965, Derrida 1967/1978)-- began to argue that metaphysics,
 quite apart from whether one believes it to be epistemologically possible or impossible, scientifically founded or not is, in fact, at the very root of a plethora of social evils, from technological domination through patriarchy, imperialism, and totalitarianism to atheism and despair. It is not only, or not so much, that we no longer can do metaphysics as that we never ought to have tried in the first place.

The result of this “crisis of metaphysics” has also been a crisis of the natural law ethics which depends on it. Without a substantive doctrine of the Good, or some other substantive principle of value, it is simply impossible to do natural law ethics. 

What is the basis of this attack? John Milbank (Milbank 1991, 1999) provides an important clue, pointing to the Scotist doctrine of the univocity of being as a critical turning point in this regard. Thomas and most of his Platonist and Aristotelian predecessors had understood the difference between God and the universe as qualitative. God is esse, the power of Being as such; contingent or created beings participate in this act of Being. This at once rendered everything sacred --because everything participates in the divine act of Being—and rendered impossible and even ludicrous the idea of a human assault on the throne of heaven. We call this an analogical metaphysics. If, however, the difference between God and the universe is quantitative –if both exist in the same way, and differ only in that God is infinite and everything else finite, then it is quite possible for human beings (and especially for humanity collectively) to become divine simply by means of building power. We call this a univocal metaphysics. There is thus a contradiction, which is foreign to the Thomistic tradition, between divine transcendence and human self-development. For those who understand God as infinite power, human self-development, if not in itself wrong, can easily over-reach itself and become rebellion against divine sovereignty, and thus cannot become the basis for an ethics. Thus the turn, which we see in marked form in Scotus (Boler 1993, Ingham 1993), towards a divine command ethics. For those less concerned with divine sovereignty (even if they remain theistic in some sense) the human drive to become God by understanding and gaining control of the universe becomes the basis for a new civilizational ideal. This is, in fact the civilizational ideal of modernity, liberal and socialist. In this sense, the turn towards a univocal metaphysics defines the modern alternative between fundamentalism and (liberal or socialist) modernism. From this point of view modernity (and postmodernity) are not so much about a rejection of metaphysics as they are about a shift from an analogical to a univocal metaphysics.

What Milbank fails to do is to explain why the new doctrine of the univocity of being emerged and gained currency in the first place. In order to answer this question it is necessary, first of all, to point out that while Milbank is quite correct to date the emergence of at least a partial consensus in favor or a univocal metaphysics to the fourteenth century or later, the turn in fact begins much earlier. Graham MacAleer (MacAleer 1996), for example, has shown a similar concern with human over-reaching in the ethics of Anselm of Canterbury. This is especially significant in light of the fact that it is Anselm, above all, who puts forwards a “quantitative” concept of God as “that than which nothing greater can be thought.” I have shown elsewhere that his ontological argument is convertible with a mathematical proposition known as Zorn’s Lemma (Mansueto 2002b), which has never been proven. Similar concern for divine sovereignty can be found in Stephen Tempier’s condemnations of Aristotelian science in 1270 and 1277 (Duhem 1911). And it is, of course, easier to arrive at a strong doctrine of original sin on the basis of a univocal metaphysics, which cannot help but pit human beings against God and against each other, than on the basis of an analogical metaphysics which does not. Because of this I am inclined to believe that the doctrine of the univocity of being is rather deeply embedded in the whole Pauline and Augustinian tradition, even if Augustine himself, and some medieval Augustinian thinkers such as Bernard and perhaps Bonaventura at times transcended it.

Let us explore this thesis in greater depth.

Augustinian philosophy begins with a critique of skepticism, something which would seem to place him squarely in the party of meaning and hope and which he himself no doubt saw as an extension of the work of Socrates and Plato. Augustine argues in essentially the same way Descartes would later. It is quite possible that our senses deceive us, but in order to be deceived we must first exist (Augustine, The City of God 11:26; Descartes. Meditations). This means that there is at least one thing we know with certainty, thus defeating the program of the radical skeptics. 

This initial success, however, raises the specter of solipsism, which is avoided only by proceeding more or less immediately to an argument for the existence of God. The basic thrust of the argument is simple. We have in our minds the idea of God --that is, of Being, which is infinite, perfect, necessary and so on. Clearly this idea does not arise directly from the rational self-knowledge we have in the cogito or from whatever vague knowledge we may derive from the senses, since in both cases the knowledge in question is of a finite system. But the idea must come from somewhere, indeed it must come from something capable of producing the idea of infinite, perfect, necessary Being. But only Being itself could explain the presence of this idea. Thus we have an immediate rational intuition of God. This knowledge of God then guarantees the objectivity of our knowledge of finite systems, which are either seen in the mind of God, or for those more concerned to safeguard divine transcendence, such as Augustine himself, in a divine light which bathes the intellect, revealing the intelligible properties of things just as natural light reveals their sensible properties. Indeed, the fact that we know anything changeless and eternal, such as the Pythagorean theorem or other mathematical formalizations, was for Augustine evidence of an eternal light which made such knowledge possible, and thus evidence for the existence of God. Later Augustinians (Anselm. Proslogion) added to this what eventually became known as the ontological argument: 

God is that than which nothing greater can be thought.

When we hear this idea we already have it in our intellect.

But it is greater for something to exist in reality as well as in our intellect as for it to exist in our intellect alone.

God, therefore, must exist.

Or, in Descartes’ version:

God is perfect.

Perfection includes existence.

Therefore God exists.

The question, of course, is the extent to which the resulting metaphysics is univocal. We should concede, to begin, that Augustine’s theory of knowledge, while it has serious deficiencies (Mansueto 2002b) is not incompatible with an analogical metaphysics centered on objective, transcendental principles of value. On the contrary, what we “see” in the divine light might well be God understood as Being, Beauty, Truth, Good, Integrity, etc. This is at least one possible reading of Plato’s position in the Republic, it is almost certainly the position of Hellenistic Neo-Platonism, both pagan and Christian, and it is clearly what Augustine was aiming at. Nor is it surprising that Milbank would qualify this approach to knowledge of God as theological rather than as a strictly autonomous, rational metaphysics. Thomists have always criticized the illumination theory for its failure to distinguish clearly between natural and supernatural knowledge. 

But something else is up with Augustine, something which is more apparent in the City of God and in the polemics with the Pelagians and the Donatists than it is, say, in his more strictly philosophical writings or in the Confessions. Indeed, in order to understand Augustine, we must remember his characterization of the supreme Good as Tranquilitas Ordinis. There may well have been an Augustine who was passionately in love with Being as such, and who read his own promiscuous youth as a misguided attempt to find in contingent beings what only Being itself could give him. But there is also the Augustine who was a member of the provincial ruling classes at once disillusioned with the Roman Empire and frightened by its collapse and desperately searching for a new principle of order. And it is this Augustine who dominates the later Augustinian tradition –who sees in the love of creatures not a sacramental participation in the love of God but a threat to the dignity of the divine sovereign, who regards human beings (in love as we are with ourselves and other creatures) as thus marked by original sin, and who ends his live in utter despair regarding the prospects for the human civilizational project. It is this Augustine who, despairing of the possibility of an actually virtuous clergy vested religious authority in office rather than excellence and despairing of the possibility of an actually Christian society argues that the conquest and indeed the enslavement, of the “lovers of pleasure” by the “lovers of honor” is actually a good thing, because it supplies for them at least a measure (albeit never a salvific measure) of discipline (Augustine 429/1972).

Augustinian Christianity, we should remember, never really found a following in its original, North African home. The Church’s repression of the Donatists –something accomplished with no small aid from Augustine-- left Libya, Numidia and Mauritania ripe for the Arab conquests. Nor did Augustinianism ever really sink deep roots in Celtic or Latin Europe. Popular Catholicism has always been at least semi-Pelagian. There were, however, two groups which found Augustinian doctrine attractive. Augustinian political theology provided those Germanic warlords who were anxious to settle down with at least a limited and conditional legitimation of their authority –as guarantors of the temporal order.
 It also provided the Roman hierarchy with a separate and, in a sense, superior claim to authority which was not, however, dependent on real spiritual excellence. The warlords kept order; those who held a priesthood on the basis of office mediated the divine grace which alone made salvation possible. 

In this sense it is possible to argue that Augustine’s metaphysics functioned as both univocal and analogical. The concern for order pointed towards a univocal metaphysics which legitimated the authority of the Germanic warlords, who restrained the power of Satan on earth just as Christ, the Heavenly King, had bound Satan in Hell. The concern for sacramental grace, on the other hand, pointed towards an analogical metaphysics, in terms alone of which the whole concept of sacrament made sense. 

Later Augustinian theology develops both aspects of Augustine’s thought. One can find in Bonaventure’s teachings on divine illumination an echo of the Platonic Augustine who was passionately in love with Being and desperately searching for a way to know Her. The doctrine of the rationes seminales also speaks of the presence of the divine in the created. Bernard, similarly, shows an understanding of the dynamics of love which only a true lover of Being could have developed. Even so, it is central to Bonaventure’s agenda, to limit the role of human reason in knowledge of God and of intermediate causes in the production of creatures and Bernard, like Augustine, pits the love of God against the love of creatures in a way which calls radically into question his Catholic sacramentality. Both are well on their way to being world-hating Protestants. 

Medieval Catholicism was, in fact, characterized by an equilibrium between these two metaphysical perspectives, as it was by a sort of stalemate in the struggle between Church and State, papacy and empire. In the twelfth and thirteenth century, however, this struggle intensified and the stalemate was eventually broken in favor of the State –and of an entirely new force, the emerging bourgeoisie. In order to understand this we must remember that Europe was essentially a backwater –the largely undeveloped if perhaps not underdeveloped periphery of the Afro-Eurasian world system. One measure of this is the relative size of European universities and those elsewhere. The size of universities measures the capacity of a society to support people in activities which do not contribute directly to material production, and thus their capacity to generate a social surplus product. In 1250 the largest university in Europe was that at Paris, which had roughly 600 students. During roughly the same period the Islamic university at Timbuktu –by no means the largest in Dar-al-Islam—had 25,000 (www.timbuktufoundation.org/university.html). 

Europe had been growing rapidly, however. Feudalism, whatever its limitations, did allow peasants to keep a part of what they produced and thus encouraged innovation in agriculture. The alpine plow, the three-field system, and greater use of animal and water power led to an increase in agrarian yields from about 4:1 in 500 CE to about 9:1 in 1000 CE. Population increased accordingly, as did the portion of the population which could be employed in nonagricultural activities. The guild system, meanwhile, because it regulated prices meant that craftsmen could compete only on the basis of quality. The result was a developing craft production which eventually allowed Europe to enter the global market as an exporter of dyed wool clothe and other craft goods (Anderson 1974).

On the one hand, this made Europe (and not merely its Mediterranean Rim), a real civilizational center for the first time. Human beings developed an intense sense of their own creativity and thus their participation in the creative life of God. In the rural areas this found expression in the Benedictine ethos of ora et lavora; in the cities it provided a constituency for the Aristotelian philosophy imported from Dar-al-Islam, and especially for the metaphysics of esse which Thomas borrowed from Ibn Sina and made the centerpiece of a fundamentally new theology. While the clergy, much of which was allied with local warlords, was ambivalent regarding these developments, the papacy embraced Thomism which, among other things, provided a more adequate philosophical and theological foundation than did Augustinianism for the developing claim that the hierarchy generally and the papacy in particular enjoy an “indirect authority” over temporal rulers as guarantors not only of revealed truth and divine law, but also of the natural law, so that laws which violated the rational norms of justice could be overturned and rulers who consistently violated them removed (Innocent III. Sicut universitatis conditor, Verabilem fratrem; Boniface VIII. Unam Sanctum, Clericos Laicos; Thibault 1971). The Thomistic metaphysics of esse, furthermore, provided a far more adequate foundation for Catholic sacramental theology by making everything, in so far as it is, a real participation in the life of God.

At the same time, the expansion of the areas under cultivation led, by the middle of the twelfth century if not earlier, led to land shortages. These were not so much absolute shortages in the sense that the carrying capacity of the land was being pushed, but rather relative shortages engendered by feudal landholding patterns. The law of primogeniture, followed in varying degrees by most European warlord families, meant that nearly the whole of a lord’s land was bequeathed to his eldest son. Dowries were provided for daughters and perhaps for a second son who chose to enter a monastery or who was able to obtain a senior clerical post. The other sons were sent to be trained as knights and to serve as retainers for other lords. The lived in their lord’s castle as “knights bachelor” until such time as their lord was able and saw fit to grant them a fief, after which they could settle down, marry, and have children. The difficulty is that as the land under cultivation was extended so too was the land which was already enfoefed. This meant more knights bachelor –and what amounted to a sort of aristocratic gang problem, as these armed, unmarried young men did what such men have always done, preying on women and peasants and generally undermining the social order. 

Many aspects of medieval culture can be traced to efforts to address this problem. The codes of chivalry were no doubt in part, at least, an attempt to control armed men by ideological means. But a shortage of land and a surplus of armed men in the long run could only mean one thing: pressure for conquest. This dynamic was already becoming significant in the eleventh century with the beginning of the crusades and with the Norman conquest of Britain. These “greater crusades” were eventually extended to al-Andalus, to Africa, to the Americas, and to Asia.

These conquests had two results. First, they gradually improved the position of Europe in the global trade networks and provided the “first installment” as it were in the primitive accumulation of capital, which led eventually to the emergence of an authentic bourgeoisie and to the industrial revolution. Second, wars of conquest helped bring into being strong monarchies which gradually put forward claims to sovereignty which were hitherto unheard of in Europe. Indeed, it is only in those regions of Europe which were touched significantly by these conquests that we see early developments in the direction of the sovereign nation states: England, which was formed by the Norman Conquest of Britain, France, where the monarchy played a leading role in organizing the crusades, and Spain, which was the product of the Reconquista. Elsewhere state formation lagged, sometimes well into the nineteenth century.

It was above all the emerging monarchies and elements in the clergy close to them which sponsored the continued development of Augustinian philosophy and theology. And the result was to bring to the fore the implicit univocity which had always been latent in Augustinian metaphysics. Thus the attacks on Aristotle and Thomas by Stephen Tempier, who was allied with the emerging French monarchy, and by Robert Kilwardy, his English counterpart, on both the Radical Aristotelians and on Thomas; thus Scotus, whose Franciscan movement was, we must remember, objectively aligned with the Empire and against the Popes. The monarchies were assisted –and eventually overtaken-- in this struggle by the emerging bourgeoisie, which also needed to be “emancipated” from natural law if it was to prosecute its struggle for profit and for the accumulation of capital without restraint. 

The univocal metaphysics which defines modernity radically altered the underlying problem facing ethical theory. For an analogical metaphysics there is, quite simply, no contradiction between the full development of my capacities properly understood and the full development of everything else in the universe. This is because what all things seek is, quite simply, the undivided and inexhaustible power of esse as such. Ethics is all about understanding properly what we seek. For a univocal metaphysics, on the other hand, the universe is a zero-sum game. While it is possible for me to grow and develop in ways that do not take away from others, it is also quite possible for the development of two systems, even when rightly understood, to come into conflict. Ethics is more about containing human over-reaching than it is about combating ignorance.

For medieval thought this problem was framed in terms of the casu diaboli, the “case of the devil (MacAleer 1996).” The question was, quite simply, how Lucifer, who had a clear vision of the divine good unclouded by sensuality, could possibly have chosen a lesser over a higher good. The answer given by more Augustinian thinkers, such as Anselm and Duns Scotus (Boler 1993, Ingham 1993), is that he didn’t. He chose exactly as a good Aristotelian would have advised: he chose to be God, a choice which led him into fatal rebellion against his rightful divine sovereign. This is taken to show that, at least under some circumstances, choosing the full development of one’s capacities can, in fact, be sinful.

This reasoning led Scotus –who advanced the most complete and consistent form of this ethics-- to make a distinction between the affectio commodi and the affectio justiae. The first seeks its own development, the second what is right. When my development comes into conflict with that of another, I am obliged to do as God commands, loving my neighbor as myself and God above all. 

Just what loving my neighbor as myself means is, to be sure, open to question. Some contemporary thinkers (MacAleer 1996) see in Anselm, whose analysis is similar to that of Scotus, the basis for a postmodern ethics of caritas understood as respect for the radical otherness of the Other, not unlike that elaborated by Levinas (Levinas 1965). This approach is coherent with much Lutheran ethics, which stresses the centrality of the message of divine forgiveness, and with some contemporary Catholic teaching, which focuses on respect for the human person. The Reformed tradition, on the other hand, has given the notion a more activist reading. Consider, for example, Jonathan Edwards’ claim that true virtue consists in a love of benevolence towards Being in General, an ethos reflected in practice in an active commitment to social reform (Edwards 1765/1957). 

There are a number of difficulties with this approach to ethics. First, its analysis of the casu diaboli is flawed, just as one would expect it to be given the faulty univocal metaphysics on which it depends. Lucifer was not wrong in wanting to be God; he simply misunderstood the sense in which this was possible and the proper way of achieving it. To become God essentially is quite impossible for any contingent being; the line between esse as such and contingent being is absolute and cannot be crossed. What we can do is to become God intentionally and accidentally by means of knowing God, both theoretically, through philosophy and theology, and connaturally and experientially through the just act. This later love, which is the basis of infused contemplation and of the beatific vision, comes when we love God and our neighbor with God’s own love and thus partake in the divine nature itself.. Another way of putting this would be to say that we become God to the extent that we share in God’s creative activity, something which promotes –in fact constitutes-- our development and that of others. Lucifer sins first, as we do, in the intellect, precisely by his option for a metaphysics which permits essential divinization, which leads him to believe that he can become God simply by amassing knowledge and power and thus mounting an assault on the throne of heaven. 

Second, it is a mistake to see in an Augustinian ethics, whether Catholic, Lutheran, or Reformed, a real alternative to secularism. On the contrary, the moral problematic constituted by a univocal metaphysics is the very foundation of secularism. This point requires some further elaboration. Thomistic ethics, and indeed most of the broadly “natural law” systems which dominated Silk Road societies, regarded the intellectual and moral virtues as closely associated with each other. More specifically wisdom, understood as knowing first principles or the ends of human life, together with prudence, knowing the means to those ends, were regarded as conducive to moral excellence. Knowing the higher good, and knowing how to pursue it, at once made that higher good more vivid, and informed us regarding the practices necessary to overcome bad habits and develop good ones. This is not to suggest that the wise do not sin, but there was a presumption that those who devote their lives to seeking and teaching wisdom will in fact be globally more developed human beings than those who devote their lives to warfare or moneymaking. This gave clerics, monastics, and scholars the moral authority necessary to hold rulers and merchants accountable before the court of justice, and in general tended to subordinate the secular to the religious without in anyway denying that the secular, too participates in the life of God. 

Augustinian moral theories, on the other hand, radically divide intellectual development from moral virtue. Wisdom may help us understand what is right; it does not directly help us to act justly. This, in turn, reduces masters of wisdom to a purely ministerial role, and strips them of even indirect authority over temporal rulers. And even where there has been an attempt to develop an institutionalized mechanism for identifying the “elect” or “morally superior” the criteria used inevitably place the laity on a par with the clergy, or perhaps even give them an edge. Thus, in the Reformed tradition, evangelicals have contested with liberals for nearly four centuries over the relative importance of internal criteria such as a convincing narrative of a conversion experience, or external criteria such as usefulness to the community. But lay Christians are every bit as capable of conversion or productivity as are the clergy. The effect has been to undercut efforts on the part of the clergy to hold temporal rulers –and more importantly the bourgeoisie—accountable for their injustices. This is a lesson which Jonathan Edwards, who combined a Reformed theology with a high view of the role of clergy in society, learned the hard way.
 

This is not to suggest that an Augustinian ethics provides no criterion on the basis of which either warfare or moneymaking can be criticized. On the contrary, many radical Christian critiques of social injustice from have been motivated by an Augustinian ethics of caritas. The difficulty is that either this critique leads to a sort of holy war of annihilation or it is blunted by credible critiques of the moral character of the revolutionaries themselves. What Augustinianism fails to do is to ground credible intellectual moral authorities who can hold potential oppressors accountable without a resort to holy war. 

Modern Moral Theory

Liberal Theory

Rationalism 

Given this analysis, it should not surprise us to find that the boundaries between divine command ethics anxious to protect the sovereignty of God and modern liberalism are not nearly so well-defined as contemporary secular moral theorists are apt to claim. It is interesting, in this regard, to look at modern rationalism, which represents a kind of middle position between earlier forms of divine command ethics and later liberalism. We have already shown that Descartes, for example, begins at exactly the same point as Augustine, with an immanent critique of skepticism which, with some generosity, we might say he borrowed. Modern rationalism, however, has tended to pull away from the illumination theory in favor of an attempt to ground knowledge on what it claims are analytically self-evident first principles from which rational deductions can then be made. Thus Descartes, after proving his own existence and that of God, argues that a perfect being would not have created us with faulty senses, thus grounding the validity of sense data and evading the necessity of an appeal to divine illumination. This shift does not, however, alter the way in which Descartes grounds moral judgment. Like Duns Scotus he argues that morality is ultimately dependent on the divine will (Descartes 1641/1998). God could have created a universe governed by any moral norms which he wished. That He created one ordered to human excellence and human happiness is the result of a free and sovereign choice on His part. This virtue and happiness is furthered by means of knowledge of God, of the soul, and of the physical universe. Knowledge of God is knowledge of the principle which creates and governs all things. Knowledge of the soul is knowledge of our capacity to transcend the material world. Knowledge of the physical universe allows us to manipulate and control the world for our own benefit, while teaching us subordination to the divinely sanctioned laws by which it is governed. Similar reasoning can be found in Malebranche (Malebranche 1674/1980, 1684/1977, 1687/1980), somewhat radicalized and in Rosmini (Rosmini 1841/1993), somewhat moderated. It should not surprise to discover that Descartes was favored over Thomas in seminaries which operated under the de facto control of the French absolutist state, which was anxious to protect is autonomy from Rome (Thibault 1971). Descartes’ divine sovereign looks far more like a heavenly monarch than like a spiritual father dedicated to the development of his children. What is demanded by his ethics is, quite simply, submission to the will of God on no ground other than its infinite power. That this power may endow us with certain rights, or manifest itself in a loving manner, does not alter the underlying dynamic which is, in the final analysis, every bit as relativistic as the most extreme postmodernism. And it is far from clear why command by a powerful being, even a singularly powerful being, makes something obligatory. By this reasoning what Hitler commanded would at least have been more obligatory than the silent pleas of his victims. 

Similar, if more moderate tendencies towards a divine command ethics are evident in Leibniz. Leibniz argues that the universe is composed of distinct monads, some rational and some not, which are maintained in a pre-existent harmony by the coordinating activity of God, who is at once the author and sovereign monarch of the universe. The Good consists first and foremost in this harmony, which produces pleasure for all rational creatures, and right action is action which is in accord with and helps to promote it. Indeed, humanity seems to play a critical role for in Leibniz in God’s plan for the perfection of the universe. We thus find here a more dynamic conception of both the universe and of humanity than we saw in Descartes. Indeed, Leibniz clearly aims at rebuilding something like the old Aristotelian teleology on the foundation of the new mathematical physics. This physics does not, however, allow such a conclusion. Rather than an organic conception of the universe as growing naturally towards God, Leibniz gives us a universe of monads directed externally by God towards a perfection in which they remain always and forever subjects. Leibniz is careful to avoid making explicit the voluntarist implications of his approach, but they are inevitable. Indeed, it is not difficult to see in Leibniz and implicit justification for royal regulatory power during the era of emerging capitalism. 

We find a rather different implementation of the rationalist program in Spinoza. Spinoza begins with a number of definitions and axioms and --skipping over the cogito entirely-- proceeds through analysis of the idea of substance (something which can be conceived in and through itself, independently of any other conception) to a proof of the existence of God and of the identity between God and the universe. All particular systems are simply modifications of God; thought and extension are those two of the infinite divine attributes of which we are able to conceive (Spinoza 1675/1955). The difficulty, of course, is that Spinoza, unlike the Augustinians, has not really answered the skeptics. How do we know that ‘substance’ exists at all? The analytic argument presented in Proposition VII of Part One of the Ethics --that existence belongs to the notion of substance-- simply begs the question. What Spinoza actually proves here is that if anything exists at all, something exists necessarily --and is, therefore, divine. He has not, however, shown that anything exists. Spinoza’s real answer to the question comes only in Part Two, Proposition XVIII, where he acknowledges that we know that something exists because our bodies are modified in certain ways by other bodies. Our knowledge of the universe, in other words, derives from sensation of finite particulars, from which we infer the existence of God. 

Once again, the difference between God and finite modes is purely quantitative. God is at once infinite and the whole; the modes are finite and particular. There is no sense here that God is in anyway different from particular things. 

It is thus not surprising that Spinoza’s ethics is first and foremost an ethics of power. 

To act absolutely in obedience to virtue is in us the same thing as to act, to live, or preserve one’s being (these terms are identical in meaning) in accordance with the dictates of reason on the basis of seeking what is useful to one’s self (Spinoza. Ethics, Part IV, Proposition XXIV)

There are, to be sure, aspects of Spinoza’s doctrine which have lead some to regard him as a mystic. 

The highest endeavor of the mind, and the highest virtue, is to understand things by virtue of the third kind of knowledge (Spinoza. Ethics, Part V, Proposition XXV). 

By the “third kind of knowledge” Spinoza means an intellectual intuition in which we grasp the very essence of God. 

The intellectual love of the mind toward God is that very love of God whereby god loves himself … (Spinoza. Ethics, Part V, Proposition XXXVI). 

What this intellectual love of God produces, however, is more a recognition that God, as the whole, is more worthy of love than any individual mode, coupled with a sort of Stoic resignation to the condition of finitude. The moral status of competing claims is still based, ultimately, on the power of the system making the claim. 

Empiricism

It is only with the empiricists that we make the transition to a moral theory which contemporary scholars would recognize as fully liberal. In considering the implications of empiricism for ethical theory, however, it is necessary first of all to distinguish between the moderate empiricism of a thinker such as Locke, who argues that knowledge begins with the senses, but allows intellectual operations such as the comparison, combination, or separation of ideas derived from the senses, so that we can make inferences from sense data, and the two very different sorts of radical empiricism advanced by Berkeley and Hume. 

Berkeleyan empiricism or subjective idealism leads directly and necessarily to a divine command ethics. Indeed, George Berkeley (Berkeley 1710), saw himself as vindicating religion against the attacks of the materialists. Berkeley says that we know nothing except what we experience. But experience occurs inside, not outside the mind. This led him to the conclusion that ‘to be is to be perceived.’ But what does this do to things which are not currently perceived --to the famous tree which falls in the forest with no one to hear it? Berkeley must resort to the idea of an Ultimate Observer --God-- who guarantees the possible objects of sensation by perceiving them when we are not. Variations on this theme have been developed in the present period by information theoretical ‘physical idealists’ such as Frank Tipler, who attempt to resolve the dilemmas of quantum cosmology by reference to an ultimate observer.

From here, a divine command theory follows necessarily. Indeed, in so far as everything is an idea in the mind of God, everything is, in effect, a result of divine action. Similar ideas can be found in Jonathan Edwards and other New Divinity men anxious to find a philosophical foundation for Reformed Theology. Not only is the Good a result of divine decree, but so is our response to it, for which we are nonetheless morally responsible because it is also what we will (Edwards 1754/1957-1989). 

The moderate empiricism of Locke, on the other hand, leads to a moderate divine command ethics in which moral norms are derived not so much from divine revelation, but from certain facts about the relationship between God and the universe. Locke, we will recall, allows us to make inferences from sense data, something which allows us to demonstrate the existence of God using something like a cosmological argument (Locke 1690/1995). Human beings, because we are created by God, are His property. We must not, therefore, harm others or restrict their freedom. Indeed, we cannot even dispose freely of our own lives and freedom. Our very condition of servitude towards God thus defines our liberty with respect to other human beings. God also created us with the capacity to make things our selves. By mixing our labor and thus our lives with the soil (or any other raw material) it becomes our own, subject to no higher claim but God’s. Government is instituted to protect and defend these fundamental rights to life, liberty, and property, and may do nothing for any other purpose. It is to natural rights theory, and not to natural law, which most U.S. "conservatives," who use natural law language, such as Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas, actually owe their allegiance (Locke 1690/1967). 

Where Berkeleyan subjective idealism leads to an ethics of unlimited divine sovereignty; moderate Lockean empiricism leads to an ethics in which divine sovereignty guarantees our freedom from each other. In either case it is still all about power. 

The radical empiricism of Hume (Hume 1777/1886, Hayek 1988), on the other hand, takes us into entirely new territory. Humeans generally begin by granting that we can perceive ‘facts’ and ‘events.’ But since such things as ‘structures’ and ‘causal relationships’ are not direct observables, they deny their objectivity. All we are really seeing is a ‘constant conjunction’ of phenomena. Assuming that all knowledge derives ultimately from the senses (and thus ruling out the ontological argument), and in the absence of an authentic doctrine of causality, it becomes quite impossible to argue for the existence of God, whose name can thus no longer be invoked to sanction moral norms. Indeed, the whole notion of truth and value becomes radically relativized. Some ways of organizing our experience are better than others only because they lead to practices which work. Ideas which work survive; those which don’t die out. Survival value is not, however, the same thing as truth value. There is no claim, especially among contemporary Humeans such as Hayek, that ideas which work also correspond in some sense to the way in which the universe is organized. Science is reduced to little more than tried and true tradition and any attempt to rise above science to first principles is ruled out. 

The same is true, from this point of view, with morality, which is simply a way of talking about what pleases us. This notion can be developed in a number of different ways. Hume himself, and many thinkers of similar temperament, argued for the existence of a sort of moral sensibility which led us to take pleasure in benevolent conduct. It is actions which are pleasing to this sort of preference in particular which we call moral. Later Humeans, such as F. A. Hayek (Hayek 1988), argue that there is a sort of natural selection for social practices which have survival value. It is these practices which are conserved and become part of a moral tradition. Utilitarianism of the Benthamite or Millian variety takes pleasure as the standard of morality and then argues that there is a moral obligation to promote “the greatest good for the greatest number.” This can be determined by means of the operation of market forces, by democratic decision making, by the activity of expert planners, or by some combination of these three methods. 

What all these variants of empiricism share is an identification of the moral with personal preference. It is simply a question of whose preference rules --God’s or our own-- and of how we know what those preferences are. As we noted above in the case of rationalist ethical theory, it is not at all clear why something that is preferable should also be obligatory, even if the preferences in question are those of God or Tradition or the People. To put the matter differently, they offer us no real guidance as to what is actually Good, and thus fail to answer the question which is at the heart of the contemporary crisis of values. 

Social Contract Theory 

The emptiness of modern moral theory is most apparent in social contract theory, which makes morality purely conventional, cutting it loose even from such considerations as utility or survival value. For Rousseau the “state of nature” is characterized by absolute moral neutrality. The law of nature commands nothing more than self-preservation. This is, however, quite impossible apart from civil society. Because of this human beings come together to form a social compact in which they alienate their natural liberty in return for the security of the political order. In the process, however, they bring into being a new collective being, a General Will which is the authentic arbiter of the moral. Human beings, on entering into civil society, are transformed from amoral individuals into moral beings and citizens dedicated to whatever the General Will commands.

If this sounds a bit like a Calvinist conversion experience, it is no accident. Rousseau was born in and formed by the Calvinist city of Geneva. It is simply that, as the universe has come to seem less and less meaningful and order more and more something created rather than discovered, human beings have replaced God as the authors of the moral order. 

Social contract theory shares the same difficulties as the other theories we have analyzed thus far. It is not at all clear why an arbitrary decree, whether of God or of the People, should be morally binding. Neither tyranny nor mob rule are adequate forms of government for rational animals. 

Critical Idealism

Ultimately neither rationalist nor empiricist approaches to philosophy proved convincing. Having to prove the existence of God in order to validate the reliability of sensation seems to violate the principle of economy, while the empiricist insistence on beginning with sensation turns out yield conclusions no less exotic than those of the rationalists. By the end of the nineteenth century science, ethics, and religion all seemed to be in jeopardy. 

It was just precisely this situation which motivated Kant (Kant1781/1969a, 1781/1969b). Kant recognized that both empiricism and rationalism had run into dead ends. Rationalism had proven itself incapable of escaping the prison house of the cogito (at least on an authentically rationalist basis), while empiricism had ‘demonstrated’ (his main point of reference in this regard being Hume) that very little is actually given in sensation. The effect was to call into question the foundations of science, of ethics and of religion. It was these foundations which he wanted to secure as best as possible, given the limits on human cognition which the rationalists and empiricists had already discovered. 

Kant begins by making a distinction between two types of judgments: analytic and synthetic. In analytic propositions the predicate is already contained in the subject; analysis merely draws it out. 

All triangles have three sides.

Synthetic propositions, on the other hand, join ideas which were previously separate. 

The chair is red.

Prior to Kant, it was taken for granted that analytic arguments are a priori, and that synthetic arguments are a posteriori. The judgment that all triangles have three sides requires no observation; we conclude directly from the definition. The judgment that the chair is red, on the other hand, is possible only after we have observed the chair and determined its color. What Kant proposes is that there is another sort of synthetic argument, the synthetic a priori, which provides the solution to his problem. Synthetic a priori judgments join two ideas prior to any observation, by showing that they are the condition of any possible experience. Kant claims that we make this kind of judgment all the time in mathematics. The idea of ‘7’ is not, he claims, contained in the ideas of ‘3’ and ‘4’, nor is the idea ‘shortest distance between two points’ (which is quantitative) contained in the idea ‘straight line’ (which is qualitative). The same is true of physics. The conservation of matter for example involves not an analysis but rather a synthesis of ideas. But in none of these cases are the judgments based on observation. We make the judgment prior to any observation whatsoever. 

What Kant concludes from this is that knowledge is not so much a matter of conforming our minds to objects as it is of conforming objects to our minds. He did not mean by this that the object is created by the mind, and therefore exists only within it, but rather that we know the object only as it is structured for us by the operation of the intellect. What the mind does is to take the manifold data of experience and impose on it a unified structure which makes thought possible. The forms of intuition, space and time, structure our actual sensory experience; the categories of the understanding --quantity, quality, relation and mode-- structure the way we relate experiences to each other and form them into a unified whole. 

What this does for Kant is to establish a sort of foundation for mathematics and science. Universal and necessary knowledge is possible in these disciplines because everyone organizes and unifies the given data of the senses in the same way. The same is not, however, true for metaphysics. Because the intellect unifies rather than abstracting, we cannot conclude to anything supersensible. Concepts such as the self, the cosmos and God, which Kant calls the transcendental ideals, reflect nothing more than the drive of the intellect to unify our experience perfectly. These ideas do not, however, correspond to any possible object of experience and we thus have no basis on which to claim that they correspond to anything outside the mind. Indeed, when we try to treat the transcendental ideas as if they were objects of experience, reason runs into contradictions or antinomies from which it cannot extricate itself. Thus the interminable debates regarding freedom and necessity, the finitude or infinity of the universe and its infinite divisibility or reducibility to simple parts (atoms), and the existence or nonexistence of God. 

It is on this basis that Kant rejects the historic arguments for the existence of God. The ontological proof he rejects out of hand. Being, he points out, is not a real predicate which can be deduced by analysis of some other predicate, such as ‘than which nothing greater can be thought’ or ‘perfect.’ We know something actually exists only by observation. But he goes on to reject the cosmological and teleological arguments as well. The cosmological argument, he points out, turns on extending the category of causality, by which the understanding orders sensible experience, to the supersensible realm --a move he claims is illegitimate. Similarly, the teleological argument argues from the presence of cosmic order to the notion of an orderer who is, however, beyond any possible experience. 

Unable to conclude to a first principle, Kant had to seek some other way in which to ground ethical judgments. Here, too, Kant turned to a priori reason. Like science, ethics is grounded in the a priori structure of human reason. Just as the mind unifies experience under the forms of the intuition and the certain definite categories of the understanding, so it seeks to unify our action under a single, internally consistent and universal principle, the categorical imperative: ‘Act only on that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.’ From here, Kant does on to argue that in order to follow this principle through consistently, we must assume (though we cannot prove) freedom of the will, immortality and the existence of God.

There are a number of difficulties with Kant’s approach. If space, time, quantity, quality, relation and mode are structures imposed on experience by the mind, rather than characteristics of objects given in experience and abstracted by the intellect, then it is difficult to understand why these forms and categories have such powerful survival value. Put slightly differently, this is fundamentally the Hegelian critique of Kant (Harris 1991, 1992). Our ideas are, after all, a part of the world --one might even say that they are the world’s own consciousness of itself. That these ideas structure our experience and forge out of disparate sensations a unified totality does not mean that the unity and structure is something imposed. It might equally be something discovered --or, to use Hegelian language, something implicit which has been made explicit and brought to conscious certainty of itself. Indeed, this is both the simpler and more powerful explanation. It is simpler because it does not require us to postulate a unifying drive in the mind, complete with forms and categories. It is more powerful because it explains why these forms and categories have survival value: they reflect (albeit perhaps selectively and imperfectly) the way the universe is actually structured. Or, if we do think of the action of the mind as a unifying drive, then this drive itself is not simply postulated, but itself explained as part of a larger tendency of matter towards form, a drive which takes a new and important step in the transition from diffused and disorganized sensory experience to organized categorical thought (Harris 1991, 1992).

Kant’s strategy for regrounding science, ethics and religion, finally, leaves him vulnerable to criticism from cultural relativists. Kant claims that the forms of the intuition and the categories of the understanding are universal structures of the human mind. But is it really true that all human beings order the data of the senses in the same way? This seems increasingly difficult to maintain given the growing evidence that diverse languages and cultures embody fundamentally different concepts of space, time, quantity, quality, relation and mode. This criticism might seem to compromise even further the realism we are attempting to defend, but we will see that it is in fact quite possible to reconcile a moderate sociological relativism with an underlying philosophical realism strong enough to ground science, metaphysics and ethics. For Kant, on the other hand, who grounds science and ethics in the universal structure of human reason, any concession to relativism spells disaster. 

In the final analysis, Kant can be understood as a response to the realization that we have no immediate intuition of intelligibles --that we cannot see ‘turtle’ the way we see a turtle, and that we cannot see God in any meaningful sense at all. This is of course the very point we made in our critique of rationalism and objective idealism. The absence or darkness of vision, however, is not absence of knowledge. The human mind is limited and must make do with concepts which are not in any sense an intellectual vision. These concepts do, however, nonetheless provide the basis on which we can advance to an authentic knowledge of God --and demonstrate the possibility and reasonableness of a revelation which begins to close the gap between our desire to see and the dark and indirect knowledge we have through the medium of the concept.

Modern Dialectics

The crisis of Aristotelianism at the end of the middle ages did not mean the end of dialectical theory. On the contrary, we have already seen that Spinoza and Leibniz advance a sort of “abbreviated” dialectics, which attempts to ascend to first principles on the basis of the new mathematical physics. Later attempts at a similar ascent had to grapple not only with mathematical physics, but also with the experience of the industrial revolution, capitalist development, and the democratic upheavals of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The result was a new dialectics which understood not only individual organisms but humanity and ultimately the universe as a whole developing towards ever higher degrees of organizations, so that it appeared as itself a sort of dialectical ascent, a struggle for growth and development which was also, therefore, a struggle for the Beautiful, the True the Good, and the One. The foundational work in this regard is, of course, that of Hegel (Hegel 1807/1967, 1817/1990, 1830/1971). 

The question, of course, is whether or not this modern dialectics represents an authentic solution to the contradictions of modern moral theory generally. Let us examine it in some detail.

Hegel overcame Kant’s scruples about our ability to know “things in the themselves” and thus to rise rationally to a first principles by showing that the forms of intuition and the categories of the understanding (Verstand) are not merely ways of organizing experience imposed from outside “the world”, but rather stages along the way in the universe’s own struggle for self-understanding. While limited, they also point beyond themselves, through the process of self-consciousness and the struggle for recognition to what he calls Reason (Vernunft) which actually comprehends the underlying Concept or Idea which externalizes itself in the world and of which it is the highest realization. The mechanistic outlook of modern mathematical physics is relativized as the consequence of looking at nature through the categories of the understanding (Verstand), which can see only external, mathematically formalizable relationships. Reason (Vernunft) recognizes in Nature the external manifestation of the Idea. The cosmohistorical process is simply the gradual, often contradictory realization of this principle. Human civilization is "God's march through history." 

This in turn allows Hegel to ground ethics in much the same way as Aristotle and Thomas had before him. Value consists above all in the unfolding of the Idea --the realization of its latent potential-- through the progress of human civilization, which terminates in absolute knowledge or fully adequate comprehension of the Idea. This is reflected in the social order in a fully rational organization of all human institutions. Here we are very close, at least, to an historicized natural law ethics.

Why did Hegel’s synthesis fall apart? The answer to this question is complex, because Hegel’s system is an unstable amalgam of monarchic conservatism and modern over-reaching. On the one hand, in struggling to endow history with meaning, he also ended up legitimating what was clearly a backward, semifeudal Prussian state. This had the effect of making the revolutionary generations of 1830 and 1848 suspicious about the whole enterprise of rational metaphysics, which they classed with religion as a means of reconciling in thought or imagination contradictions which in fact had to be resolved in reality, but it also prevented Hegel himself from framing a clear moral imperative, for fear that if he said that things should be other than they are he would end up reverting to the condition of the Unhappy Consciousness for which the Good is always and only located in the Beyond, and thus abandoning historical dialectics altogether. Ethics, for Hegel, is reduced to an enterprise for finding the hidden ethical meaning in institutions which seem outwardly to be fraught with injustice and contradiction --to find the Reason, which is the “rose in the cross of the present.” The difficulty, of course, is that the Prussian state with which Hegel reconciled himself did not and could not actually resolve the contradictions of emerging capitalism, but rather functioned as a kind of immanent Beyond. Citizenship and service to the political common good, compensated for, but did not remove, the individualism and alienation of civil society and the marketplace. 

At the same time, Hegel’s attempt to reground religion ends by advancing claims which can only be regarded as idolatrous. For Hegel, human beings not only know God, we know God absolutely, and know Him in our consciousness of our own role in the historical process. We are, in fact, nothing other than God become conscious of Himself. This is not only absurd, since even if it were possible for human beings to become God essentially rather than just intentionally or accidentally, we are clearly very far from having done so; it also absolutizes something contingent and finite. 

Both of these problems were the result of Hegel’s immanentism. While modern dialectics, unlike Augustinianism and Liberalism, conserves the analogical metaphysics of the Aristotelian tradition, it treats the boundary between contingency and necessity as permeable. Specifically, it confuses rational autonomy and the collective Subjectivity of humanity as author of its own history with Necessary Being, which is something quite different. 
The Marxist “reversal” of Hegel can be understood –and in fact has been historically understood—in either of two ways: as making explicit Hegel’s univocal, immanentist metaphysics, so that language about God becomes superfluous in what is, nonetheless, essentially, a materialist pantheism, or as a rejection of metaphysics altogether in favor of the claim that the only meaning in the universe is that which we humans create. The first alternative is represented by Engels, whose Dialectics of Nature (Engels 1880/1940) sets human historical progress in the context of a larger process of cosmic evolution, and much of the Soviet tradition including, especially, Bogdanov (Bogdanov 1928/1980) and Deborin (Deborin 1916, 1930). Here matter is regarded as itself possessing the properties of the Hegelian Idea, being self-organizing and containing in itself the potential for the full dialectical scale of forms. History –cosmic and human-- is fundamentally about the realization of this latent potential. Various social forms are evaluated on the basis of their capacity to promote the development of increasingly complex forms of organization. The result, is, in effect, an historicized natural law ethics (Meikle 1985, Daly 2000). In its most radical manifestations this tradition was quite explicit in its rapprochement with religion and metaphysics. Bogdanov’s circle included God-builders like Gorky and Lunacharsky, who saw socialism as the means to realize humanity’s age-old desire to become God (Rowley 1987). Deborin was criticized by Stalin because his concept of matter was regarded as excessively idealist (Joravsky 1966). Indeed, some Soviet thinkers during the Khrushchev era made quite explicit the link between their understanding of Marxism and the materialist pantheism of the Radical Averroists (Dahm 1987). 

This reading of Marx ran up against both theoretical and practical problems. On the one hand, Engels’ Dialectics of Nature seemed to conflict with scientific results which point instead to a cosmic heat death. This led most Western Marxists to abandon the dialectics of nature altogether in favor of the view that humanity, through the medium of its labor, creates the only meaning which is possible in an otherwise hostile and meaningless universe. Socialism is legitimated as, in effect, an imperative of practical reason in an ethics which, try as it might to be Hegelian keeps slipping back into Kantian formalism. Some, like Bernstein, made this move explicitly. Others, like Lukacs and Fromm, returned to Kant surreptitiously, by attempting to ground moral claims on the basis of an historical dialectics cut off from nature, thus reintroducing the antinomies between pure and practical reason, nature and history. The result looked something like a humanistic existentialism, and it is not surprising that this trend eventually merged with existentialism in the work of the later Sartre. Althusser, who argued that this amounted to return to an essentially petty-bourgeois position (i.e. the standpoint of an historically impotent moralism), abandoned ethics entirely, and attempted to refocus Marxists on the scientific tasks which Marx had set for them, while rejecting both the cosmohistorical metanarrative of dialectical materialism and the humanism of Western Marxists as nothing more than legitimating ideologies. 

In the Soviet Union, on the other hand, materialist pantheism was regarded as a political threat because it threatened to constitute an intellectual and moral leadership outside of and above the party. There was, indeed, at first just such a leadership centered on the (competing) schools of Bogdanov and Deborin in the Institute of Red Professors and the Communist Academy. After Stalin’s rise to power, however, these organizations were merged into the Academy of Sciences and reduced to the status of a support staff, with the role of ideological leadership reserved to the Central Committee of the Communist Party –i.e. to a political organization. 

Neither the market nor the state can tolerate the existence of intellectual and moral authorities which call them to account. Modern moral theory is fundamentally an attempt to make the world safe for these two institutions. In the process, of course, it has also made the world unsafe for humanity. As capitalism and socialism both slipped ever more deeply into crisis in the late twentieth century the poverty of modern moral theory became more and more apparent. The result, however, has not been a renewal of authentic moral discourse, but rather a regression into an ever more explicit nihilism and despair. 

The Current Situation in Ethical Theory

Neomodernisms

Information Theoretical Neoliberalism

The current situation in ethics is dominated by three main trends, two of which represent attempts to shore up and one of which claims to represent a fundamental break with, modernity. 

The dominant trend, or at least the official ideology of the dominant strata of the bourgeoisie is clearly neoliberal theory of the sort represented by F.A. Hayek (Hayek 1988). Hayek adopts an explicitly Humean epistemology and ontology, but recasts it in information-theoretical terms. We know only facts and events and patterns of facts and events, which alone can be taken to be really real. He also accepts the currently fashionable cosmology, according to which the universe consists of elementary particles which interact randomly, with those structures which are stable surviving and those which are not disintegrating. Human interactions are no different. Human beings learn by experience, struggling under conditions of scarcity to realize their self-interests, developing and trying out new practices. Those which work are conserved; those which don’t work are discarded. The result is an accumulated body of tradition. Hayek argues that spontaneous forms of organization such as language, the family, and the marketplace, precisely because they capitalize on this dynamic of random variation and natural selection, and thus tap into the dispersed knowledge of diverse individuals, work better than any sort of centralized planning apparatus. The economy, human society, and indeed the entire universe is one vast information processing system which analyzes practices and forms of organization, determining which work and which don’t, while rewarding the former and punishing the latter. 

It is interesting to note that Hayek’s theory, unlike earlier forms of radical empiricist liberalism, makes room in advance for an alliance with the religious right. While himself an atheist, Hayek includes religion among the spontaneous institutions which have proven their survival value over time, thus laying the groundwork for an alliance with the religious institutions against the state and the secular intelligentsia.

Hayek’s theory can be attacked at any of a number of levels. We have already criticized empiricist epistemology and atomistic cosmology in detail in other works (Mansueto 2002b, Mansueto and Mansueto forthcoming). Here it should suffice to note that the distinction, central to his theory, between truth value and survival value, is simply incoherent. Ideas work because they comprehend, albeit imperfectly, the way the world actually is. But if we can understand the underlying structures of things in themselves, then we may be able, at least in principle, to ascend to a first principle of explanation and of action, and thus to some criterion of judgment other than survival value. Hayek, furthermore, never directly addresses the dialectical critique of the market order, but concentrates, rather on his own critique of centralized planning. This works in the absence of a moral criterion which might suggest to us that the arts, sciences, philosophy, and religion are more important than designer jeans and sports cars, but once we have ascended to such a principle, we must confront the possibility that even with all of its many failings, centralized planning may actually do a better job than the marketplace of promoting human development.
 

Dialectical Critical Realism 

The principal critique of Hayek from the left has been put forward by Roy Bhaskar (Bhaskar 1989, 1993). Bhaskar begins by mounting a systematic critique of positivist epistemology and metaphysics. Bhaskar begins by making what amounts to a transcendental argument for the reality of those objects of scientific knowledge historically affirmed by the dialectical tradition, but denied by the positivists (“society,” “social structures”). Specifically, he argues that structures are, in fact the condition of possibility of the “facts” and “events” to which Humeans would reduce reality (Bhaskar 1989: 62-65). He does not, however, then argue for an ascent through knowledge of these structures to a positive doctrine of Being. On the contrary, he argues that the difficulty with all hitherto existing dialectics, including those of Hegel and, to some extent Marx, has been an insistence on the positivity of Being --i.e. on the priority of Being over Non-Being. Even where the category of contradiction is introduced as a determination of being itself, as it is in Hegel and Marx, the priority of the positive leads inevitably to closure of the cosmohistorical process and the collapse of Being into an undifferentiated expressive unity. In the case of Hegel, because of his idealism and spiritual monism, this lead to a reconciliation with the status quo of a still semifeudal Germany. In the case of Marx it led to the claim that history terminates (or, what is the same thing, that prehistory terminates and history begins) with the achievement of communism, a doctrine which was easily mobilized by the Stalinist state to close-off further progress not only beyond, but actually towards communism. Bhaskar proposes instead to give priority to the category of absence which he claims is the condition for the possibility of physical systems of any kind, being implied by spatio-temporal extension, physical interaction, and thus motion, and which is the driving force of human society from the demanding cry of an infant distressed at the absence of the mother, through the most sophisticated demand for the “absenting of constraints on the absenting of constraints” and thus for the full development of human capacities (Bhaskar 1993). 

Bhaskar gives this notion of “absenting constraints” concrete content through his proposal for an “explanatory-critical social science.” He begins by pointing out that the subject matter of the social sciences includes not just social objects, but also beliefs about those objects. Some of those beliefs, he argues, are false, and if one can explain the falsity then, other things being equal, one can move to “a negative evaluation of the explanans and a positive evaluation of any action rationally designed to absent it (Bhaskar 1993: 261-262).” 

What Bhaskar is doing here, of course, is to make explicit and rigorous the ethics which is implicit (and not always consistent) in Marx’s social scientific and ideological-critical work, while extending it beyond the scope of Marx’s specific analyses, which were confined to a study of the capitalist system. Thus Marx’s critique of political economy, as a critique of beliefs about capitalism, not only shows those beliefs to be flawed, but shows them to be rooted in the capitalist order itself, of which it is an ideological reflex. The critique of political economy thus becomes a critique of capitalism and a mandate for social transformation. Similarly, he suggests, critiques of sexist and racist ideology imply critiques of women’s oppression and imperialism, and provide a mandate for emancipation.

Bhaskar’s approach is, clearly, far superior to Hayek’s. Grounded in a solid epistemological realism, it provides a basis for distinguishing between true and false and from there going on to criticize structures which give rise to false judgments and thus stand in the way of effective action on behalf of human development. Bhaskar’s position is, furthermore, self-correcting. He is able to do for aspects of Marx’s theory, and certain claims of later Marxists, what Marx himself did for bourgeois political economy, thus limiting the tendency toward dogmatism and ideological legitimation of structures which once promoted social progress but which may have outlived their usefulness. 

Implicit in Bhaskar’s ethics, however, is the assumption that effective action on behalf of human development is somehow a moral imperative. But this, precisely, is to assume what must be demonstrated. Bhaskar does take some tentative steps towards showing that human beings have a drive towards such development, arguing that the drive towards universal human autonomy is implicit in the infant’s “primal scream (Bhaskar 1993: 264)” and that it becomes explicit through hard experience of what Freud called the “reality principle,” which teaches us the extent to which and the real conditions under which our desires can actually be realized. What this does not do, however, is to tell us just what a fully developed human being is. Indeed, Bhaskar seems to remain scrupulously agnostic on this question. He gives us no basis, for example, on which to prefer investment in liberal arts education over the production of luxury automobiles except, perhaps, the claim that the latter is not sustainable or doesn’t work in the long run due to economic or ecological limitations. But this is quite different from showing that the former is intrinsically preferable. Desire remains the watchword of Bhaskar’s ethics, standing in for the absent Good, just as absence stands in for Being itself.

The symptom which allows us to diagnose Bhaskar’s disorder is an ambiguity in his language. While he often uses the language of human development or human flourishing, in his more rigorous formulations he always reverts to the term “autonomy” or “freedom.” And it is indeed this latter value to which his argument actually concludes. Bhaskar abbreviates his ascent to first principles intentionally, precisely because a more substantive doctrine of the Good would undermine his ultimately libertarian agenda. His whole enterprise, in fact, can be read as an attempt to show that contrary to the claims of Hayek and his camp, the market order neither advances human freedom nor promotes the long-term survival of the species. Neither, in other words, answer the primal scream schooled by the reality principle. In the process, though, he comes to accept the criteria fixed by the bourgeoisie and agrees to contest the issue on their terrain. 

Even so, might not Bhaskar win on bourgeois terrain? Not with the weapons currently at his disposal. The judgment of the peoples of the former Soviet bloc against socialism was first and foremost a judgment against the fact that it did not allow them to freely pursue their own self-interests, which they had come to understand in narrowly consumerist terms. The judgment against the new market order is, rather a judgment against the failure of the market to support certain higher-order aspirations which were well-funded under socialism --the desire to dance, to paint, to teach, or to engage in research. While these aspirations can be recast in terms of freedom, it remains necessary to show that the freedoms or aspirations which socialism makes possible or fulfills are higher than those made possible or fulfilled by capitalism. And for this we need a principle of value higher than freedom. 

Postmodernism

The currently hegemonic trend in the secular academy is deconstructionist postmodernism, of the sort represented by Foucault, Derrida, Lyotard, and the like. Deconstructionist postmodernism is defined by its explicit rejection not only of metaphysics, but of foundationalism of any sort. According to this view moral judgments are always and only ungrounded and must be owned as such –or else become instruments of a perverse will to power. 

This trend can, we have shown (Mansueto 1999, Mansueto and Mansueto forthcoming), can be traced back to the medieval Augustinian reaction. But it is not until the middle of the nineteenth century, with Kierkegaard (Kierkegaard 1840/1941), that we find philosophers beginning to make arguments against philosophy as it has historically been understood --not simply restricting the scope of human reason, but actually arguing that the via dialectica is itself a path to perdition. For Kierkegaard the very attempt to construct a system excludes the possibility of discovering God, because in rendering the universe intelligible it rules out in advance the encounter with another free personality --human or divine. God is known only in the radical inwardness of human subjectivity, only after we have despaired of the effort to comprehend and organize the world on the basis of some principle accessible to reason. Kierkegaard quite explicitly subordinates the ethical, understood in a roughly Kantian sense as a concern for duty, to the religious, understood as a concern for relationship (Kierkegaard 1843/1971). 

What we have here, of course, is simply an attempt to draw out fully and completely the implications of traditional Lutheran doctrine, a doctrine which itself, as we have already shown, is simply an attempt to draw out fully and complete the implications of the Augustinian critiques of Aristotle developed in the Late Middle Ages. And we already know what Luther counseled with respect to the political authorities: submission. And this is not just the result of some failure of nerve on the part of an otherwise heroic rebel. It is a necessary logical implication of his larger theology. God freely offers forgiveness to those who will humbly accept it in faith. Any attempt to build a just society will corrupt the Christian message of divine forgiveness; any attempt to make the state more “Christian” in the sense of being more forgiving will let evil run amok. The authority of the state thus remains unaccountable to any higher authority. 

Kierkegaard is one font of the political-theological critique of metaphysics; the other is Nietzsche (Nietzsche 1889/1968). At first no two figures could seem more different: the radical Christian and the prophet of the anti-Christ. And certainly their explicit reasons for rejecting metaphysics are nothing if not diametrically opposed. Kierkegaard (who continues in the tradition of the Augustinian reaction) rejects metaphysics as a manifestation of human pride and the will to power; Nietzsche rejects it precisely because it represents a retreat from the raw struggle for power which, in his mind, is the only real principle which governs the universe --an attempt on the part of the weak-spirited to hide from “the world as it is” in the name of “the world as it should be,” a search for some pre-existing pattern of organization on which to depend rather than a bold struggle to organize the universe ourselves, as best we can, in full knowledge that our efforts will, in time, be swept away.

What is rejected by Kierkegaard and Nietzsche both, however, is the presence of a meaning immanent in human activity and in the universe generally which, however, points beyond itself to an intrinsically meaningful ground. Both ultimately regard meaning as a function of power. For Kierkegaard this power is always and only the power of God before which the only proper human response is one of radical submission. Nietzsche, on the other hand, scorns such submission and counsels us to join the eternal struggle in which meanings are created and destroyed. 

These two strains flow together in the work of Martin Heidegger, where we find the first really complete and rigorous statement of what becomes the postmodernist critique of metaphysics. Heidegger's work is notoriously complex and obscure and has been buried in layer upon layer of commentary, so that it becomes difficult to say anything about him without risking exposure for some scholarly faux pas. This complex of defensive ramparts, however, in fact conceals a cluster of relatively simple claims. Heidegger's early critique of metaphysics, set forth in Problems of Phenomenology (Heidegger 1927) and Being and Time (1928) focuses on the failure of thinkers, beginning with Plato, to grasp the distinction between Being and beings, and instead attempts to theorize Being as the beingness of beings --i.e. it thinks Being in entitative terms. Where the pre-Socratics, according to Heidegger, were able to think the self-manifestation of Being, something he associates with the term r nature, Plato and Aristotle increasingly use the language of  (form) and (actuality). Form, and especially the Good or the "form of forms" is, for Plato, what really is and that in terms of which this world of appearance must be explained and judged. Aristotle goes even further down this road, arguing that it is form which actualizes matter, bringing things into being. Rather than simply allowing Being to manifest itself, to present itself as a question, it is reduced to something other than Being, something which can be comprehended --and once comprehended, used to ground our own process of making, our own process of bringing into being. Indeed, as Heidegger points out, the very notion of  derives from the language of the craftsman: it is the look or appearance given to something by its producer. , similarly, is rendered in German as Wirklicheit, from the root for work. Metaphysics thus grounds technology, and the larger technological mode of relating to the world.

Later (Heidegger 1941) Heidegger modified both his historical analysis and his philosophical position. Increasingly identifying ancient Greek and German romantic thought, he claimed to hear in Plato and Aristotle echoes of the earlier Greek or unconcealment of Being and located the crystallization of metaphysics in the "translation" of Greek thought into Latin, the language of road builders and empire makers, a crystallization which is completed in the Middle Ages when Being is identified with the supreme maker, the Christian Creator God. This process culminates, of course, in Thomas, who is the supreme philosopher of the "ontotheologic," the universal causal-explanatory system in which Being is simply an instrument for explaining and ultimately manipulating entities. Modern metaphysical theories, such as those of Descartes and Hegel --or for that matter Marx-- differ only in giving human rather than divine subjectivity or labor pride of place. Nietzsche's claim that the world is just the "will to power" is simply the culmination of this long metaphysical tradition, and offers just one more formulation of the first principle. 

Being, for the later Heidegger, manifests itself in a people only through the voice of the few who help it to discover its "god," a sort of mythos under which Being is revealed.

... the essence of the people is its "voice." This voice does not, however, speak in a so-called immediate flood of the common, natural, undistorted and uneducated "person." The voice speaks seldom and only in the few, if it can be brought to sound ... (Heidegger >1934/1989: 319)

A Volk is only a Volk if it receives its history through the discovery of its god, through the god, which through history compels it in a direction and so places it back in being. Only then does it avoid the danger of turning only on its own axis ... (Heidegger >1934/1989: 398-399).

In this regard Heidegger remains close to Kierkegaard, seeing humanity as a passive instrument of Being rather than an active creator of meaning. After the "turn" in his thought, however, Heidegger also becomes more interested in analyzing the historical process by which Being is unconcealed --or by which it "withdraws" leaving the world subject to  and to the will to power-- than he is in the existential analysis of Dasein (human being or literally "being-there") as an opening to Being. While the historical process is treated here simply as a product of Being's unconcealments and withdrawals, the effect is, nonetheless, to reinstate the Nietzschean focus on the nexus between power and meaning, while endowing this nexus with an ontological legitimation which makes the forcible irruption of meaning in history no longer the product of finite human organizing activity, but rather an epiphany of Being itself. It is this notion of the historical destiny of the people as an unconcealment of Being, by Being, which made Heidegger vulnerable to the appeal of Nazism, which appeared to him as the possible occasion of just such an unconcealment.

After its first complete formulation in the work of Heidegger, the political-theological critique of metaphysics developed in a number of apparently very different directions. Levinas (Levinas 1965) argued that Heidegger's continued use of the language of Being perpetuated the effacement of the Other in the interests of power and domination which had characterized the whole Greek philosophical tradition, which he refers to as "ontology" and advocates a new "metaphysics" rooted in confrontation with the radically Other, the victim, in which alone we can discover --but never conceptually possess-- God. This line of reasoning has been taken up by Latin American liberationists, explicitly by Miranda (Miranda 1972, 1973) and Dussel (Dussel 1998), and more loosely and eclectically by others, for whom the encounter with the poor and oppressed becomes the unique privileged hermeneutic key for reading the scriptures --and reality in general.

The "democrat" Hannah Arendt does not frame her argument in terms of a critique of metaphysics, but the link to the thought of her fascist lover (Heidegger) is readily apparent. At the very core of Arendt's political theory is a sharp distinction between labor, work and action. By labor she means the physical, biological, and economic processes which are necessary to sustain life. Labor leaves nothing behind except life itself, and perhaps the freedom of another (the master) to engage in work or action. By work she means the process of producing objects which possess some permanence, serve some purpose beyond themselves, and which are executed in accord with some pre‑conceived plan. Work is an intrinsically teleological process. By action she means the disclosure of the subject in relationship with other subjects --a process which unlike labor or work directly presupposes the presence of others, which, consequently has a characteristic frailty, and the outcome of which is always uncertain (Ardent 1958). Arendt criticizes the entire tradition of Western political philosophy from Plato though Marx, which, she says, understands politics as a form of fabrication or work rather than as the quintessential form of action. 

Plato and Aristotle elevated lawmaking and city building to the highest rank in political life ... because they wished to turn against politics and against action. To them, legislating and the execution of decisions by vote are the most legitimate political activities because in them men "act like craftsmen:" the results of their action is a tangible product, and its process has a clearly recognizable end. This is no longer, or rather, not yet action ( properly speaking, but making ( which they prefer because of its greater reliability. It is as though they had said that if men only renounce their capacity for action, with its futility, boundlessness, and uncertainty of outcome, there could be a remedy for the frailty of human affairs (Ardent 1958: 195).

The tradition which Arendt criticizes, of course, reaches its consummation in the work of Marx, for whom the transformation of the working class from mere makers of physical objects, into the conscious makers of history, constitutes the highest possible level of human development. 

The link between making and metaphysics is located for Arendt as for Heidegger in the Platonic doctrine of forms or ideas, though Arendt focuses on the term rather than . She notes that according to Aristotle, Plato himself was the one to introduce this term into philosophical usage and that Plato (Republic X) explicitly uses an analogy with craftsmanship to explain the doctrine. 

Is there any difference between the critiques of metaphysics advanced by Heidegger and Arendt? Absolutely. For Heidegger the critique of metaphysics makes way for the disclosure of Being, something which he makes quite clear takes place first and foremost in the historical destiny of peoples. This is especially true after the "turn" in his thinking, when he becomes less and less concerned with the existential analysis of Dasein and more and more concerned with the historical conditions for a new unconcealment of Being. For Arendt, on the other hand, the critique of metaphysics clears the way for a disclosure of the subject in action, to other like subjects, from whom there is some possibility of recognition. Thus the pull in Arendt's theory towards a broadly "democratic" politics. Note, however, that both share a common rejection of work, and of the historical movements which have regarded work or creativity as a privileged opening to understanding Being itself: i.e. Catholicism and dialectical materialism. We should note as well that Arendt's "democratic" politics is fully as elitist as Heidegger's fascism: it is only those who have been freed from the necessity of labor and from the obsession with work who are really capable of public life.

The most radical expression of the political-theological critique of metaphysics is, of course, that advanced by the postmodernists. There are many varieties of postmodernism, but for our purposes the most relevant is undoubtedly the deconstructionism of French philosopher Jacques Derrida (Derrida 1967/1978). Derrida develops his position dialectically, accepting the Heideggerian critique of all earlier metaphysics and Levinas' critique of Heidegger. But he then goes on to point out that Levinas, as well, is unable to escape the "violence" of metaphysics. In finding God in the face of the Other, do we not efface the difference and specificity of the Other as surely as if the Other (and his suffering) were reduced to a necessary expression of the divine first principle, an object of divine providence, of a vanishing moment of the human historical process? What Derrida suggests is that violence is unavoidable: there is no escape. The best that we can do is to unmask the violence embedded in our own discourse and that of others in an effort to contain the damage. 

More recently deconstructions have “found religion (Derrida 2001),” discovering that deconstruction is possible only from the vantage point of something “undeconstructible,” i.e. justice, and arguing for “messianicity without messianism,” a kind of purely negative theology which acknowledges that God is, in fact the condition of possibility of moral judgment and of a moral universe while treating both as something which always and forever “to come.” “Weak theologies (Caputo 2006)” go a bit further, rereading the Christian story, centered as it is (in their version) on the defeat of the crucifixion rather than the triumph of the resurrection, in a way which makes it embody just such a messianicity. 
The social basis of postmodernism is complex, drawing, on the one hand (like the Augustinian reaction from which it partly derives) on the sponsorship of warlord and later imperialist interests and, on the other hand, on elements in the humanistic intelligentsia disillusioned with the ability of modern dialectics to make good on its promise of inner-worldly divinization. 

In all cases the political valence of the critique is the ultimately the same. Where modernism attempts to enlist the people in the great project of understanding the world in order to control it, in the hope of a kind of innerworldly self-divinization, postmodernism counsels what amounts to either active participation in or submission to the inevitable violence of history, whether understood as reflecting the mysterious hand of God, some new unconcealment of Being, or simply random configurations of power relations. All variants of postmodernism are, furthermore, based on a false identification of the univocal metaphysics of modernism with the analogical metaphysics which emerged from the Axial Age and the Silk Road Era and which, we have seen, have a very different import. There are other options besides the false alternative between control and submission –between the vain and ridiculous claim to comprehend exhaustively the divine essence and the radical rejection of meaning characteristic of postmodernism. 

Postmodernism is, furthermore, characterized by profound internal contradictions. If values are purely and simply the product of human social action, and lack any ground in the structure of being as such or the nature of the universe, then any claim to universal authority on the part of a particular moral vision (including a critical, emancipatory vision) must be regarded as a claim to power on the part of the social class, ethnic group, or gender group which developed the vision. Postmodernists set themselves the task of "deconstruction": of unmasking claims to universality and showing them up for what they are: claims to power. More specifically, postmodernists argue for the conservation of "difference" and are thus at the forefront of struggles for multiculturalism, gender equality, etc.

There is, however, a fundamental contradiction at the heart of the postmodernist position. If there is no universal standard outside of the array of competing moral systems developed by different cultural traditions, then on what basis can we argue with moral authority that diversity, the preservation of difference, and "multiculturalism" are values? The matter is complicated by the fact that many, if not most, of the cultural traditions which postmodernists are anxious to defend against the totalitarian hegemony of "Western Civilization" in its Christian-conservative, market-liberal, or secular-socialist forms in fact differ very sharply with postmodernism regarding the fundamental question of the meaningfulness of the universe. For we have seen that the concept of cosmic unity and order, to which postmoderns are so allergic, is in fact the unifying idea of all human civilization. And some non-Western traditions --e.g. Islam-- are every bit as capable of intolerance as Christianity and its secular residues. So who is the real adversary of Hopi communities trying to conserve the "pure pattern of creation," of Africans living in ujamma (cooperative) villages, or of religious Zionists on their kibbutzim? More generally, we should point out that postmodernism gives us neither a positive vision of the Good nor any method of adjudicating the competing claims of rival individuals, social classes, ethnic groups, gender groups, etc. As such, we must say that it fails as a moral theory.

Beyond Postmodernism? 

But what of the three alternatives we mentioned at the beginning of this chapter? Might they not offer an alternative to both modernist triumphalism and postmodernist nihilism and despair. That is certainly their intent. As we noted above, these theories all share is a commitment to an ethics informed by a substantive and ultimately transcendental doctrine of the Good; they differ in the ways in which they attempt to ground that doctrine. 

MacIntyre locates the source of all understandings of the Good in culturally specific narratives which present distinctive, compelling visions of human excellence and social justice. These narratives develop by means of a dialectical process catalyzed both by debates within traditions and encounters between them. This dialectic draws out the implications and limitations of existing views and drives towards increasingly more adequate formulations. Narratives compete with each other in an ongoing dialogue. Those which are able to incorporate the insights of other narratives without compromising their own integrity tend to win out; those which are incorporated or which cannot find adherents lose. He makes no attempt, however, to ground his ethics in a rational metaphysics, the impossibility of which he seems to accept, even as he embraces “narratives” developed by thinkers who, like Augustine and Thomas, were nothing if not metaphysicians. 

MacIntyre sees his theory as an extension of Socratic, Platonic, and Aristotelian dialectics. Indeed, he claims to represent the vanguard of a Thomistic revival. Nothing, in fact, could be further from the truth. What we have here, rather, is a return to the moderate sophism of a Protagoras against the extremism of a Gorgias or a Callicles --a moderate, “constructive” postmodernism pitted against the deconstructive radicalism of Derrida and his allies. In the final analysis the ground, such as it is, remains the same: tradition and social convention. Indeed, in the light of MacIntyre’s attempt to join Thomistic philosophy with Augustinian theology on the basis of an epistemology and (absent) metaphysics which both would have rejected, it is probably most accurate to it regard him as an intellectual heir of the French traditionalist Joseph de Maistre, who in the wake of the French Revolution gave a rightist spin to the same conventionalist morality which, in the works of Rousseau, had been one of the touchstones of the Revolution. 

This return to traditionalism is made explicit in the work of John Milbank (Milbank 1991, 1999). Milbank, as we have seen, shows a profound and subtle grasp of just what it is that is actually wrong with modern metaphysics –i.e. its univocal rather than analogical doctrine of Being— which makes it a philosophy of power and of violence. At the same time, however, he rather treats this univocity as the inevitable characteristic of any autonomous metaphysics. The only way to transcend metaphysics, and thus modernity, is theologically. Indeed, Milbank is quite explicit in claiming that only Christian theology offers adequate safeguards against modern nihilism. Writing in the shadow of Heidegger and Derrida, Milbank regards the whole dialectical tradition as ultimately grounded in an ontology of violence in which will is pitted against will. This is illustrated for him not only in modern theories of class struggle, but also in the older dialectical ethics of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. Even Plato’s ideal state, he claims, is an armed camp, and Aristotle’s whole concept of virtue is really just transformation of a fundamentally military ethic of heroism. Indeed, Aristotle counsels his students to be haughty to those beneath them in station and to make sure that others depend on them. 

Against this ontology of violence, Milbank proposes an ontology of peace, the carrier of which is the Christian Church which, following Augustine, he calls the “Other City,” founded on different loves. Milbank argues that when we recognize Being as difference, we learn a nonpossessive love which at once cancels and preserves the distance between persons. This is the creative love of God, who brings into Being creatures different from Himself and authentically free, and who calls us to love each other in the same way. There is, Milbank argues, no way to ground this ontology dialectically; indeed to try to do so is to yield to the very ontology of violence which seeks truth through struggle and contradiction.
 

There are a number of difficulties with Milbank’s approach. First, he seems to me to fundamentally misread Plato, Aristotle –and indeed most ancient and medieval metaphysics whether “Western,” Indian, and Chinese. As we demonstrated earlier in this chapter, these doctrines represent an authentic attempt to ascend to a first principle which is always acknowledged to be radically beyond exhaustive rational comprehension. The resulting ethics is, furthermore, very far from that of an armed camp. On the contrary, the metaphysical traditions which emerged from the Axial Age and the Silk Road Era are uniformly optimistic about the possibility of knowledge and habituation to promote right conduct and give the leading role in human society not to the strong but rather to the wise. Second, Milbank’s approach fails to address the radical skepticism engendered by both the spontaneous dynamics of the market system and by the conscious polemics of the bourgeoisie. In short, while it might be satisfying to those who already believe, it does nothing to combat the hegemonic nihilism and despair of our time. 

Both MacIntyre and Milbank clearly offer visions which are informed by an ethos radically at odds with that of capitalism and modernity generally, but like the religious existentialists and postmodernists they leave the people ideologically disarmed. They represent the perspective of clerics disillusioned with capitalism and modernity but disconnected from and perhaps a bit frightened of the only forces which might actually bring about real change: the organized working class and peasantry.

We turn now to a consideration of Franklin Gamwell’s reformed liberalism. Gamwell’s position is, in many ways, closest to our own, precisely because he argues for both a teleological approach to ethics and for the necessity of grounding ethics in a theistic metaphysics. His approach to metaphysics is, however, radically at variance with our own, and we need to consider its merits.

Gamwell approaches the problem of metaphysics from within the transcendental tradition which traces its lineage to Kant. By a transcendental approach to metaphysics, we mean any approach which argues by means of an analysis of the conditions or presuppositions of human subjectivity. Thus Kant, for example, argued that human subjectivity was inconceivable apart from what he called the “forms of intuition” –space and time—and the “categories of the understanding” –quality, quantity, relation, and mode. Kant, however, regarded the idea of God, along with the ideas of the self and the world as what he called transcendental ideals –ideas we naturally use to organize our experience of the world, but which are not actually preconditions of any possible experience. For this reason he ruled out rational metaphysics in the traditional sense of the word.

Transcendental theism accepts Kant’s basic approach, but argues against him that the idea of God is, in fact, a precondition of or implicit in all acts of human subjectivity. There are many different types of transcendental theism. The most important is undoubtedly the Transcendental Thomism represented by Karl Rahner and Bernard Lonergan. According to Rahner for example every existential judgment we make –every judgment that some particular thing exists, contains a “nonthematic preapprehension” of esse as such and thus of God (Rahner 1957). Lonergan (Lonergan 1957), similarly, argues that God as Being is the object of our constitutively human unrestricted desire to know. 

Gamwell, while he occasionally makes gestures in the direction of the ontological argument and Thomas’ third way (Gamwell 1990: 165-168, 176-178), is actually closer to Kant than most transcendental theists, in that he looks for the foundation of his argument in an analysis of practical reason. He begins from the fact that every human choice, simply because it involves a judgment of better or worse, makes implicit reference to some “comprehensive variable in accord with which all actualities may be compared (Gamwell 1990: 168),” or some principle against which their relative worth can be measured (Gamwell 2000: 13-58). Such a comprehensive variable, in turn, “implies a comprehensive actuality of which all other things are parts (Gamwell 1990: 168).” Following Hartshorne (Hartshorne 1949) he calls this actuality the “divine relativity” a term which, he shows, is convertible with creativity (Gamwell 1990: 169, 178ff, 2000: 122-131, 139-149).

Where Gamwell differs from the Transcendental Thomists is in his characterization of the nature of God. While his argument closely tracks Thomas’ fourth way and while he makes some reference to the Thomistic principle of the convertibility of the transcendentals, he rejects the idea that God is outside of space and time on the grounds that this is a purely negative determination and thus not, strictly speaking, comprehensible Gamwell 1990: 175-176, 2000: 107-122). For Gamwell, as for Hartshorne, God is the supremely temporal individual. 

On the basis of this metaphysics, Gamwell is able to derive a well-defined moral imperative: act in such a way as to promote the divine good, understood as maximum future creativity. He follows the Platonic and Aristotelian tradition in tracing wrong action to the limited character of human knowledge, which means that lesser goods are sometimes known more vividly than higher goods, but he rejects the Aristotelian identification of virtue and happiness, arguing that there may well be a contradiction between our own future creativity and that of others and ultimately the maximal future creativity of the universe (Gamwell 2000: 59-104, 131-139).

There are a number of difficulties with this approach. First, transcendental arguments for the existence of God are not really decisive. The fact that the idea of God (whether understood as the Thomistic esse or as Hartshorne’s divine creativity) is in fact a condition of any possible knowledge and is implicit in each and every human choice, does not necessarily imply that God in fact exists. Second, attempts to rise to the idea of God in a way which, like the transcendental argument, evade rather than passing through cosmology, are inevitably religiously unsatisfying and lead to otherworldliness of a sort which leaves them open to the critiques of Feuerbach, Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud. Third, in spite of its otherworldliness, the transcendental approach fails to challenge fundamentally what is arguably one of the principal characteristics of modernity: the notion that human subjectivity is the proper point of departure for all philosophical reflection. By taking subjectivity as its starting point, transcendental theism (classical or neoclassical) implicitly imports into its system the whole complex of principles and values which constitute modern liberalism. To put this another way, by using subjectivity as the foundation for theology and ethics, transcendental theism rules out in advance the possibility that subjectivity might be called into question.

Finally, Gamwell’s concept of God as “supremely temporal” reflects a similar failure to subject modernity to serious criticism. Gamwell’s failure to engage the issue of analogical predication means that he not only fails to understand what is meant by the claim that God is eternal, but also and more seriously that he (perhaps accidentally) falls into the trap of a univocal metaphysics. This is reflected above all in his claim that virtue and happiness are not the same in human beings. This is because a univocal metaphysics implies, more or less necessarily, a “zero-sum” view of the world in which the maximal future creativity of one person or system may detract from that of others or even of God. It is just precisely this zero-sum worldview which is shared by both the liberal and the Augustinian traditions which are constitutive of modernity. As we will see, if God, and thus “Being” or “creativity,” is understood analogically, then the moral imperative is not so much to maximize creativity or Being (our own or others) but rather to maximize our participation in an indivisible and uncreated power of creativity of Being. Our own authentic participation in this power is never in contradiction with the similar power of others nor does it take away from the Power of God who draws all things to Herself. 

This brings us to the problem of the social basis and political valence of ‘transcendental’ theism. What this trend does is to recognize the fundamental necessity of an ontological ground to any coherent science, ethics or religion --and thus to the full development of human capacities. They argue further that, contra Kant, God is a condition for any possible experience and for any act of human choice, and not merely, as Kant claimed, a moral postulate. But they fail to transcend the realm of the subject which is first and foremost the realm of the marketplace and the bourgeoisie.
 It is little wonder that at the political level the resulting theologies tend, on the one hand, to legitimate action to restrict and modify the operation of market forces in accord with general moral principles without, however, advocating a real break with the market order. For this reason it is legitimate to speak of ‘liberal’ Protestantism and ‘liberal’ Catholicism. Put differently, transcendental theism makes room for God in bourgeois society, on the condition that God not call the basic structure of that society into question. This is reflected in Gamwell’s political theory, which opens up the possibility of democratically-directed state intervention in the market, but which also makes agnosticism about fundamental questions of value the cornerstone of the political order, providing effective constitutional protection for bourgeois right. 

***

Where does this leave us? It should be clear at this point that the only reliable way to ground moral judgment is in an authentic metaphysics which ascends dialectically to a first principle of explanation which is also, at the same time, a first principle of action. Only such a metaphysics can give us a criterion by which we can not only find the market allocation of resources wanting, but also make judgments regarding the relative merit of different claims on resources in the context of a postmarket social order. But is such a metaphysics possible? I will argue that it is. A return to metaphysics, however, involves addressing prior epistemological and cosmological questions. This is the task of the next chapter, which will show that epistemological and metaphysical realism is, in fact compatible with a recognition of the social determination of knowledge, which will argue (on the basis of recent developments in the sciences) for a teleological cosmology, and which will show that metaphysics is in fact the cure and not the cause of the modern disease. The next chapter will also sketch out a metaphysics adequate to the task of grounding a radically historicized natural law ethics. Specifically we will show that any attempt to actually explain, rather than to merely describe, the universe necessarily terminates in something very much like ibn Sina’s Necessary Existent or Thomas’ Esse as such, which can be shown to be convertible with the Beautiful, the True, the Good, and the One –i.e. with transcendental principles of value. Things have value to the extent to which they participate in Being, so that the entire universe becomes a dialectical scale of values (Harris 1991, 1992). 

We turn, now, to the problem of constructing a metaphysics adequate to the task of grounding a historicized natural law ethics. 

� Paleolithic, Neolithic, and early Bronze Age societies seem to have been of several types. Band societies consist of relatively fluid groups of human beings, generally engaged in hunting and gathering, for whom kinship relations or other formal structures play only a very limited role in defining division of labor, authority, etc. Tribal societies, which may be of a hunter-gatherer, pastoral nomadic, or raiding type, are structured primarily by kinship relations. Communitarian societies layer over this substratum of kinship relations the structures of a village community which brings together many different clans. Authority is increasingly vested in a formal, but not necessarily full time, religious leadership. Archaic societies group several villages around a common sanctuary or temple complex, which the villagers support voluntarily in return for knowledge which helps them to increase the level of agricultural productivity and for moral and spiritual leadership. Many of these societies –especially those which were communitarian or archaic-- were also matriarchal or at least matrifocal (Engels 1880/1940, Stone 1976), giving women pride of place in the context of fundamentally egalitarian gender relations. 





2 We should keep in mind that the word matter derives from the Latin mater, or mother. Originally matter referred simply to the potential for being, and thus for complex organization. It was only later, as patriarchy and the warlord state gained hold that this potentiality was transformed into simply a passive capacity to receive form from the outside --from the Father God, or his philosophical reflex: the Idea. In this sense, the communitarian worldview was profoundly materialist, not in the modern sense of denying spirituality, but in the archaic sense of locating the capacity for spirituality within, rather than outside, the self-organizing universe.


	Demeter, of course was the great grain goddess of the Mediterranean world and Tonantzi her counterpart among the Nahuatl of Mesoamerica. Isis was the Great Cosmic Librarian of the Egyptians and both in her own right and as the rather more abstract Sophia became the great Mediterranean goddess of wisdom. Sussistinako is the Keres "thinking woman," she who "thought outward into space and what she thought became reality (Tyler 1964: 89)." On the cult of the Magna Mater cf. Stone 1976, Matthews 1991).


� These two periods –the crisis of the tributary social formations of the late Bronze Age and the emergence of petty commodity production during the early Iron Age correspond roughly to Karl Jasper’s “axial era (Jaspers 1953),” during which humanity seems to have become suddenly aware that there was something very wrong with the way in which their societies were developing and appealed, for the first time, to specifically transcendental principles of value. My approach differs in a number of ways from Jaspers’. First, my periodization is rooted in an analysis of structural changes in the organization of human society. Second, I believe it is useful to distinguish between the still predominantly imaginative language of the prophets of the late bronze age and the increasingly abstract language of the sages of the early Iron Age. Third, I reject Jaspers’ implication that prior to his axial age peoples knew nothing of transcendental principles of value. On the contrary, I would argue, they simply saw less contradiction between these principles and the structures of the societies in which they lived, so that their societies, and indeed their rulers, could be credibly regarded as embodying those principles by way of hierocratic and sacral monarchic forms of governance. It is the growing rapacity of the rulers and the alienating impact of emerging market relations which, in two distinct stages and in different ways undermines this sense of unity and demands and appeal to the transcendental. 


Readers who are unfamiliar with these nonwestern metaphysical traditions may want to consult Chatterjee and Datta 1954, Radhakrishnan and Moore 1957, Yao 2000, Ching 2000, Williams 1989, and Kalupahana 1992. 





� As I have argued elsewhere, the global middle ages should be understood to begin not with the sack of Rome in 476, which was an event of only regional importance, but rather with the completion of the Silk Road around 200 BCE, which integrated most of Eurasia into a global petty commodity economy governed by a shifting network of large territorial empires. At the ideological level this is the point at which the age of “prophets and sages” gives way to the age of systematic metaphysics and theology of the sort represented by Neoplatonism and Aristotelianism (as the basis of either neopagan or monotheistic theologies), of the Hindu darshanas and the Buddhist metaphysical schools, and of Confucian-Taoist scholasticism in China (Collins 1998).


� Presenting a rigorous argument for the claims made in this paragraph is the focus of my forthcoming work Knowing God: The Journey of the Dialectic. For a briefer argument see my “The Journey of the Dialectic” in Fealsunacht 1 (Mansueto 2000) and “Seeking Wisdom and Doing Justice” in Seeking Wisdom 1 (Mansueto 2003), as well as Spirituality and Dialectics (Mansueto and Mansueto 2005).





6 Mary Daly (Daly 1984) makes a convincing case that the Aristotelian tradition represents a patriarchal appropriation and deformation of an archaic “gynocentric” wisdom. Similar research is needed into humanity’s other wisdom traditions. There were, to be sure, a few exceptions to this patriarchal pattern. The Joachites of Southern Europe, the Radical Aristotelians of what is now Northern France and Belgium --David of Dinant, Amalric of Bena, and Siger of Brabant-- and certain of Rhineland mystics, especially Meister Eckhardt, all interpreted the tradition in a way which was materialistic, in the sense of recognizing the self-organizing capacity of matter, and/or panentheistic so that the patriarchal-idealist dynamic was suppressed or at least restricted.


7 The terminology here is tricky. Most of the critics of a rational ascent to first principles of explanation and action have, at least since Heidegger, called the discipline they criticize “metaphysics” or “ontotheology,” and used another term for their own doctrine of the self disclosure of Being, the laws of motion of matter, etc. (ontology, dialectics). A few, however, (e.g. Levinas) call the discipline that they criticize it by some other name (e.g. ontology), and reserve the term metaphysics for their own doctrine. The Marxist tradition presents particularly difficult terminological problems. Some Soviet philosophy, for example, explicitly rejects metaphysics on the grounds of one or another version of the cosmological critique, but advances just precisely the sort of universal explanatory-causal theory which Heidegerrian critics call metaphysical. This is especially true of Bogdanov and Deborin who, as we will see, actually tended to a materialist pantheism. Other Marxists, (e.g. Bhaskar) use the term metaphysics in the disciplinary sense to describe a general inquiring into being, while eschewing the incipient materialist pantheism of the Soviets for an ontology centered on negativity, contradiction, and absence (Bhaskar 1993). Still others reject the term entirely, counterpoising it dialectics (Mao 1937a/1971, Amin 1988/1989, 1999).


For the purposes of this book “metaphysics” means any attempt to ascend rationally to a first principle of explanation and action. This includes immanent principles, such as the “laws of motion of matter” where they are conceived in such a way as to order all things to an end --e.g. the development of increasingly complex forms of organization. It does not include doctrines which, while treating of being in general deny the existence of such a first principle. Doctrines which, like Bhaskar’s, argue for a purely negative first principle (absence) sit right on the borderline of our definition. 





� The Germanic peoples, according to Georges Dumezil (Dumezil 1952) appear to have had no permanent, full time priesthood. Authority belonged to those warriors who could, by their shear prowess, gain the support of loyal followers with whom it was expected they would share the spoils of battle. It is quite natural, therefore, that they tended to give priority to the temporal over the spiritual authority and eventually theorized Jesus as a sort of triumphant warrior sharing freely with those who placed their faith in him the “booty” of his war with Satan –salvation and eternal life. This fully Germanic Christianity incubates, as it were, during the Middle Ages and comes into its own only with Luther. 





� The institutional and ideological continuity between the crusades, the Reconquista, and the conquest of the Americas is well established. Ramon Guttieriez (Guttieriez 1990) for example points out that the office which financed pacification of the Indians in New Mexico in the seventeenth century was called la cruzada and that the Spanish regarded the indigenous peoples of the Americas as “Moors.”





� Edwards, who spent the early years of his ministry leading revivals among the youth of the Connecticut River Valley, who were frustrated by the lack of access to land and thus given to some mild antisocial behavior, was eventually removed from his pulpit by his own (now adult) converts when he began challenge their efforts to grab Indian land (Tracy 1980). 





 �. According to quantum theory, subatomic particles (and by implication the universe, which is composed of such particles) cannot be described in terms of their position and momentum, but only by a wave function which describes the relative probability of various ‘quantum states.’ According to one interpretation (the so-called ‘Copenhagen interpretation’) this wave function is ‘collapsed’ when an observation is made and a definite value given to position, momentum, and so on. The alternate ‘many worlds’ theory suggests that the wave function never collapses and that all possible values are in fact realized, so that the universe branches out into an infinite number of worlds, each corresponding to a specific quantum state of each particle. Tipler synthesizes these two approaches, arguing that all possible values of the quantum wave function describing the universe as a whole exist mathematically, but that only those which permit observers exist physically (the Berkeleyan criterion) and that all those which permit observers evolve necessarily to an ‘Omega point’ which is, in effect, Berkeley’s Ultimate Observer (Barrow and Tipler 1986, Tipler 1994).





� This does not, of course, mean, that we should rest content with a forced choice between market and plan. On the contrary, there are other options, which we will explore in greater detail in a later chapter. 





 13 It is often supposed that this hermeneutic is compatible with or even builds on the sociological reading of the scriptures advanced by Gottwald, Pixley and others, which points out the origins of many strains in the Jewish and Christian traditions in the struggles of oppressed. Actually, however, the two hermeneutics are quite opposed. According to the sociological reading proposed by Gottwald, for example, the cult of YHWH emerged not out of some "encounter with the oppressed," but rather out of an encounter by the oppressed with their own historical power, a power which, if we accept the theological reading proposed by Judaism and Christianity, was a real participation in the power of the living God. Gottwald's reading is a reading from the standpoint of the oppressed, or at least one which attempts to recover something of this standpoint; the readings proposed by the Latin American disciples of Levinas are readings from the standpoint of a guilt-ridden elite.





� Graham MacAleer advances a similar ethics based on a reading of Anselm’s De casu diaboli, where the fall of the Devil is attributed precisely to his desire to become God --precisely the motive behind the dialectical ethics of virtue, even in Thomas (MacAleer 1996). One might see Levinas, who grounds ethics in an encounter with the face of the radically Other, as thinking in much the same vein. 





� For a detailed consideration of this problem see Hans Urs von Balthazar’s Love Alone (von Balthazar 1968) or John Milbank’s work (Milbank 1990, 1999). Von Balthazar makes the same criticism, to be sure, of the cosmological approach favored in this work. The criticism applies, however, if and only if the God to which such a cosmological argument points exists in the same way as the world She explains, i.e. if the resulting metaphysics is univocal, and cannot therefore call our assumptions about that world radically into question. This need not be the case. 





� The standpoint of subjectivity is the standpoint of the bourgeoisie because for the bourgeoisie meaning and value are constituted by the individual human subject: they are ultimately grounded in individual preference. 
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