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Overview

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 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. 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. 

It is the principal task of universities and religious institutions to lead intellectually and morally, providing the first principles which govern both legislation and private moral decision-making. 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.

The discipline of ethical theory has thus far done little to address this crisis. There is, on the one hand, 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 claims 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.

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. 

Knowing God: Doing Justice 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 critique 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 (Ashgate 2002) and Knowing God: The Ultimate Meaningfulness of the Universe (under review), and Knowing God: The Journey of the Dialectic (under review), 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. I will also briefly answer postmodern claims that metaphysics is at the root of the modernist drive to control. Specifically, it will show that far from being uniquely “western” and the basis of “modernist” strategies of control, something like a natural law strategy was, in fact, the basis of most premodern moral theory. While firmly situated in the western natural tradition the book will also draw liberally on insights from Indian and Chinese traditions. 

The result will, in effect, be a radically historicized natural law ethics in dialogue with recent developments in the physical, biological, and social sciences and with humanity’s principal wisdom (philosophical and religious) traditions. Based on a more historically oriented cosmology and sociology, it recognizes 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 an obligation to promote that development. It will also address the relationship between this principal imperative towards growth and development and the ethics of detachment and compassion historically favored by Buddhism and some other Asian traditions.

Outline
Chapter One, The Crisis of Values, analyzes the crisis of modern ethical theory. It begins by showing that human societies have historically grounded their moral claims in an understanding of the nature of the universe (a cosmology) and in a doctrine of first principles (a metaphysics). Nearly all premodern moral theory was, at least in a broad sense, natural law theory. The chapter then goes on to show how, as first sovereign nation states and later Capital developed in the late medieval and early modern period they mounted a concerted attack on natural law theory and its cosmological and metaphysical foundations, which in the West meant Aristotle. The chapter then traces briefly and in broad outlines the principal forms of modern moral theory –divine command theory, natural rights theory, formalism, utilitarianism, and social contract theory— and shows how and why they are inadequate. This in effect turns the postmodernist critique of metaphysics on its head, arguing that modernity, far from be the product of Western metaphysics or ontotheology, in fact depended on its suppression. The chapter concludes by exploring the principal alternatives to modern moral theory, and more specifically the work of MacIntyre, Milbank, and Gamwell and shows what they can contribute to the debate and how they are inadequate. 

Chapter Two, Regrounding and Historicizing Natural Law Theory, takes up the principal critiques of the rational metaphysics which historically formed the basis for natural law theory and shows how they can be answered. First, drawing on Knowing God: Restoring Reason in an Age of Doubt, it attempts to reground a strong epistemological realism in the light of the sociological insight that all knowledge is socially constructed. Drawing on recent developments in neuropsychology and cognitive development theory, sociological concepts from Durkheim and Lukacs, and two key ideas from Aristotelian and Thomistic psychology —the notion of the Agent Intellect and the concept of connatural knowledge— the chapter shows that recognition of the social construction of knowledge, while it suggests that our knowledge is always partial and limited, does not imply that it is not real, i.e. that we cannot actually grasp the organizing principle of the universe in a way sufficient to rise to first principles of both explanation and value.  Specifically, the chapter argues that human society functions in the place reserved by Aristotle for the Agent intellect.  By participating in the structures of a definite social order we become connatural with those structures which we know experientially and preconceptually. Those structures then illuminate the images we garner from sense experience and reveal their intelligible content —or at least those aspects of the intelligible content which are accessible given our social location. From here the chapter goes on to show how the practice of ideological criticism is in fact integral to a dialectical ascent to the first principle. It concludes with a demonstration that there is ample basis for affirming the historic Marxist thesis that some epistemological vantage points are more favorable than others and that the working classes enjoy just such a privileged position. Second, drawing on Knowing God: The Ultimate Meaningfulness of the Universe, it addresses some of the "scientific" arguments against cosmic teleology and shows that the "science" on which these arguments are founded is, in fact, marked by serious internal contradictions.  Specifically, there are fundamental contradictions between 

a) relativity, which depends on the notion of a space-time continuum and a concept of signaling which implies strict causal relations, and quantum mechanics, which theorizes the universe as a discrete order and which calls into question certain aspects of strict causal relatedness, between

b) dynamics (understood to include both relativistic and quantum theory), which treats reversible processes, and thermodynamics, which treats irreversible change, and between

c) thermodynamics, which suggests that the universe as a whole tends towards disorder and uniformity, and evolutionary theory, which argues for at least local developments towards higher degrees of organization.

The chapter argues that complete scientific explanations are by necessity teleological in character and reviews growing evidence for cosmic teleology, including cosmological fine-tuning, recent results from nonlinear thermodynamics, and new developments in evolutionary biology. Finally the chapter sketches out a new dialectical metaphysics based on a revitalized teleological research program. This metaphysics treats Being as organization and defines a dialectical scale of various forms of organization each of which seeks Being in proportion to its capacities. From here it becomes possible to identify well-defined principles of value and to arrive at a general formulation of the moral imperative: act in such a way as to promote the development of complex organization in the universe. 

Chapter Three, The Human Vocation, takes up the problem human nature. First, it answers the anthropological pessimism which has characterized most thinking about human nature in the West since the late Middle Ages. Specifically, it analyzes the principal forms of the doctrine of “original sin” and shows that they are all based on a common univocal metaphysics, which treats the relationship between god and humanity as a kind of zero-sum game in which any assertion of the human is, in effect, and affront to God. Such a metaphysics has already been shown to be untenable in the previous chapter. It then goes on to show that postmodern pessimism regarding human nature of the sort promoted by Freud and Nietzsche has the same metaphysical basis and is subject to the same critique. The chapter then goes on to sketch an alternative theory of human nature, showing that human beings are naturally ordered to the good and that wrong action and vice are fundamentally a response to the fact that we develop under conditions of finitude. But if our finitude imposes limits on human development, it is also a teacher, disciplining our love of lesser goods and catalyzing the cultivation of capacities we would otherwise never have developed. 

Chapter Four, Human Excellence, outlines a new theory of virtue. It demonstrates the priority of intellectual over moral development and provides a detailed discussion of each of the principal intellectual and moral virtues, including the conditions for their cultivation. 

Chapter Five, The Just Society, presents an historicized natural law approach to social ethics. On the one hand it defends such historic principles of natural law ethics as the principle of public order, the principle of subsidiarity, and the principle of hierarchy. It argues that resources must be allocated in such a way as to best promote the development of human capacities, that the public arena must be at once value-based and pluralistic, constituted as it were by dialogue around fundamental questions of meaning and value, and it defends the priority of the spiritual over the temporal in public life. At the same time, it argues that application of these principles must be informed by a dialectical sociology which recognizes that as human capacities develop social structures which were previously adequate become obstacles to further growth and development. The chapter goes on to present a detailed analysis of the current situation form human civilization, arguing that we are confronted not just with a structural crisis –i.e. a crisis of both capitalism and socialism, neither of which is adequate to the task of allocating resources for human development, but a much deeper civilizational crisis–  a crisis of the modern ideal of understanding the world in order to control it and maximize material production. Humanity is seeking a new civilizational ideal, one which values material progress, but as a means to spiritual development. The chapter concludes with some thoughts regarding political strategy and the next steps in the human civilizational project. 

Marketing Information
Knowing God: Doing Justice is intended as an original contribution to philosophy and religious studies and as such will be of primary interest to scholars and advanced students in these and adjacent fields: i.e. social/political theory, and certain branches of theology, especially moral theology/social ethics. In university settings it would be most appropriate in graduate or advanced undergraduate courses. But because the book addresses fundamental questions, avoids unnecessary technicalities, and is written in a way which explains rather than assuming the philosophical arguments it addresses, it should also be both interesting and fully accessible to a broader nonspecialist audience, especially the intellectually engaged religious “seekers” and members of the political left. My previous work has attracted attention in the former Soviet bloc and in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, where it is regarded as challenging the dominant neoliberal and postmodernist paradigm in a way which brings the dialectical tradition into dialogue with popular wisdoms and religious traditions and with current developments in the physical, biological, and social sciences. This suggests a significant market in these regions. 

The market for this book should not be confined to libraries and other research institutions. Attractively produced and aggressively marketed it should do well in serious bookstores in university communities, especially where there is an active political left and serious engagement with religious and spiritual questions. The book should be promoted through the relevant academic societies in the United States (American Philosophical Association, American Academy of Religion) and their equivalents in the UK, Europe, and the rest of the world, as well as through more specialized organizations whose members might be particularly interested in the argument: i.e. the Metaphysical Society of America, the American Catholic Philosophical Association, the International Society for Universalism, etc. Readers of journals such as New Left Review, Historical Materialism, Thesis Eleven, Studies in Marxism, Radical Philosophy, and  Critique,  on the one hand, and International Philosophical Quarterly, the International Journal of the Philosophy of Religion, Idealist Studies, Review of Metaphysics, The Thomist, The Monist, Science et Esprit, dialectica, and Metaphilosophy should also be interested in the book.

As noted above, Doing Justice occupies a unique position with respect to existing literature in the field, both respect to the theses it advances in with respect to the breadth of scientific disciplines and philosophical disciplines on which it draws. The book should appeal both to philosophical circles which find their work affirmed, and those which find their work challenged; both are engaged in lively debate. 
The complete manuscript contains roughly 118,000 words (including footnotes and bibliography), and is ready for review. 


