
Chapter Eight

Social Organization
We now arrive at the highest form of material organization of which we are aware: i.e. the social form of matter. Here, as in the two preceding sections, our task remains that of sketching out what a teleological research program might look like, and showing why it is more promising than the alternatives, while laying the groundwork for an argument for the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe --something which must, at the very least, include an argument for the ultimate meaningfulness of human history. We have already analyzed in some detail the principal application of the hegemonic mathematical-physical paradigm to the study of human societies, i.e. classical and especially neoclassical political economy. We have also see that what appear to be “alternatives” to the formalisms of political economy, i.e. interpretive sociology and functionalism, turn out to be, on the one hand, simply attempts to complete it by explaining the origins of the preferences which govern consumer choice in the marketplace and, on the other hand, instruments of what Lukacs called the “indirect apologetic” for capitalism. Finally, we have shown that Marx’s critique of political economy is in fact simply a special case of our own critique of mathematical physics. It would seem to follow from this that the social sciences founded by Marx, i.e. Marx’s own dialectical political economy and historical materialism, his theory of human history and human society, would in fact represent just precisely the sort of approach to human society which our argument requires. Matters are not, however, quite so simple, and we have already hinted at why. Because of its failure to transcend the limitations of mathematical physics and develop and authentically dialectical science, dialectical materialism, leaves utterly ungrounded its claims for the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe, and thus of human history. And far from being simply a philosophical question (though it is certainly that) or even a question for physics, this failure has real implications for the way in which we understand the nature of value and development of human society. Let us examine this problem in greater detail.
We humans are complex beings, deeply rooted in material reality, but driven by profound spiritual aspirations. We are, on the one hand, animals, whose world is defined, at least to begin with, by what we know with our senses and who strive for ever more diverse and intense sensory experience. It is this desire for pleasurable sensation which motivates us to do what we need to in order to survive and reproduce and ensure the survival of the species. In this sense we are not too different from dogs, who charm us precisely because we share so much in common with them. Unlike dogs, however, we can abstract from the images we garner from the senses and rise to ever higher principles. We can ask what things are and what they mean and our sensations are thus always meaning laden --and all the more pleasurable or painful because of this. We want to know what the world means and to understand the significance of our place therein.
 

These twin aspects of human nature –material and spiritual-- come together in the one activity which appears to be uniquely human and which, were we to meet other species which engage in it, would define them as our close comrades in the cosmic hierarchy: the act of production or creativity. Unlike other animals, who merely reproduce, making more of their own kind, and unlike the angels of Catholic doctrine who contemplate God and manage God’s creation, but do not themselves engage in material creation, we humans are constantly engaged in creating new and more complex forms of organization: new technologies, new relationships and social structures, new forms of art, science, and wisdom. The emergence of this new capacity is partly a result of our materiality and finitude. The earth on which we evolved was already full of organisms which prosper simply by means of rapid reproduction, so that the death of large numbers of individuals is of little concern, and had its share as well of those which exploit narrowly defined niches on the basis of great physical prowess. We humans are neither rabbits nor lions. Big-brained weaklings that we are, we take too long too gestate and grow to maturity for what population biologists call an “r-strategy” centered on rapid reproduction to be realistic. And yet we could hardly hope to compete with the large carnivores, who best us in strength, speed, agility --and thus the ability to hunt. We had to learn how to make things.

But production is also, as we argued above, an intellectual act, and thus never purely material. It involves an understanding of both the raw material and some end or purpose. And even the most rudimentary ends --to help procure food, for example— have a profound spiritual dimension. We seek to escape our finitude and contingency, at least for a while, and to persist in Being. And once our more basic needs are taken care for, we quickly turn to the pursuit of more complex ends which, taken together, amount to civilizational progress and spiritual development. The development of humanity’s productive capacities thus involves not only scientific progress, which helps us to understand better the matter on which we work, but also sapiential
 progress: an ever deeper understanding of the end to which humanity, and the universe as a whole, are ordered. Civilizations are nothing more or less than the product of our efforts to achieve definite spiritual ends under definite material conditions, by means of definite social structures, and cannot be properly understood without reference to all three types of factors. 

1.  The material basis for the development of civilization is the human organism and the ecosystem or ecosystems it inhabits, which constrain profoundly the range of survival strategies which are open to it and thus the whole pattern of social development. 

2.  The formal cause of human civilization is social structure. Social structure includes:

2.1. technological structures, i.e. particular ways of reorganizing physical and biological matter, 

2.2. economic structures, i.e. particular ways of organizing human labor and centralizing and allocating resources,

2.3. political structures, i.e. particular ways of building and exercising power,

2.4. psycho-social structures, i.e. particular ways of organizing the human psyche to serve the aims of the society in question, and 

2.5. ideological-cultural structures, i.e. particular ways of organizing our experience of the universe, including languages, natural and artificial.

3. The final cause of human civilization, as of everything else, is Esse or Being as such. But each civilization understands, and thus pursues, this cause differently. The way in which a civilization understands the end to which it is ordered we call its Civilizational ideal. Thus Chinese civilization historically understood itself as ordered to Tian or Heaven, Medieval India to the union of Brahman and atman. 

The lines between material basis and social structure and social structure and teleological ordering are a bit ambiguous. Absolutely speaking the material basis is confined to the ecosystem. Technology and economics are just as much social products as politics and culture. Relatively speaking, however, the whole “built up” infrastructure of a society, including its technological apparatus and the social surplus it can generate, constitute the material foundation on the basis of which political and cultural realities develop. A religious ideology is, similarly, an integral part of the social structure, i.e. the way a particular society is organized, and not itself an end or telos, but the objects of which it speaks are such a telos. We gain access to the way a society understands its ends, however, by analyzing its ideological-cultural structure. The same is true of the relationship between the various instances of the social structure. Organizing labor and centralizing and allocating resources both involve building and exercising power. Building and exercising power, similarly, generally involves an appeal to fundamental principles and values. This is true even in predominantly secular societies. These categories should thus be used flexibly in a way which serves the purposes of the particular analysis which is being carried out.

As civilizations develop they leave a kind of deposit which is material, structured and teleologically ordered. This is often referred to simply as the “built environment,” but this phrase fails to capture the extent to which the form of buildings and the structure of cities encodes a civilization’s adaptation to its ecosystem, its way of organizing and centralizing resources and building and exercising power, and its way of understanding the end to which it is ordered. Phillip Bess (Bess 2006), who captures this reality better than other theorist I have read, uses the term “formal order” but in the philosophical context of this work this seems to ignore the materiality of the deposit involved. My preference is simply for the term architectural organization, both because of its reference to the discipline which studies and creates such global forms of organization, and because of its joining of a term for the end to which the built environment is ordered (archi-) to one for the act of building (-tecture), though the term must be understood to include the study and creation of entire urban and indeed rural landscapes and not simply single buildings. 

The importance of the architectural organization of a civilization cannot be underestimated, because the accumulated architectural record constrains, in the way few other things can, the future direction of Civilizational development. However “secular” modern Europe may have become (and we have seen that this term is highly problematic) the presence, at the center of essentially every European city and village of a cathedral or parish church, marking a sacral center of meaning, constrains and orders human activity in a way which conserves elements of earlier Civilizational patterns. The same is true for the any other ancient civilization. Thus the Communist Parties of the Soviet Union and of China tried to hegemonize the sacred spaces at the center of their polities (St. Basil’s and the Kremlin on the one hand, and the sacred complex formed by the Tian-an (Temple of Heaven), Tianamen, and the Forbidden City on the other hand, but were partially hegemonized by them. 

But it is not only ancient structures which function in this way. Chicago, for example, is in many ways a high modern city par excellence, organized around a downtown of financial and corporate headquarters and high end shopping, with outlying districts built around factories of various types and sizes. But the people themselves altered this high modern space by placing at the center of their neighborhoods countless churches and synagogues which are the real centers of meaning in the city, and by creating shopping districts which serve the needs of distinct ethnoreligious communities (with dietary laws creating distinct economic niches). This Tocquevillian space, as Phillip Bess (Bess 2006) calls it, is perhaps unique to the industrial era cities of the United States. Dallas, on the other hand, understands itself as an intensely religious city. Dallas Theological Seminary is the intellectual headquarters of dispensational premillennialism. But the public spaces of Dallas are defined by office parks and shopping malls, with churches, no matter how grand, scattered unobtrusively through residential districts, so that they play essentially no role in the way the meaning of the city is ultimately defined. These architectural structures mean that it would be nearly impossible for a high modern “secularist” agenda to become hegemonic in Chicago or for a “Catholic” sense of sacramentality to become dominant in Dallas. 
When approaching a civilization, it is possible to identify several different levels of analysis: metacivilizational, civilizational, structural, etc. Analysis at the metacivilizational level looks at clusters of civilizations with ideals which share common characteristics. A metacivilizational project is a cluster of civilizations which, while defined by different and even incompatible ideals, nonetheless share certain common characteristics. Broadly speaking it is possible to identify the following metacivilizational projects:

· Pre-Axial civilizations, such as the great agrarian sacral monarchic empires of the Bronze Age, regard meaning and unproblematic and are ordered to achieving divinization understood simply as immortality, generally only for the king or the aristocracy, by means of sacrificial rituals.

· Axial
 civilizations accept the fact that meaning has become problematic, are characterized by religious rationalization and democratization, and aim at regrounding meaning and at cultivating human capacities by means of rationalized spiritual disciplines. They generally understand human civilizational progress as a real participation in this process of spiritual development, but do not reduce spirituality to civilization building. The seek divinization by means of the cultivation of various spiritual capacities, though the capacities valued and cultivated often differ considerably.

· Modern civilizations claim that meaning can be rendered once again unproblematic by either revelation (in the case of the early modern ideal) or reason (scientific or philosophical) and aim at achieving divinity by inner worldly means (scientific and technological progress or revolutionary political practice). 

Analysis at the civilizational level focuses on the complex interaction of material basis, social structure, and civilizational ideal. The ideals which constitute civilizations are constrained and shaped by the social conditions (both material basis and social structure) under which they develop. But social structures must be understood as ways of realizing definite civilizational ideals. And civilizational ideals also represent at least a partial grasp of the truth and can thus continue to motivate human action long after the conditions which gave birth to them have vanished. When this happens, the meaning of these ideals inevitably changes, though this may happen consciously, when the ideals constitute a living tradition which values both continuity and change, or unconsciously, as fundamentalists reassert what they imagine to be ancient and unchanging truths but which (even when the words remain the same) are really innovations. 

Structural analysis focuses on the way in which societies engage the material environment in order to realize a definite ideal. Several distinctive modes can be identified:

· Band societies are found in a variety of ecosystems, and generally have hunter-gatherer technology, a kinship system which only weakly influences the formation of actual groups, and a totemic religious structure which brings clans together for occasional religious festivals.

· Tribal societies are also found in a variety of ecosystems, but persist longest on open steppes or grasslands with large populations of ungulates. They have generally developed advanced hunter-gatherer or pastoral nomadic technologies which allow them to exploit these herds, sometimes supplemented with raiding or trading, and have strongly developed kinship systems which largely organize social life, and polytheistic religions often characterized by the emergence of male sky gods with warlike characteristics, such as the Aryan Indra or the Turkic Tengri. 

· Communitarian societies are found in ecosystems which make the cultivation of food relatively easy, and have developed horticultural or agricultural technology. Land is generally owned by the clan or village and is often periodically redistributed. A strong kinship system is cross-cut by social forms which transcend kinship ties, such as the village itself and various religious societies. The polytheistic religions of communitarian societies are characterized by a strong emphasis on fertility rituals and are often dominated by a goddess of wisdom and fertility, such as the Keres Sussistinako or the universal Mediterranean goddess which forms the background of the cults of Isis and Demeter.

· Archaic societies are found especially but not exclusively in riverine ecosystems and have advanced horticultural or agricultural technologies. Surplus is centralized and reallocated by a temple complex, which may or may not form the center of an urban concentration. The polytheistic religious ideologies of archaic societies are characterized by the emergence of an increasingly well-defined high god concept, often associated with the sun. Evidence for such societies is scant; most were quickly absorbed into emerging tributary empires, but the Anasazi stage of the Puebloan civilization, the Mississippian civilization, and the societies which built Stonehenge and Avebury may all represent archaic structures. 

· Tributary societies are often founded as nomadic raiders conquer communitarian or archaic riverine communities and impose rents, taxes, and forced labor, eventually building large urban centers and transforming the religious structure in a way which leads to a predominance of divine monarchs who integrate both warlike and priestly functions, such as the Egyptian Ra or the Babylonian Marduk. 

· Petty commodity societies generally emerge in coastal or oasis ecosystems on the basis of specialized agricultural production. Resources are allocated by a market in goods and services, and political structures, which may vary from relatively democratic city state forms through large military empires, focus their attention on capturing as much surplus through trade as possible. Religious ideologies undergo a process of rationalization as myth gradually gives way to philosophy and new religious movements emerge with a greater focus on ethical conduct, social justice, and spiritual development. This is the Axial Age described by Karl Jaspers to which we referred above and which we will discuss in greater detail in the next chapter. These ideologies gradually assert ever increasing influence, both by hegemonizing state structures (Confucianism in Han or Sung China, Dar-Al Islam) or by building monastic or mendicant communities which become major economic and political as well as cultural actors (e.g. the Mahayana Buddhist monasteries of Sui and T’ang China or the Benedictine monasteries of Medieval Europe; the Sufi orders throughout Dar-al Islam, but especially Central Asia, and the Mendicant orders in late Medieval and Baroque Europe and in New Spain). 

· Capitalist societies are defined by the development of industrial technologies, and markets in labor power and capital as well as goods and services. Political organization varies, but generally involves some sort of representative format except in transitional periods, but is strongly subordinated to the market, which it serves. Religious ideologies emphasize submission to a sovereign God who is a reflex of the mysterious imperatives of the market order, or else conceal themselves as secular doctrines which seek transcendence by technical and/or political means.

· In Socialist societies the state displaces the capital markets as the principal resource allocator, something which generally reflects a teleological ordering to civilizational progress rather than capital accumulation and luxury consumption, although the markets in goods and services, and in labor power, remain. Most socialist societies have insisted on an official atheism in order to guarantee that the drive of the population towards transcendence is focused exclusively on innerworldly means. 

The way in which a particular society is structured in turn constitutes a definite complex of social actors. We distinguish between primary, secondary, and tertiary social actors. By primary social actors we mean groups defined by their position in the social structure. The most important of these are social classes, which are constituted first of all by position with respect to the economic structure, but which also develop their own characteristic forms of political organization and their own ideologies. These may be a refraction of the larger aims of the society as seen from their social location, but if the structure of the society is deeply in contradiction with either their survival or their development, oppressed social classes in particular may develop revolutionary ideologies which at least aim to become alternative civilizational ideals. Class struggles are thus never purely economic --even political-economic-- in character. They are always, simultaneously, direct or indirect struggles around fundamental questions of meaning and value. Peoples are defined by their position with respect to political and cultural structures. They are groups of human beings which, generally speaking, share a common homeland and have a common history and culture. While they may have been incorporated into a larger civilizational complex, they often have distinctive beliefs and values which may be a variant on the dominant ideology of the civilization, but may also reflect an alternative civilizational ideal which has been subordinated to those of the dominant peoples in the civilization. When the oppressed classes and peoples of a civilization cannot resolve its internal contradictions, these contradictions are often resolved for them by invading peoples who impose an entirely new civilizational ideal. This was the role of the Germans and Arabs in the collapse of Roman Civilization. Gender, i.e. the meaning which a people or a civilization attaches to sexual difference, is defined by position with respect to the psychosocial structure of the society, its way of reproducing human social beings. This is expressed in the sexual division of labor, in power relations within the family, kinship, and larger social networks, and in the dominant ideology and culture, and can also form a line of demarcation along which fundamental social struggles unfold. 

Primary social actors lie behind all social processes, but they are never, as it were, visible to the naked eye. They appear only when one scrutinizes social processes through the lens of social theory. Secondary social actors, on the other hand, are formed on the basis of primary social actors (or alliances of primary social actors) in order to act rationally in the public arena. These are groups which understand themselves as such and appear to others as concrete social actors. They include families, villages, corporations, organizations such as guilds or trade unions, political parties, educational, scientific, cultural, or religious organizations. Secondary social actors may represent the perspective of one primary social actor or they may articulate an alliance or coalition of such interests. Understanding how such coalitions are formed is one of the fundamental tasks of social analysis, as it provides the key to rendering intelligible otherwise opaque and apparently voluntaristic processes. 

It is in this context that de Tocqueville’s analysis of the “intermediate” institutions of civil society should be situated. Such institutions permit groups of individuals to pursue distinctive variants of the hegemonic Civilizational ideal, or even countervailing ideals by means of economic, political, and cultural activity. The scope which exists for such diversity within a society we call its degree of ideological pluralism. At the one extreme, we find totalitarian societies in which the institutions of civil society have been extinguished entirely or made instruments of the hegemonic tertiary (political theological) social actor. At the other extreme, we find societies in which the public arena is constituted by deliberation around fundamental questions of meaning and value and the civilization is constituted not so much by a single ideal as by an open and civil contest between ideals. 
Tertiary or political-theological organizations are formed consciously and rationally to act on primary and secondary social actors in order to conserve or transform human civilizations. They may act at the level of civilizational ideal, social structure, or public policy, but at least implicitly have the capacity to act at all three levels. They may be informal –e.g. ruling class networks which negotiate aims and strategies through informal interactions in diverse social settings—or formal, like a religious order or political party. Generally speaking, however, informal networks have less capacity for common action that disciplined organizations, and generally represent efforts on the part of ruling classes to conserve the existing structure and manage change, rather than attempts at revolutionary reorganization. 

Now human societies develop as human beings pursue the Good as they understand it, given the constraints imposed on their perceptions by the material conditions and social structures. They develop social structures in order to make possible the pursuit of the Good under those material conditions. When those structures begin to hold back their ability to pursue the Good they challenge and attempt to modify them, sometimes gradually and incrementally, sometimes through revolutionary upheavals. Particular ways of understanding our End or purpose (i.e. particular ideologies) can serve either as catalysts for change or as means of social control. 

In analyzing the dynamics of human societies it is necessary to distinguish between civilizational, structural, periodic, and conjunctural crises.
 A civilizational crisis takes place when, generally after a succession of structural crises, people actually lose faith in a civilizational ideal and stop pursuing it. A structural crisis, on the other hand, arises from a contradiction between the social structure or complex of structures by which the civilization organizes its activities on the one hand and the underlying material conditions (i.e. the ecosystem) and/or the real ends to which people aspire. Structural crises can be, but are not always, resolved by fundamental structural change. Anasazi-Pueblo civilization expanded beyond the carrying capacity of the ecological niche it inhabited and responded to the resulting crisis by decentralizing, abandoning large temple complexes of the sort we see at Chaco for the scattered villages which we now see among the Puebloan peoples, a shift which may also reflect changes at the religious level (Stuart 2001), but which also reflects significant civilizational continuity. Roman civilization ran into a structural crisis because its basic strategy–using the surplus generated by chattel slavery to buy into the Silk Road trade— ran into insuperable limits. Logistic and ecological factors made further expansion impossible, bringing an end to the wars of conquest which provided a steady supply of slaves. The empire was forced to shift from the use of chattel slaves to the use of settled, dependent peasants, known as coloni and to significantly increase rates of exploitation. This exploitation was legitimated as service to the common good using Christian religious ideals, something which allowed the empire, but not, perhaps, Roman Civilization, to persist in parts of the East, where elements of the old structure served a new ideal. In the West and in the Masreq and the Mahgreb, this system lacked credibility and Roman Civilization was displaced by the religious civilizations of Christendom and Dar-al-Islam, both of which were inspired by ideals radically different from those which shaped Rome. 

Both civilizational and structural crises are times of what Durkheim called collective effervescence when, unable to live in the old way, people interact more intensely and question more deeply than they other wise would. As we suggested above, it is out of such moments of collective effervescence that new insights into the mystery of Being, and thus new Civilizational ideals, ultimately emerge. 
That the course of human history has been at least broadly progressive can be demonstrated in any number of ways. There is, first of all, the ecological success of humanity, evident in our growing numbers, as well as our very real technological progress, something which Eric Lerner has measured in terms of the rate of growth in energy use per annum (Lerner 1991: 316). This progress is also reflected in our ability to organize ever larger numbers of people in pursuit of a common purpose, something which has left us poised at the edge of a new era, ready to leave the cradle of the Earth and begin our journey out towards the stars. And behind this technological development is an ever deepening grasp of the organization of the universe, which alone makes it possible for us to reorganize physical, biological, and social systems in ever more complex ways. 

At the same time, it should be apparent that social progress is by no means even or continuous. On the contrary, periods of progress give way to times of stagnation and even decline as the organizing potential of once progressive systems is exhausted or as fundamentally destructive systems such as slavery or capitalism take hold. This phenomenon is amply illustrated by the data collect by Lerner and Childe (Childe 1851), which shows a marked decline in the rate of technological innovation at precisely those times when exploitation appears to have been worst: the mid-late bronze age, the late years of the Roman Empire --and the present period. Indeed, the per annum rate of growth in energy use has been declining since the middle of the nineteenth century! And there have been no fundamental scientific innovations since the beginning of the twentieth century. The punctuated character of social progress supports our general thesis --i.e. that social structures sometimes develop which hold back progress and must be transformed if renewed growth and development is to be possible. 

Clearly we stand at just such a crossroads. And if the foregoing analysis is correct, the crisis in the sciences is an integral dimension of a much larger social crisis which can only be resolved by transcending the market system. Of this much, of course, Marx himself was already aware --at just the moment, interestingly enough, when the long period of stagnation was to begin. What our analysis adds is a recognition that the internal contradictions of capitalism are not enough to push us forward. Systems can just stagnate, or even collapse and disintegrate, without giving birth to anything new. A real break with the market system presupposes transcendental principles of value in terms of which the market order can be judged, and from which criteria for resource allocation can be derived. And this, in turn presupposes a teleological cosmology on the basis of which alone it is possible to conclude to such principles of value. But there is more. The analysis set forth in this chapter also suggests that we need to break with the dominant technological regime, which is based on the mechanistic world-view fostered by mathematical physics, which breaks down physical, biological, and social systems in order to release their energy, and then rebuilds, as it were, from scratch. Industrial technologies are not only destructive of the environment; they also degrade the social fabric, or at least presuppose the degradation of the social fabric worked directly by the market system, in order to ensure a supply of unattached, deskilled workers. It was, in part, the failure of historic socialism to transcend this industrial regime which prevented it from realizing its full potential. And this break as well presupposes the development of a teleological physics, biology, and sociology, which can help us to grasp the potential latent in all forms of matter and develop new techniques which release and multiply this latent potential rather than simply exploiting it for the raw energy it embodies. 
The overall implications of this transformation are not merely structural but civilizational. They point to a break not with the modern ideal of divinization by means of innerworldly civilizational progress. And such a break, in turn, presupposes at least the initial steps towards a new ideal.
Thus the importance of this book. Thus the importance of the next chapter, where will, at long last, draw together the diverse threads of our argument, and show that the universe is, indeed, ultimately meaningful and lay the groundwork for a rational ascent to a first principle in terms of which the universe can be explained and action ordered. 

� This formulation, which may seem reminiscent of Fromm (Fromm 1947), actually goes much further. For Fromm human spirituality is rooted in a disharmony in our existence. Unlike the other animals we are aware of our finitude and isolation and this gives rise to an existential anxiety which we seek to resolve by various means, some healthy (creative engagement with the world around us), and some not. While Fromm allows for a sort of nontheistic spirituality, he rejects the idea that we might actually be ordered to an end which transcends human development and civilizational progress. My own formulation, on the other hand, treats our animal capacities as the material basis for the development of higher order abilities which are not in conflict with them, but merely transcend them, and takes seriously the reality of the transcendental ends to which we aspire.





� I use the term sapiential to include all those disciplines which terminate or claim to terminate in wisdom or knowledge of first principles: religion, philosophy, theology, mysticism, etc. Sapiential progress is progress in wisdom; the sapiential authorities are those authorities whose legitimacy is based on their wisdom: religious leaders but also philosophers, theologians, mystics, and practitioners of connatural or caritative wisdom. 


� This represents, to be sure, a something of a redefinition of Jaspers’ original characterization of the axial age (Jaspers 1953) and a departure from the way the term has been used in modern social science (Aronson et al 2005), which emphasizes the beginning of a process of the disenchantment of the universe, a “disembedding” of the individual from society, the cosmos, and the divine (Taylor 2007: 146-158), and a shift in religious aims from worldly flourishing (to use Taylor’s term) to salvation of some kind. Central to the thesis of this book is the idea that, at the deepest level, humanity’s aim –and indeed that of the whole universe-- has always remained the same. It is Being, or God. What changes is the way in which this end is understood and pursued. But simply survival or worldly flourishing, immortality, the union of Brahman and atman, nirvana or bodhisattvahood, the beatific vision, and the modern ideals of divinization through scientific-technological and revolutionary-political progress are all ways of understanding and seeking divinization. Indeed, Protestantism and certain forms of Asharite Islam are unusual in positing ends (a simple paradise for those who submit to God, or everlasting life for those who believe) which do not look much like divinization. In reality, however, these represent simply the carrying over of earlier, preaxial ideals of divinization into a context in which the idea of God itself has advanced in a way which prohibits humanity from actually seeking what God is –infinite power—for the simple reason that (unlike Esse) this cannot be shared and seeking it represents an assault on rather than worship of God.


This redefinition of what happens in the Axial Age implies that modernity does not continue and complete the axial revolution (as Taylor claims in the pages cited above) but rather represents a decisive break with it. Taylor is certainly correct that the axial revolutions were incomplete (Taylor 2007: 146, 43-439, 613-614). But this was not simply the result of an equilibrium in which the people pursued preaxial religious aims and virtuosi postaxial aims. Rather, the forms of popular religion themselves changed. The mystery cult, of which Christianity is the most successful, for example, was a classical example of a postaxial form which democratizes religious aims (divinization understood as immortality) and makes it accessible to the people. And modernity was not the completion of the axial revolution but rather its abandonment in favor of a new ideal. 


� These distinctions derive from Louis Althusser and his followers (Althusser and Balibar 1968/1970), but have been modified to reflect the larger approach to social theory outlined above. 
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