Chapter One

Theoretical Foundations
In the introduction we noted briefly the inadequacies of most contemporary geopolitical analysis and traced this inadequacy to its roots in modern social theory and a modern civilizational ideal centered in divinization by means of innerworldly civilizational progress, whether scientific and technological or philosophical and political. In this chapter we will explore in greater depth the relationship between geopolitical analysis, social theory, and political theology. We will then go on to amplify significantly our critique of the principal contemporary geopolitical analyses, showing in more detail why we believe them to be inadequate. We will extend this critique to the principal forms of modern social theory. We will also show in general terms why the modern ideal to which most modern social theory is committed is inadequate. Finally, we will outline the alternative geopolitical analysis, social theory, and political theology which will be developed throughout the subsequent chapters of this book. 

Geopolitical Analysis, Social Theory, and Political Theology
It is one of the aims of this work to bring together three disciplines which have generally been associated with each other, at least in the modern era: geopolitical analysis, social theory, and political theology. We would do well, therefore, to begin, by addressing formally the way in which these disciplines are related to each other. 

Geopolitical Analysis

Geopolitical analysis is, first and foremost, analysis which attempts to specify the balance of forces on a global scale in any given conjuncture or period. The analysis may be primarily economic, political, or cultural or may address in an integrated way all three forms of practice, but it focuses on surface features and on a (relatively) short-term perspective. Let us examine in greater detail what this means. 

By a conjuncture (Althusser 1965/1977, 1968/1970. 1966-1969/1971) we mean a political moment defined by a precise combination of forces. These forces may be the discovery or depletion of natural resources, new technological developments or technological impasses, flows or blockages in the flow of labor or capital, strikes, elections, or other political actions, military maneuvers either traditional or nontraditional (e.g. guerilla raids or terrorist acts), or cultural events such as an influential movie or television series, the publication of a major novel or philosophical work, a scientific discovery, or a major new initiative by a religious leader or organization. A conjuncture is, in other words, the immediate context of the acts of others in which we ourselves (whether we are individuals or major geopolitical actors) must in term decide how to act. It is the field on which tactical analysis takes place and tactical decisions are made. 
A period, on the other hand, is defined by a relatively stable alignment of economic, political, and cultural forces. At the economic level, this is generally what Michel Aglietta (Aglietta 1976) called a regime of accumulation, a specific, long term strategy for economic development within the context of a given economic structure, usually one which addresses more or less successfully over a period of decades the contradictions of that economic structure. Examples from the capitalist context would include the consumer durable demand led regime (what Aglietta calls “Fordism”) of the postwar period and the neoliberal regime which has prevailed since the late 1970s (Davis 1986). Examples from a socialist context would include Lenin’s New Economic Policy and Stalin’s subsequent regime of primitive socialist accumulation (Bettelheim 1976). At the political level periods are defined by the global alignment of and struggle between great powers: e.g. the struggle between the US and Germany to succeed England as the global hegemony between 1914 and 1945 and the subsequent struggle between the US and the Soviet Union between 1945 and 1989. These great powers, we should note, need not be nation states. More often they have been multiethnic empires. And it is important to watch for the emergence of new types of great power which might be invisible to more traditional forms of geopolitical analysis. At the cultural level periods are defined by broad trends: the counterculture of the sixties, the resurgent Evangelical Christianity and Islamic Fundamentalism of the present period. 
At both the level of the conjuncture and the level of the period there are always many different ways to define the alignment of forces. Is the present conjuncture best defined by the 9/11 or by the rise of China and India? The period of Fordism and the period of the Cold War do not correspond exactly to each other and neither corresponds exactly to “the sixties.” The most effective geopolitical analysis will be one that is able to account, under a single principle, for as many different forces (economic, political, and cultural) as possible, and to actually explain the disjuncture between apparent economic, political, and cultural conjunctures and periods. 
Social Theory
Even if we pretend to be “pragmatic” in our geopolitical analysis, conscientiously looking for the most powerful and economic explanation, our choices will always be theory laden. This is because the only way to bring together under a single principle the diverse array of actions and forces which define a conjuncture or a period is with respect to a specific understanding of how human societies work, i.e. a social theory.
These theories come in several different types. Liberal theory does not, strictly speaking, recognize “society” as a formal object (Hayek 1988). Rather, it refers to the “extended order of human cooperation,” or simply to the patterns which can be observed in the actions of human individuals, who are understood to seek their self interest under conditions of scarcity. 
Historical materialism, on the other hand, while not denying the reality of the human individual, takes as its formal object structures, technological, economic, political, and culture. The most important of these are the forces of production, the relations of production, and the political and cultural superstructure. It proceeds by analyzing contradictions between the forces and relations of production which are understood to lead to either revolutionary transformation of civilizational collapse. 

Functionalist theories in the Durkheimian tradition claim to take society itself as their formal object (Durkheim 1911/1965), but in most cases this actually means reading cultural forms (art, science, philosophy, religion) as a “collective representation” of social structure, and moments of “collective effervescence” (i.e. times when people relate to each other with unusual intensity, and outside of the usual structured patterns) as catalysts for structural transformation. This opens up significant room for synthesis between functionalist and historical materialist approaches, an option which has rarely been acknowledged but which is reflected in much socialist theory from both Europe and the Third World in the twentieth century (the populist synthesis mentioned earlier). 

Interpretive sociology (Weber 1920/1968), finally, returns to the individual and the well defined organization as its object of analysis, but this object is conceived formally as a carrier or meanings and a participant in struggles over power and legitimation. There is also significant room for synthesis between the functionalist and interpretive approaches an option reflected most obviously in the work of Talcott Parsons (Parsons 1964). 
It should already be apparent how social theoretical decisions will drive geopolitical analysis. Neoliberal analysis will always focus on the actions of specific individuals or well defined organizations (corporations, parties, states, etc.) and will treat those actions as attempts to adapt to an environment of scarcity. It will also expect conjunctural and periodic contradictions to resolve themselves by means of the selection of the effective adaptation available. Historical materialism, on the other hand, will treat specific actors (individuals, organizations) as representing social classes or class fractions. Classes and class fractions, in turn, will be treated as products of the underlying relations of production, and the contradictions between them as expressions of deeper contradictions between the forces and relations of productions, contradictions which are resolved ultimately only by changes in the relations of production. Functionalism might seem poorly adapted to geopolitical analysis, especially at the level of the conjuncture, given its emphasis on the dominance of structure over action, but the concept of collective effervescence can contribute powerfully to explaining otherwise unexpected changes in the balance of forces. And in synthesis with historical materialist or interpretive theories it can contribute powerfully to understanding the role of cultural forces generally and religion in particular in shaping a conjuncture or period. 
Political Theology
Modern social theory pretended to be scientific, in the sense of explaining rather than evaluating social patterns, and even postmodern theories which resist the term “science” generally claim to be value neutral. But these claims are specious. Each of the theories has embedded in it a definite orientation towards an end. For neoliberal theories this is the interest of the human individuals who are its formal objects, an interest, first and foremost in survival, and ultimately in whatever else they choose. And the realization of these interests comes through control over the physical and social environment. Effective adaptations, in other words, are those that remove material constraints. Extended logically, in way that is implicit in most liberal theory but which has been made explicit only by a few thinkers in this tradition, this trajectory points beyond finitude towards a kind of scientific and technological divinization. 

For historical materialism, on the other hand, the end sought is not simply the realization of individual interests but rather to make conscious and rational an historical process which has hitherto proceeded unconsciously and often irrationally. By understanding the way in which human societies develop, the proletariat, which is the last class and which represents humanity as such can, through the medium of its political party, become the subject as well as the object of history, transcending not so much finitude as contingency. And by reorganizing society so as to unleash the development of the productive forces, it becomes the master of cosmic history as well: a different sort of divinization, but divinization nonetheless. 
Functionalism and interpretive sociology are, as we will see, postmodern theories and reject, at least implicitly the modern ideal. But this does not mean that they are not the carriers of definite values. Durkheim’s critique of modernity (Durkheim 1897/1951) focuses on the tendency toward anomie and egoism and thus a loss of meaning and solidarity, which are thus marked as values. Weber, on the other hand, vacillates between mourning the loss of meaning entailed by the triumph of instrumental reason in the modern world (Weber 1921/1958) –what he called the iron cage of capitalism—and prophesying a continued “war among the gods,” i.e. a continuing struggle between meaning complexes and those who carry them (Weber 1918/2004). 
What this means is, that, whether they like it or not, social theories are also political theologies and the geopolitical analyses they motivate are geopolitical theologies (Milbank 2006a). By a political theology we mean a theory which engages the ends (transcendental or otherwise, because it is possible to have an atheistic political theology) to which social structures are ordered and the way in which these ends themselves order human societies. When we move to the political theological level, in other words, we treat transcendental principles and values (or the lack of them) as factors apart from which the working of human societies, both over the longue durée and in any given period and conjuncture, cannot be properly and fully understood.  

What this will do, most immediately, will be to bring to light the theological aims of both the positivistic and the humanistic variants of the modern ideal, apart from which they are incoherent, and the religious interest, if not necessarily theistic conviction, which is embedded in (incipiently) postmodern theories such as functionalism and interpretive sociology. But it will also allow us to understand the current situation in a way that modern and postmodern social theory cannot. Having specified the modern ideal, its unworkability and internal contradictions, and thus the profound discontent of the present period, immediately become apparent. It allows us, in other words, to see the gathering storms of a civilizational crisis which has remained invisible to most contemporary geopolitical analysis and the modern and postmodern social theory in which it is rooted.
But before we can do this we need to identify in more detail the shortcomings of the modern and postmodern approaches. 
Critique of the Principal Alternatives

Geopolitical Analysis

The forgoing discussion has, in fact, given us some very specific formal criteria by which to evaluate the principal geopolitical analyses which dominate the current debate. Specifically, we will look at how well –i.e. both how powerfully and how economically-- each analysis explains the combination of forces at work in the present conjuncture and period. 
The End of History
As we noted above, the much vaunted “end of history” thesis claims that, with the collapse of the Soviet bloc the great ideological struggles which have dominated the past 150 years (or from a broader perspective, the whole of human history) have come to a more or less definitive end and that capitalism, democracy, and secularism have won definitive global victory. Any struggles which remain are mere mopping up operations; real politics is over and has been replaced by a largely technocratic public policy focused on how best to implement and manage a system which is now universally accepted. 
Some have read recent statements by Fukuyama (Fukuyama 2006) as at least a partial retraction of his original 1989 thesis, and thus question whether or not the “end of history” thesis still plays a significant role in the current debate. I would suggest, first of all that, as the following selection indicates, he has not altered, but rather only nuanced  his basic claims regarding the triumph of capitalist modernity.  
Many people have also interpreted my book "The End of History and the Last Man" (1992) as a neoconservative tract, one that argued in favor of the view that there is a universal hunger for liberty in all people that will inevitably lead them to liberal democracy, and that we are living in the midst of an accelerating, transnational movement in favor of that liberal democracy. This is a misreading of the argument. "The End of History" is in the end an argument about modernization. What is initially universal is not the desire for liberal democracy but rather the desire to live in a modern — that is, technologically advanced and prosperous — society, which, if satisfied, tends to drive demands for political participation. Liberal democracy is one of the byproducts of this modernization process, something that becomes a universal aspiration only in the course of historical time.   

"The End of History," in other words, presented a kind of Marxist argument for the existence of a long-term process of social evolution, but one that terminates in liberal democracy rather than communism. In the formulation of the scholar Ken Jowitt, the neoconservative position articulated by people like Kristol and Kagan was, by contrast, Leninist; they believed that history can be pushed along with the right application of power and will. Leninism was a tragedy in its Bolshevik version, and it has returned as farce when practiced by the United States. Neoconservatism, as both a political symbol and a body of thought, has evolved into something I can no longer support. 

Second, regardless of the details of Fukuyama’s position, the analyses continues to shape much US domestic and foreign policy. In the terms used in this work, neoliberal “end of history” theorists –most Democrats and more moderate Republicans-- resist neoconservative attempts to advance capitalist modernity by force because they believe that such force is unnecessary given the long range tendency of human history.

The appeal of this analysis, and its apparent power, come from the fact that the basic framework of capitalism and, to a very large extent, the opening of markets to global capital flows, the “loosening” of labor markets by the restriction of social protections for workers, and a generally scaling back of the social wage and social “entitlements” are accepted across a broad political spectrum from the far right through not only social democracy but many “reformed” communists. The analysis is made all the more attractive by the fact that the latter defend their concessions to liberalism with the claim that “there is no alternative,” i.e. not because they have been persuaded that they were wrong in the great ideological struggles of the last 150 years, but because “reality” has won out over ideology as such. And especially for those who real history from the standpoint of modern social theory (liberal or socialist) and share the modern ideal of transcending finitude by means of scientific and technological progress, this looks like a very strong argument. 
This strength is, however, only apparent. There are vitally important facts which it cannot accommodate. First and foremost, as we will demonstrate later in this work, the apparent victory of capitalist modernity comes on the eve of an ecological and demographic crisis which calls the whole modern project radically into question. We will spell out the details of this impending crisis later. For now it is enough to note that such a crisis simply does not fit within the neoliberal narrative, or at least requires a technological fix which capitalism has thus far shown no signs of generating. 

Second, there is very little evidence that the acceptance of capitalist modernity has brought a global victory for liberal democracy in its train. Societies throughout Asia, from the Arabian peninsula to China have embraced significant elements of capitalist modernization while decisively rejecting what the West understands by liberal democracy. This is a point on which Fukuyama has nuanced his position, but such nuancing significantly changes what is being claimed. A history which ends in an authoritarian/technocratic capitalism is going to be far less attractive –and invite far more resistance-- than one that ends in a democratic capitalism. 

Finally, the “end of history” thesis simply cannot accommodate the persistence of religion in the modern world. At issue here are not simply the ethnoreligious conflicts of the past two decades which motivate the competing “clash of civilizations” thesis, but also the persistence of religious belief, practice, and seeking in societies which, by any reasonable measure, have accepted capitalist modernity as an economic model. The United States, by any measure, one of the principal homelands of capitalist modernity, continues to be characterized by a richly diverse and vibrant religious practice which extends from dispensational premilennialism through various immigrant religions up to the New Age. China, while clearly modernizing, is also experiencing a religious revival. And many other states in Asia (Saudi Arabia, for example, and on a somewhat different model the Gulf States) have tried to synthesize economic and technological modernization with hereditary monarchy and a conservative Wahabi Islam. 
The Clash of Civilizations

Like the “end of history” thesis to which it is largely a reaction, the “clash of civilizations thesis derives its appeal from the fact that it highlights one of the obvious –and for many social scientists unexpected—characteristics of the current situation: the persistence, and indeed the intensification, of ethnoreligious conflicts just as the great ideological war of the past 150 years seemed finally to be dying down. The thesis also has the merit of seeming more honest in recognizing the extent to which liberal ideals generally continue to be contested. This is true globally: consider the persistence of authoritarian regimes and of conservative religiosity throughout Asia.
 But is also true within the West. Consider the persistence of Christian fundamentalism in the US and of neofascist tendencies in Europe. 
This said, the “clash of civilizations” thesis simply ignores too many facts to be credible. First, as we noted above, the whole idea of a “Western Civilization” stretching from Ancient Israel and Ancient Greece up through the present is highly problematic. This is really a question for the comparative historical sociology against which fundamental social theory tests itself, and we will examine the question in greater detail in the next chapter. To put the matter briefly, however, even if one allows that a diverse complex of cultural traditions, mostly Indo-European and Semitic, flowed together to form an at least partially unified civilization during the middle ages, this cultural sphere must be understood to include both Christendom and Dar-al-Islam as well as a distinct Jewish minority culture. And modernity was constituted first and foremost by a rupture with this civilizational complex, which had been unified by a common Aristotelian philosophical language in which disputed questions of meaning and value were hashed out. Neither modern Europe and North America, nor the modern Islamic world can really be regarded as faithful to this heritage. 

Second, the “clash of civilizations” thesis fails to even describe correctly, much less really explain, the main lines of global conflict in the present period. The Jews and Christians who are most committed to sustained conflict with Dar-al-Islam are not, for example, secularized liberal interpreters of their tradition, but fundamentalists who actually agree with the fundamentalist Muslims with whom they are at war on a broad range of cultural questions, from the proper approach to the interpretation of the sacred scriptures (literal inerrancy) through the nature of God (absolutely transcendent and sovereign) to church/state relations and the role of women in society. At even a rudimentary level of abstraction, in other words, this supposed clash of civilizations turns into a cultural convergence among groups who are, nonetheless, really and truly in conflict with each other on the geopolitical stage. East Asia, meanwhile, has embraced capitalism in a way which is hardly coherent with a traditional Confucian worldview and must be read either as representing a rupture towards modernity or a mobilization of other elements in their cultural heritage –e.g. a longstanding mercantile tradition and a statist authoritarianism associated more closely with Buddhism and Legalism respectively than with anything even remotely resembling a Confucian ru xue. This latter point suggests that if neoliberalism ignores the persistence of the sacred even in otherwise modernizing contexts, Neoconservatism ignores modernization and pretends that China, India, and Dar-al-Islam are still the ancient spiritual civilizations they once were, rather than complex social formations in which ancient spiritual traditions certainly survive, but only in complex and contradictory combination with modern capitalist and socialist structures and ideals. 
Neosocialism

We noted above that, the collapse of the Soviet Union notwithstanding, modernist socialism still has forceful advocates. At the level of geopolitical analysis, this trend is defined by the claim the apparent victory of capitalist modernity, and especially the creation of a global market in capital, is only now creating the conditions which Marx specified for the emergence of an authentic socialist movement. The socialisms of the past 150 years were something else: an effort on the part of the organized working class to ameliorate its conditions under capitalism (what is usually called social democracy) or an effort to force a socialism for which the conditions had not yet emerged, often by tapping into populist or nationalistic sentiments (Leninism) (Hardt and Negri 2001, 2004; Arrighi 1994). A version of this theory which is more “orthodox” in focusing more on technological development than global integration and in conserving the leading role of the Communist Party defines the political line of at least one tendency in the Communist Party of China (Zhao 1987).
This theory’s main attraction is the fact that is probably right both in arguing that it is only now that the planet has become sufficiently capitalist to generate the contradictions which Marx described, at least on a global scale, and in pointing out that the socialisms of the past 150 years were about something other than a transition to Marx’s communism. But this does not mean that Marx was right. We need an analysis which can explain the rise and fall of the actually existing socialism which drove so much of the history of the past 150 years, not one which simply dismisses it as the wrong or an inauthentic socialism. And before we believe that we are an the eve of a “true socialist” revival, we would need to see not only the operation on a global scale of the capitalist contradictions which Marx identified (and we will show that these are emerging) but also evidence of a global, internationalist, proletarian movement aiming at communism in Marx’s sense: the construction of a classless and stateless social order of rationally autonomous social individuals. The many and diverse social upheavals of the present period notwithstanding (including the World Social Forum and the socialist resurgence in Latin America) that part is missing. 
Populism

One of the reasons why modernist, alterglobalist Neosocialism lacks credibility is the fact that much of the contemporary socialist movement, while certainly distancing itself from the Leninist heritage, has also distanced itself from modernism and made explicit what was always implicit in the socialist movements of the past 150 years: that much socialism is about resistance to --rather than transcendence of-- capitalist modernization. 
As we noted in our introduction, this trend is complex and amorphous and has rarely  had “its own” social theory, at least until very recently.
 But it has had and continues to have a distinctive geopolitical analysis. Specifically, it reads global dynamics in terms of a North/South conflict which has not only economic and political but also cultural dimensions. For most of the twentieth century this was articulated in terms of the Leninist theory of imperialism and national liberation. As capitalism develops and technology advances, the rate of profit falls. Advanced capitalist countries respond by exporting capital to less developed countries precisely because they are less developed and their low technology, low wage economies offer the prospect of higher profits. They make alliances with local landed elites which hold back or at least distort development, focusing it on the export sector. Because the national bourgeois is so small and weak, national liberation and democracy are possible only under the leadership of the working class and the Communist Party (Lenin 1916/1971). Later, dependency/world system variants of this theory traced imperialism all the way back to the beginning of the capitalist era, and argued that it was the source of the primitive accumulation of capital which made capitalist modernization possible in the first place. Capitalism is intrinsically imperialist, and anti-imperialist struggles intrinsically anticapitalist (Frank 1974). 
The collapse of the Soviet Union has “liberated” the planet’s peasant masses and their organic intellectuals from the hegemony of the Leninist sponsors and they are gradually finding their voice. We will look at what this has meant at the level of social theory and political theology later in this chapter, but it is worth noting here a very distinctive analysis with profound implications for the way we understand the current situation: John Milbank’s claim that the current resurgence of religion (and indeed the whole history of socialism) represents forms of resistance to what he calls the “enclosure of the sacred.” Specifically, 

as Karl Polanyi long ago acknowledged in The Great Transformation, what capitalism initially accumulates or ‘encloses’ is not simply that which serves people’s ‘real’ needs. Beyond the most basic level of subsistence the latter is indefinable. What capitalism really encloses, … is ‘the sacred’, taken in the very broadest sense. That is to say, it seizes both land and people who previously have been considered to occupy positions, arrangements and roles of social, political, cosmic and religious as well as merely ‘economic’ significance (Milbank 2006a: 20).

Refusal now is likewise is liable to take on a more absolute and global political form: as David Harvey notes, contemporary struggles are less over relative wage and working conditions as over attempts to resist further enclosures of whole ways of life. Hence they tend to occur in areas still ‘on the margins’ of the globalizing process (South America and India: resistance to crop-patenting, ending of Coca production, dam projects etc) but can nonetheless enlist to some degree the solidarity of concerned consumers in the richer parts of the world – thus globalization also permits the possibility of world-networks linking worker with consumer co-operatives …

… today the only persisting struggles against capital are in some measure struggles to protect sacrality and often include specifically religious dimensions (Milbank 2006a: 47-48).

The great attraction of this analysis is the fact that it speaks to the interests of and tries to give voice to the aspirations of the vast majority of the people of the planet, most of whom are not members of the industrial proletariat, much less “knowledge workers” benefiting from the global information economy or humanistic or clerical intellectuals trying to defend their civilizational tradition in a global theomachy, but rather poor peasants or semiproletarian and often unemployed or underemployed urban slum dwellers.

This said, it is simply not possible to define rigorously a global “South” that includes India and China as well as Africa and Latin America. The differences in ecological endowment and economic trajectory are too great. And there is a growing urban proletariat in places like India and China which sees itself as having benefited from globalization and capitalist development, even if it does not want to stop there. Furthermore, it is not really possible to treat the whole “resurgence of religion” as a unitary phenomenon. Islamic, Christian, and other fundamentalisms, we will argue, represent an attempt on backward sectors of capital to use early modern ideologies to resist globalization while keeping the people passive. Other popular religious movements (the popular Church in Latin America, but also important trends in India and China) could be described quite well as movements of resistance to capitalist modernization.  But still others (the New Age) seem to thrive in the knowledge economies of the global metropoles. Similarly, not all socialisms can be described as forms of resistance the enclosure of the sacred: witness the alterglobalists we noted above.
All of the principal analyses, in other words, are far too monolithic. They reduce the current situation to one or two of its most dramatic features and ignore not only subtle details but entire dimensions of contemporary social reality, to which their adversaries quite rightly try to draw attention. We need a new analysis which can accommodate the fully complexity of the current situation. But before we begin to develop that analysis we need to look more closely at the roots of contemporary geopolitical myopia in the traditions of modern social theory.
Social Theory
We have already noted in the introduction that in order to carry out the sort of analysis we propose, we will need a new kind of social theory, one which takes seriously both the material basis on which human civilizations develop and humanity’s ordering to transcendental ends as well as the structural factors which have concerned modern social theory. Our aim in the present section is, first of all, to explain in greater depth why modern and postmodern social theory is inadequate. The basic outline of our argument is straightforward. The current situation can be understood properly on in the context of the crisis of the modern ideal, including both its positivistic and humanistic variants. High modern social theory (a category in which we include both classical and neoclassical political economy and the more technicist variants of historical materialism), even when it mounts a critique of certain aspects of modernity, actually presupposes and serves the modern ideal, and thus cannot adequately thematize the problem of modernity. This is because high modern social theory, whether liberal or socialist, is fundamentally an attempt to understand how society works in order to bring it under rational, human control. As a result of this aim, it theorizes only those aspects of human society which are potentially subject to such control. This includes technology, economics, politics, and culture. The material base as material, i.e. as an ecological context which constrains potential patterns of development, is generally outside the scope of modern social theory. And it is taken for granted that human civilizations aim at material progress, even if they do not know that this what they are doing, and even if they do not do it as effectively as they might due to technological or cultural backwardness, or oppressive economic and political structures.  The specificity of the modern ideal –which is focused on such progress— is thus obscured, and the current situation –an emerging civilizational crisis rooted in the unworkability of the modern ideal— becomes impossible to understand.  Postmodern theory, on the other hand –and we will include in this category not only deconstructionist postmodernism in the narrower sense, but also social theories such as functionalism and interpretive sociology which emerged as people first began to question the modern project during the later part of the nineteenth century—recognizes the specificity of the modern project only to resist it in the name of values of meaning and solidarity which remain inadequately grounded (functionalism, populism, Radical Orthodoxy) or treat it as one of a potentially infinite number of ideals all contending with each other in an endless clash of civilizations. 
We will begin with a critique of the two principal variants of high modern theory: i.e. those which attempt to apply directly to human society the concepts developed by mathematical physics and its derivatives, such as Social Darwinism, sociobiology, and the information-theoretical neoliberalism of F.A. Hayek, and the technicist variant of historical materialism. We will then go on to assess the contributions and limitations of theory in the postmodern spectrum, from Radical Orthodoxy at one end, through populism and functionalism, up to deconstructionism and interpretive sociology at the other hand. Once we have shown why both modern and postmodern social theory are inadequate, we will be in a position to explain just what sort of theory is required, and to outline and argue briefly for that theory in anticipation of the more developed argument we will make in the next two chapters. 
Liberalism
At the heart of modernity is the hope that science, by telling us how the world works, will allow us to bring the world under our control. And the architectonic discipline of modern science is mathematical physics which attempts to formalize physical systems mathematically. It should come as no surprise that modern social theory should begin with an attempt to do the same for social systems. 

Mathematical physics can be applied to the study of human society either directly or through the mediation of derivative disciplines such as evolutionary biology. The first approach has largely been confined to the discipline of economics: i.e. the development of formal models of the market system which allow economic actors to predict and control their economic environment. Global social theory, even of the most reductionist stripe, has tended take the second approach, treating sociology as a branch of evolutionary theory. Ultimately, we will see, these two approaches converge in the information theoretical neoliberalism of thinkers such as F.A. Hayek, in which economics appears as a special case of a larger evolutionary theory.

What is actually taken from mathematical physics is really very simple: the idea that the universe is devoid of any underlying teleological ordering, and that complex organization, where it develops at all, does so by means of random variation and by a process of natural selection for structures which have thermodynamic stability, generally speaking because of their ability to import from the environment the energy necessary to sustain organization –which is, from this point of view, precisely what an economy is for. 

There have, historically been several attempts to develop a global social theory on this model. These attempts differ largely based on what they regard as the proper unit of selection. Thus early Social Darwinists (Spencer 1857) treated the individual or even the “race” as the unit of selection. This view was discredited, because it failed to take into account the fact that even if the poor (who are assumed to be less fit in this perspective) die younger than the rich, they nonetheless live long enough and produce enough offspring for their population to grow more rapidly than that of the rich, effectively evading the mechanism of selection. 

It is more common in the present period to argue that it is the gene which is the actual unit of selection and that human beings are no more than machines for reproducing our genes.  This is the claim of most sociobiology (Wright 1995). According to this view moral norms emerge because they help people to survive long enough to reproduce and pass on their genes, and they are regularly violated for the same reason. Thus Wright argues that women should feel lucky to be raped, because the children born of the rape will share their father’s aggressive and powerful genetic heritage. 

This approach has a number of problems, the most serious of which is it that it fails the text of Occam’s Razor. It is true that it is possible, with some creativity, to mount an explanation of human behavior in terms of its utility in reproducing our genes. But there are many alternative explanations as well. Is sociobiology really the most economical approach? Only if we confuse economy of explanation with reductionism. The truth is that all we really know about genes is that they code for the production of proteins. While there is clearly an association of some kind between genes and more complex biological characteristics, such as eye color, we very little about how genes are expressed, even in terms of basic morphology. Sociobiology assumes, in effect, a whole chain of causation, and thus fails to meet the test of Occam’s Razor.
Of rather more importance is the neoliberal position, which treats practices rather than a gene or a biological individual or collectivity as the appropriate unit of selection. This approach derives ultimately from Adam Smith’s defense of the free market (Smith 1776), of which it is simply a generalization. Arguing against tariffs, Smith reasoned that wealth was the product of labor, and that labor was set into motion by capital. The prosperity of a society thus depended in the long run on its capital supply. Individuals would, furthermore, naturally seek the most rational and productive employment of their capital. Any attempt to regulate investment by means of tariffs or other laws would merely distort the allocation of capital, resulting in lower productivity and less wealth.

Smith’s theory conceded too much to labor to be really palatable to later capitalist theory. Neoliberals such as Hayek (Hayek 1988) remedy this by restating the theory in a way that makes no direct mention of labor whatsoever. Individuals seek to survive and realize their other interests under conditions of scarcity. They develop various practices in order to do so (technologies, economic and political structures, ideologies). Some work but others do not. Those that work become part of an ongoing social tradition. We know that markets are superior to centralized planning systems partly for the simple reason that they have proven themselves. Capitalism survived; socialism fell (or so the story goes). But this result also accords with the expectations of the theory. Markets allow practices to be tested without protection and subsidy and thus do a better job of selecting for those which actually have survival value. They are, furthermore, much better and accessing and processing information regarding the diverse interests and abilities of people in a complex society, something no individual mind or group of minds (e.g. a central planning commission) could ever even hope to accomplish. 

This understanding of human society directly implies the end of history thesis advanced by Francis Fukuyama. In effect, over a period of time, human societies will figure out which practices work and which don’t. According to most neoliberals this process has been completed and capitalism, democratic, and a basically secular worldview centered on modern science and governed by an instrumental rationality have all demonstrated their superiority. Reactionary holdouts as well as alternative modern projects such as socialism were doomed from the beginning and their remnants will now quickly disappear. 

Hayek’s specific critique of socialism and his defense of the marketplace have merit, and we will see later that this is, in part, why markets –especially markets in goods and services-- are so difficult to transcend. But it becomes compelling only if we believe that there is no larger end or purpose to human life, a purpose which transcends the consumption interests of individuals as they currently understand them. If, as we have argued elsewhere (Mansueto and Mansueto 2005) there is such a purpose, then the problems with Hayek’s theory become obvious. First, even if we accept the view that the marketplace is an information processing system, it turns out to have real limits. It knows only what people want, and how badly, and what they can produce, and at what cost. It has no access to information regarding the impact of various activities on the integrity of ecosystem and the social fabric or on the development of human capacities. Second, the model fails to theorize the actual conditions for production. Modernist to the core, liberal theory simply assumes that with an adequate supply of capital people can create whatever they wish, regardless of the material or social conditions. The absurdity of this position was nicely illustrated by the recent proposal by former Undersecretary of Defense and World Bank President Paul Wolfowitz to create a market in information regarding terrorism threats, as a substitute for real investment in understanding the complex dynamics of the current global situation. 

This approach also misses the profound contradictions in the modern project. The defeat of the Soviet bloc did not resolve the contradictions of capitalism. On the contrary, as we will demonstrate later, the ecological crisis is becoming more serious with each passing year and the dynamics of neoliberalism point to both difficulties in capital formation and global underconsumption. The pressure to work and produce –often cited as a strength of markets—is rapidly undermining our social fabric. But most important, there is little evidence that capitalism is going to deliver on the full promise of the modern ideal –to life humanity out of finitude and towards a kind of technologically grounded divinity. This is why people, even though they continue to live the modern ideal no longer believe in it but have turned increasingly to religious older spiritual traditions which have more credibility. Neoliberalism is at a loss to explain this turn. 
Historical Materialism

The limitations of liberal theory were apparent from the beginning. The ink was not dry on Adam Smith’s defense of the free market before the cities of England began to burst at the seams with displaced peasants seeking work --and often starving even when they found it. Just as the physical sciences in the nineteenth century began to generate results, such as the Second Law of Thermodynamics or the Poincaré Recurrence Theorem, which questioned the possibility of unlimited technological progress, so too did the social sciences begin producing results which questioned the possibility of unlimited social progress. At first these theories simply pointed out that progress would have its costs and that we ought not to assume that it would spontaneously resolve all social problems. This was the message of Thomas Malthus, who pointed out that while food production grows arithmetically, population grows geometrically, resulting in inevitable overpopulation –something which is only made worse by interventions to alleviate poverty, which increase the rate at which population grows even further, until it exceeds the carrying capacity of the land (Malthus 1798). At this point in history, however, the modernist ideal was far from exhausted, and creative thinkers began to look for ways to actually realize the promise of modernity, even if that meant breaking with key elements of modern social structure. 
It is in this context that we must understand historical materialism. Most systematic statements of historical materialism, beginning with Marx’s own sketch in the Preface to the Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (Marx 1859/1966), and Engels’ later systematization in Socialism: Utopian and Scientific (Engels 1880/1978) attempt to explain the development of human society in terms of the complex interaction of the "forces" and "relations" of production. Working under given material (i.e. ecological) conditions human beings develop increasingly sophisticated technologies which amplify their productive capacity. These developing forces of production imply definite ways of organizing the production process and of centralizing and allocating resources for production --what Marx calls productive relations. And the forces and relations of production in turn imply various legal and political structures, and certain definite forms of social consciousness. At certain points in development the relations of production, the way of centralizing and allocating resources, become an obstacle to further technological development, setting in motion economic crisis, class struggle, and revolution. If a civilization can successfully reorganize itself in such a way as to unleash renewed technological progress it recovers and thrives; if not it collapses.

Now Marx is quite correct to point out that human beings, however else they might be distinguished from other animals, distinguish themselves through the act of production (Marx 1846/1978). While minerals seek being by conserving their form, plants by nutrition, growth, and reproduction, and animals by sensation and locomotion, we humans are unique in actually bringing into being entirely new forms of organization. The question, however, is just what this act involves. Human beings are, before we are anything else, animals inhabiting definite ecological niches. It is one of the great limitations of historical materialism, and a mark of its modernist assumptions, that very little attention has been paid to the question of ecosystem, whether as a constraint on human development, as something that shapes it, or as something shaped by it. And yet it can hardly be a coincidence that the first urban civilizations developed in fertile river basins or that those who turned to warfare as a strategy for economic development generally inhabited arid steppes where agriculture was more difficult. It is true, to be sure, that the way in which ecosystem affects development changes over time. A more complex society like ours, which effectively inhabits the entire planet, is affected less by the particularities of local ecosystems than by global questions such as the supply of fossil fuels or the impact of human society on climate change. But these nonetheless remain vitally important questions –questions which may ultimately catalyze global crises and require revolutionary transformations far greater than any envisioned by Marx—and historical materialism ignores them at its peril.

At the same time, the act of production is, from the very beginning, an intellectual act. Whatever impact technology may have had on human intellectual development, and that impact is no doubt significant, it was made possible to begin with by human physiology—by our big brains and our opposable thumbs, as well as by the absence of fangs and claws or stomachs which can digest grass. Human beings survive by transforming our environment and by bringing into being entirely new forms of organization. The intellectual processes involved in production are, furthermore, never purely technical; they do not, in other words, involves simply methods of transforming a raw material. They also involve science or at least an empirical lore, which provides us with an understanding of how the raw material (which is often the whole ecosystem itself) is organized, and thus of its latent potential. Unless we know that plants grow from seeds and require soil, water, and light, agriculture will be impossible. But production also presupposes definite aims, and it is not enough to say that that aim is survival. On the one hand, we always aim for much, much more: we seek an unlimited and autonomous creative power. It is in this sense that I would insist that our aims are always transcendental. On the other hand, different civilizations and different technological regimes understand and pursue these ends very differently. The alchemical technologies of the Silk Road Era sought to tap into and catalyze potentials latent in matter; modern industrial technologies, on the other hand, break down existing organization in order to release energy and do work. These immediate technological aims are, furthermore, embodied in larger complexes of religious and metaphysical ideas in the context alone of which they make sense. Technologies which tap into and attempt to catalyze and further already existing dynamics of growth and development presuppose that such dynamics of growth and development are present –they presuppose, that is, a broadly teleological worldview. Modern industrial technology, assumes that matter is inert and that order is something imposed on inert matter from the outside, whether by a sovereign God, as in the case of early modern theologies, or by humanity itself.

It is important to understand, furthermore, that this criticism cannot be answered by pointing to the significant achievements of Marxist cultural theory, whether in the historical materialist or critical theoretical traditions. The difficulty is not a neglect of culture; it is a failure to recognize the immanent teleological ordering of humanity and indeed of the universe as a whole, a failure to recognize as real the transcendental principles about which cultures speak. 
Any revision of historical materialism which is going to be adequate to understanding the current situation will, on the one hand, have to take even more seriously than Marx did the role of really material –i.e. ecological— constraints on development, and the teleological ordering which is already implicit in the act of production itself, an act which is intellectual from the very beginning and presupposes a distinctly human way of seeking Being. 

But before we attempt such a revision, let us see what the other trends in modern social theory can offer us.

Interpretive Sociology and Right Postmodernism

We are not accustomed to thinking of Weberian interpretive sociology as a postmodern theory. In one sense, after all, it is the theory of modernization par excellence. Weber’s driving question was why industrial capitalism, bureaucratic organization, and the instrumental rationality which inspire them emerged when and where they did. Weber’s approach to this problem, however, reflects vantage point outside the modernist paradigm. He was, first of all, profoundly aware of the specificity of modern civilization, and does not regard modernity as the inevitable telos of either an adaptive evolutionary process or of the materialist dialectic. On the contrary, he reads it as the product of distinctive and rather surprising political-theological struggles which took place in a very specific time and place: the Northwest fringes of Europe, hitherto a backwater by comparison with the civilizational heartlands of China, India, and Dar-al-Islam.  Second, he is interested in the problem of modernization largely in order to understand better Germany’s precarious position in the emerging European imperial hierarchy. And even if his politics (like those of many right postmodernists) remain those of a liberal-conservative, his approach to this problem reflects the Nietzschean and Heideggerian conviction that history is not so much an evolutionary process which selects the most fit (races, individuals, practices) as it is an open-ended struggle between civilizations driven by competing ideals and by a common will to power. 

The explanation which Weber offers for industrialization is a process of rationalization which reaches back to what Karl Jaspers later called the Axial Age –the period between roughly 800-200 BCE when magic and nature religion gradually began to give way to religions focused on either transforming the world or achieving salvation from it. Weber acknowledges that this process, while not universal, affected all of the great civilizational centers of Eurasia. Some paths of rationalization, however, were more promising than others. The “salvation religions” which emerged during this period can be classified as either mystical or ascetic, otherworldly or innerworldly. Mystical religions seek salvation through union with the sacred, ascetic religions by doing the will of God. Otherworldly religions are focused primarily on redemption from the world; innerworldly religions on the redemption of the world. 

From here Weber’s explanation of why it was Europe and not China or the Islamic world which industrialized falls out neatly (Weber 1921/1968). Asian religions tend to be mystical rather than ascetic, and are thus less world-transforming. Taoism is a classic example of innerworldly mysticism and Buddhism of other worldly mysticism. The “West,” for Weber and his followers is defined by ascetic religion, and specifically by the ethical monotheism which characterizes Judaism and its derivatives. Asceticism by itself, however, is not enough. Catholicism, for example gives an otherworldly cast to the ascetic impulse. Ethical conducted finds its fulfillment in the beyond, in the beatific vision, and not in this world. Nor is even innerworldly asceticism sufficient to spark modernization. Judaism and Islam are both intensely focused on realizing God’s will in the world, but neither sparked an industrial revolution or capitalism development –and this in spite of the high material and scientific level of the Islamic civilization in which both religions flourished throughout most of the middle ages. This, Weber argues, his because they fail to create the peculiar psychic tension which modernity requires. Either one fulfills the law, or one does not. It may be difficult to be a good Jew or Muslim, but one’s spiritual status is, at least, transparent and under one’s own control. The psychic tension essential to modernity, Weber argues, is the unique contribution of Protestantism generally, and Calvinism in particular. On the one hand, he claims, the Protestant doctrine of the Christian vocation valued all useful work, and not merely the contemplative activity of the monastic or the religious scholarship of the rabbi or Islamic jurist. On the other hand, the Calvinist doctrine of double predestination left believers constantly wondering about their spiritual state –about whether they were among the saved or among the damned. This was something which they could never know for sure, but there were signs. Those who were productive, fulfilling God’s command to “fill the earth and subdue it” were more likely among the saved than those who were lazy and incompetent. Those who saved and invested, putting the fruits of their labor to good use, were more likely among the elect than those who consumed everything they produced in useless luxuries. While there is nothing one could do to alter one’s state, believers naturally rationalized their behavior in order to make it compatible with the belief they were saved, and thus ended up working, saving, and investing with unprecedented intensity. Since any relaxation or lapse was not merely a fault to be confessed, but a sign that their earlier confidence had been misplaced, believers were careful never to let up, something which created the unique, frantic pace of activity which capitalism required (Weber 1920/1958).

Later Weberian scholars have used Weber’s theory to analyze in depth why China, which was almost certainly the technologically and economically most advanced region on the planet up until 1800, fell so rapidly behind, and why Japan, which was merely a periphery of the Chinese trade system, was able to industrialize and contest Western dominance. Ho Ping-ti (Ho 1959), for example, argues that there were a number of features of Chinese culture which weighed against industrialization and capitalist development: a preference for safe investments such as trade monopolies and tax farming, a Confucian ethos which required the redistribution of wealth through kin networks and which favored investment in literary and philosophical activity rather than in science and technology, and which valued status (academic degrees and civil service ranks) more than wealth. Robert Bellah (Bellah 1957), similarly, has shown how, after the pacification of Japan undermined the traditional social function of the samurai this group drew on their bushido ethic to transform themselves into industrial capitalists, the discipline of hard work, savings, and investment in this case legitimated as service to the Mikado or emperor. 

It is easy to see why, when become immersed in the details of the Protestant Ethic Thesis, interpretive sociology might look not only irreducibly modernist, but simply a scholarly recasting of the story that the West tells about itself, with a slight nod to other great civilizations and an emphasis on the contributions of Weber’s own Germanic people as opposed to the Greeks and Romans often celebrated by Enlightenment thinkers. If we look more deeply, however, at the underlying theoretical foundations of Weber’s work, we can see that he breaks in important ways with high modernism and more nearly prefigures the stance of contemporary postmodern theory. 

In order to demonstrate this, we need only read the opening theoretical sections of Weber’s Economy and Society. The object of sociology, according to Weber is social action; social action is defined by the meanings that individuals give their actions. It is these meanings and the relationships between them that sociology attempts to elucidate and understand. The only real difference between sociology and a humanistically written history is the fact that sociologists look for typical meanings, for the universal or at least relatively general rather than the particular. Thus Weber’s ideal types, which are all specifications of four general types of meaning orientation: affective (driven by feeling), traditional (determined by the fact that things have always been done that way), instrumental (means/ends) rationality and substantive or value rationality. 
These meaning orientations are important to Weber because they play a central role in legitimating power and in motivating economic action. It is not so much that people see the universe in a certain way and act accordingly –a rather simple minded but not necessarily wrong-headed approach to understanding human society. It is that human beings are engaged in a constant struggle for power in which their basic meaning-orientations function first and foremost as weapons in what Weber once described as a kind of “war among the gods,” (Weber 1918/1919). From this standpoint the process of rationalization sketched out through Economy and Society and The Protestant Ethic are not so much an inevitable evolutionary process, but the chronicle of an open-ended struggle between competing civilizational ideals. 

However one reads Weber, there are a number of difficulties with his approach. First, at the most abstract level, we must note that Weber leaves the origin and development of the various meaning orientations or civilizational ideals largely unexplained. In this sense he merely replaces historical materialist reductionism with an historical idealist reductionism; neither is scientifically complete. 
Second, Weber’s account of the origins of modernity is deeply flawed. Even if we accept that the Protestant Ethic Thesis captures part of what makes European modernity unique, it is only a partial explanation. Where did the Protestant Ethic come from? Why did it emerge when and where it did? What catalyzed the radicalization of Augustinian Christianity in the late middle ages and catapulted it to dominance? Conversely, many of the obstacles to development which Weberians such as Ho Ping-ti identify in China –state monopolies, tax-farming, office selling, etc—were also present in Europe. France, in some ways the homeland of high modernism, had to overcome all of these obstacles –and did (Skocpol 1979). And the pride of place which the Confucian school gave to philosophy and literature over science and technology does not seem to have prevented China from being the global leader technologically until the early modern era. What changed and why? 

Third, while the Weberians are quite correct in pointing out that dependency/world systems theorists must explain why Europe was able to win the contest it began in the late middle ages, especially given the fact that it started from so far behind, it is simply impossible to explain the rise of Europe without taking into account the reality of the conquests and their implications for the primitive accumulation of capital, the formation of the modern state –and of these for the emergence of the civilizational ideal we call modernity. 

These weaknesses all bear on the adequacy of interpretive sociology as a tool for understanding the current situation. If high modern social theory (liberal or socialist) attempted to reduce human civilization to simply a material adaptation to our physical and biological environment, right postmodernism reduces it to an attempt to realize ideals which, because they are utterly independent of material conditions cannot be tested. They can only be contested. Civilizational conflict follows inevitably and interminably. And with globalization and the development of modern weapons, the prospects for humanity are not pleasant. 

Fortunately, civilizational ideals are not independent of reality –either the underlying material basis on which they grow up or the transcendental ends which they pursue. And because of this they are neither irreducibly incompatible nor incommunicable. And while no civilization can claim to represent the “definitive solution to the riddle of history,” and while every civilization has contributed something to our understanding of what it means to be human, some ideals turn out to be more compelling than others. 

This said, we must note that interpretive sociology contributes something important to our understanding of human history. There is a struggle between competing civilizational ideals, even if this struggle takes place within a certain material and metaphysical context. It will be one of the aims of the theory we propose to capture this aspect of the historical process while situating it properly in the context of the material and spiritual factors which alone can explain it and endow it with meaning. 
Functionalism
The position of functionalist sociology in the Durkheimian tradition with respect to the modern project is equally complex. This school traces its roots back, ultimately, to French traditionalism. Traditionalism was a reaction against the Enlightenment, and specifically against the Enlightenment ideal of rational autonomy. Thinkers like de Maistre and de Bonald, the principal theoreticians of reaction in the wake of the French revolution, focused attention on the role of religion generally and ritual in particular, in constituting and maintaining the social order. They regarded the social order, including language and religion, as part of a primitive revelation which provided humanity with the tools it needed in order to think --and indeed survive (McCool 1977, Milbank 1990). The central social category for the traditionalists was that of violence and especially the ritualized violence of sacrifice which, they believed, constituted the social order. In this sense, they put forward not only a critique of the French Revolution, but also a kind of hidden reading of that revolution, which was nothing if not a reconstitution of the social order through violence. 
Traditionalism runs like a secret thread through postmodern social theory. In its original “rightist” form, it represents, of course, simply another way of theorizing history as a kind of theomachy and a fully developed sociology in this vein (which we do not have) would complement Weber’s interpretive sociology, which is distinctively Protestant in on religion as “word” with a Catholic focus on religion as liturgy and sacrament. But there is also a left traditionalism –or perhaps many different left traditionalisms—and a “center” traditionalism. John Milbank (Millbank 1990: 69) has, for example, recently called attention to the work of Pierre Simon Ballenche, who argued that the axial age represented a radical democratization of the religious arena as the popular classes struggled to gain full access to the cult and thus claim their full humanity.  But any theory which regards the spontaneous dynamism of the people, especially as expressed in revolutionary upheavals, as somehow constitutive of social order, is ultimately a leftist inflection of the traditionalist emphasis on violence as constitutive of social order. Alexis de Tocqueville, finally, is an example of “centrist” traditionalism. De Tocqueville shared traditionalist concerns about the violence of the French revolution but responded not by rejecting democracy as such, but rather by looking for an alternative form of democracy, something he found in the complex, pluralistic civil society of the young United States. 
This whole history has been obscured somewhat by the refraction of the original insights of the traditionalists through the lens of positivism. Auguste Comte and the other positivists turned traditionalism on its head, arguing that society was not a divine creation, but rather that God was a social creation, and that it is human society itself which is the real object of worship, something which Comte attempted to make explicit with his system of socialatry. It is in Comte, of course, that we see the most explicit form of modern secularism, with science actually replacing not only theology but also philosophy. 
Durkheim took the ideas developed by this already contradictory tradition and developed them in new and far more subtle ways. A Jew and a man of the republican and socialist left he celebrated the victory of the Third Republic and began his career by attempting to define for the Republic a secular and modern approach to moral education. Increasing demographic pressure, he reasoned, gradually forced humanity to develop new technologies, something which lead ultimately to first the social division of labor between various trades and occupations and eventually to the technical division of labor within trades characteristic of modern industry. This, in turn led to a change in the way human societies maintained their cohesion. Preindustrial societies, in which most people did the same thing, relied on a “mechanical solidarity” based on shared beliefs and values. But as peoples live diverged so too did their beliefs and values. Mechanical solidarity gave way to an "organic solidarity" based on material interdependence. This was, he argued, basically a positive development, since it permitted an unprecedented degree of ideological pluralism. In this sense, he clearly affirmed the Enlightenment ideal of rational autonomy. But he also noted the existence of serious contradictions in the economic system: what he called the "anomic" and "coercive" forms of the division of labor. The anomic form derives from insufficient economic regulation, and results in a loss of meaning. The forced form results from the existence of inequalities between contracting parties, and leads to exploitation (Durkheim 1893/1964). These contradictions were further reflected in rising suicide rates in the most advanced industrial countries (Durkheim 1897/1951), which he attributed to a deepening moral crisis. People seemed to find less and less meaning in their lives, and to feel less and less connected to each other and to society as a whole. While capitalism had increased the level of material interdependence, it was also undermining our ability to understand the social significance of our work and to feel like members of a cohesive social group. 

In response to this situation Durkheim advanced a far reaching proposal for the development of occupational groups or "corporations." This proposal amounts to a comprehensive attempt to adapt the tradition of the medieval guilds and journeymen's associations to the new and much more complex conditions of an industrial society. These corporations were not only to regulate wages, hours, and working conditions; they were eventually to collectively control the means of production, and connect them to the "directing and conscious centers of society." They were, further, like the guilds, to serve as the center of a rich social life, and the locus of new moral forces which would combat the egoism and anomie which was gradually eating away at the social order (Bellah 1973: xxxi). 

Durkheim argued, furthermore, that the social basis for the implementation of his proposal lay in the popular religious traditions of the people themselves. His study of Australian religion had convinced him that religious symbols were "collective representations" of the structure of human society. Indeed, God is the community, in transcendent form, binding the individuals together into a social being which is greater than themselves, to which their ties are stronger than any tie of self‑interest, and which has the moral authority, but also the compelling beauty, to command self‑sacrifice. In ritual gatherings he found a "collective effervescence" which catalyzes the formation of a sense of unity and oneness which transcends the existing empirical forms of social order and which opens up the possibility for the emergence of radically new social forms which later on become embodied in new economic and political institutions.

In such moments of collective ferment are born the great ideals upon which civilizations rest. These periods of creation or renewal occur when men for various reasons are led into a closer relationship with each other, when reunions and assemblies are most frequent, relationships better maintained and the exchange of ideas most active. Such was the great crisis of Christendom . . . in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Such were the Reformation and the Renaissance, the revolutionary epoch and the Socialist upheavals of the nineteenth century. At such moments this higher form of life is lived with such intensity and exclusiveness that it monopolizes all minds to the more or less complete exclusion of egoism and the commonplace. At such times the ideal tends to become one with the real, and men have the impression that the time is close when the ideal will in fact be realized and the Kingdom of God established on earth (Durkheim in Bellah 1973: l) 

Durkheim hoped fervently for the renewal of such collective effervescence in his own time, and had little doubt concerning its probable source.

Who does not feel ... that in the depths of society an intense life is developing ... We aspire to a higher justice which no existing formulas express ... One may even go further and say with some precision in what region of society these new forces are forming: it is in the popular classes (Durkheim in Bellah 1973: xlvii). 

What Durkheim has done, in effect, is to gradually and partly rescue left traditionalism from its positivistic (and modernist) captivity, while developing a more complex and subtle account of the dynamism that earlier traditionalists of the left and the right saw in sacrificial and revolutionary violence. Even if Durkheim’s analysis of the internal contradictions of capitalism is rather undeveloped and schematic, his theory nonetheless captures better than Marx the actual dynamics of mass socialist movements. It is now well established that the principal social base of the socialist movements of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries was not the urban proletariat, but rather the peasantry, that these peasants were struggling not so much to transcend capitalist modernity as to resist it, and that they did so by drawing on popular communal institutions and religious traditions (Wolf 1969, Lancaster 1987). But even in the cities, socialism found its base in popular communal institutions and religious traditions. William Sewell (Sewell 1980) has argued at great length that French socialism emerged out of the struggle of the compagnonages, associations of journeyman artisans, against the penetration of market relations into French society, in the years following the revolution of 1789 ──long before "socialized" industrial forces of production had become important in the French economy, which retained an agricultural and artisanal character. Some of these guilds maintained traditional Catholic cults centered on patron saints; others were Masonic and neopagan, but nearly all were, in some sense, religious. And the development of urban working class socialism incorporated showed similar patterns even in countries such as the United States where there was no formal guild structure (Mansueto 1985, 1995, 2002a). John Milbank’s recent (Milbank 2006a) attempt to retheorized socialism as a movement of resistance to the enclosure of the sacred and in defense of a “general economy” which orders material production to higher and ultimately transcendental ends, falls clearly within the theoretical space created by Durkheim, even if Durkheim himself retains too much of the taint of modernism for Milbank’s tastes.
This said, there remain serious difficulties with Durkheim’s theory. The full theological implications of Durkheim’s social metaphysics of participation are not drawn out. While he is able to recognize the progressive potential of popular religious beliefs and practices in a way other modern social theorists cannot, he remains reluctant to take seriously the metaphysical objects of these beliefs and treats them as simply an imaginative way of expressing devotion to human society and to the human civilizational project. He never formally considers the possibility that human civilization might be ordered to transcendental ends –and to this extent his though remains within modernist horizons.

Because of this the whole dynamic of human development is left at once unexplained and unvalued. Why do human societies develop in a way which generates demographic pressure and why do we respond with technological innovations which eventually lead to the social and technical division of labor? Why do moments of collective effervescence occur when and where they do? It is, perhaps, because of these weaknesses that functionalism and left traditionalism have never been taken up as autonomous revolutionary theories by the populist tendencies they describe so well. Rather, functionalist and left traditionalist ideas have generally entered the political field in a combination with ideas drawn from the broader historical materialist tradition: a populist or dependency/world systems analysis of the global economy and Gramscian analysis of cultural hegemony. 

The first of these theories was originally articulated, as we noted above, by the Russian Narodniki, who argued that capitalism was impossible in Russia or other countries lacking a colonial empire because the dispossession of the peasantry would so drive down incomes that it would undercut the effective demand required to sustain a national market for manufactured goods. Ultimately this claim proved incorrect: a national market turns out not to be necessary for capitalism, which can develop equally well on the basis of an external market, whether for agricultural or industrial goods. But it did suggest two useful insights. First, it focused attention on the intimate connection between colonialism and the primitive accumulation of capital, something to which thinkers such as Andre Gunder Frank (Frank 1967) devoted considerable attention. Second, it suggested that even if capitalism was possible for colonies or neocolonies, authentic human development is not, for the simple reason that export oriented capitalism orders the economy to the needs of the imperial metropoles rather than those of the people. 
This, in turn, led to a claim, never fully articulated except by a few extremist groups, that the “Third World,” countries of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, the situation of their people made increasingly impossible by global capital, were in a more or less permanent revolutionary situation. This revolutionary discontent might be articulated in the form of nationalistic or religious ideas, but it was objectively anti-capitalist.
Here the Antonio Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony (Gramsci 1949c) provided a way to theorize the linking of these national and religious ideas to ultimately socialist aims. Gramsci argues that a stable ruling class must govern not by coercion or co-optation, but by linking the national, popular, and religious traditions of the people to its own class project. This is no different for the working class. Seen form this point of view movements like the theology of liberation become just such a linking ideology (Lancaster 1988), yoking the peasantry and the semiproletarian urban masses of the Third World to the socialist project. 

Maoism provides another way in which the populist project was linked to modern socialism. Indeed, Maoism can be seen as simply the culmination of a project begun by Lenin and Gramsci. The first gives us the vanguard party and a strategy centered on leveraging conjunctural crises to bring the party to power. The latter adds a strategy for tapping into deeply held beliefs and values and linking them to the party’s project. Mao’s early thought (Mao 1927/1972) remained largely within the limits of an application of Leninism to the social conditions of the Chinese revolution. But increasingly, Mao began to dissociate political analysis from the larger context of social theory. Maoism began a protocol for analysis of the current situation in terms of its constitutive contradictions, with little more than lip service to the core historical materialist categories of forces and relations of production, superstructure, etc. (Mao 1937a/1971, 1937b/1971, 19571/1971); Bosteels 2005). Mao himself used this sort of analysis, to gain control of the party and bring it to power and, when the party became a constraint on  his power, to attempt to liberate himself from it by means of the Cultural Revolution, which exploited the contradictions between the children of the revolutionary generation and their parents. For these young Red Guards, however, and for their admirers around the world, Maoism represented the possibility of a politics without or beyond the party, a development the significance of which we will consider shortly.

What has happened, of course, is that that socialist project has largely collapsed, freeing the populist and left traditionalist elements from the Third Worldist synthesis, but also depriving them of a complete social theory. Efforts such as John Milbank’s “geopolitical theology” (Milbank 2006a) are, among other things, an attempt to remedy this situation, but are thus far tentative and incipient.
We will conserve much of the left traditionalist and functionalist perspective. Specifically, we will conserve the link between social structure and collective representation and the role of collective effervescence in catalyzing social transformation. We will also draw significantly on de Tocqueville’s analysis of mediating institutions. But we will set them all in a larger context which remedies their weakness as scientific theories. 

Political Theology
It may, perhaps, seem odd that we have discussed postmodern social theory without even mentioning the principal varieties of postmodernism, especially the deconstructionist postmodernism associated with Derrida. This is, because, strictly speaking, postmodernism is not so much a social theory as it is a political theological position. Indeed, each of the social-theoretical alternatives we have analyzed encodes a distinct, if often implicit and hidden, political theology. 

Once again, we have four basic poles between which the principal political-theological alternatives of our time are arrayed:

1) information theoretical neoliberalism,

2) dialectical materialism,

3) nihilistic theomachy, and

4) religious postmodernism, especially Radical Orthodoxy.

Let us consider each of these briefly in turn, noting prominent positions which stand in between.

Information Theoretical Neoliberalism. 
God building, it turns out, is alive and well. There is, in fact, a broad transhumanist trend which continues to argue that human beings are on the verge of a major breakthrough which will significantly push back the limits of finitude and lead us, if not to full divinity, then along a trajectory which points clearly in that direction. Many of these transhumanisms focus on technologies which may result in significantly lengthening of human life or augmentation of human capacities in the short-term. These do not address the difficult question of the generally pessimistic outlook for complex organization, life, and intelligence in most standard cosmologies, which point either towards the infinite expansion of the universe, until matter is too thinly dispersed for complex organization  to develop, or else a big crunch which destroys all of the achievements of a single cosmic cycle.

The single exception to this is the work of Frank Tipler, who has advanced a highly developed, if also very controversial, argument for technological self-divinization which clearly shows what we mean when we talk about the “secret religion of high modernity.” Tipler takes as his starting point a high-technology variant of Berkeley's subjective idealism.  The universe is a vast information processing system.  Matter is the "hardware" component of the system, the laws of nature the "software."  Drawing on the information theory developed by Shannon and Weaver (1949), Tipler argues that the organization of a system is its negative entropy, or the quantity of information encoded within it.  "Life" is simply information encoded in such a way that it is conserved by natural selection.  A system is intelligent if it meets the "Turing test," i.e. if a human operator interrogating it cannot distinguish its responses from those of a human being (Turing 1950).  The mathematical physical reductionism of Tipler’s model should be apparent

What is distinctive, about Tipler, however, is his technological triumphalism, which promises eternal life on a technological basis. Intelligent life continues forever, he argues, if
1. information processing continues indefinitely along at least one worldline γ all the way to the future c-boundary of the universe; that is, until the end of time.

2. the amount of information processed between now and this future c-boundary is infinite in the region of spacetime with which the worldline γ can communicate; that is the region inside the past light cone of γ.

3. the amount of information stored at any given time τ within this region diverges to infinity as τ approaches its future limit (this future limit of τ is finite in a closed universe, but infinite in an open one, if τ is measured in what physicists call "proper time") (Tipler 1994: 132-133).

The first condition simply states that there must be one cosmic history in which information processing continues forever.  The second condition states that it must be possible for the results of all information processing to be communicated to world-line γ.  This means that the universe must be free of "event horizons," i.e. regions with which an observer on world line γ cannot communicate.  It also means that since an infinite amount of information is processed along this world line, an observer on this line will experience what amounts subjectively to eternal life.  The third condition avoids the problem of an eternal return, i.e. an endless repetition of events as memory becomes saturated and new experience thus impossible.

Tipler then goes on to describe the physical conditions under which "eternal life" is possible.  In accord with the as yet incompletely unified state of physics, he presents separate "classical" or "global general relativistic" and "quantum mechanical" theories.  We take his "classical" theory first.  Information processing is constrained by the first and second laws of thermodynamics.  Specifically, the storage and processing of information requires the expenditure of energy, the amount required being inversely proportional to the temperature.

... it is possible to process and store an infinite amount of information between now and the final state of the universe only if the time integral of P/T is infinite, where P is the power used in the computation and T is the temperature (Tipler 1994: 135).

Eternal life thus becomes essentially a problem of finding an adequate energy source.  Tipler proposes finding this source in the "gravitational shear" created as the universe collapses at different rates in different directions.  This imposes a very specific set of constraints on the process of cosmic evolution.  Only a very special type of universe, the so-called "Taub" universe, named after mathematician Abraham Taub, collapses in just precisely the way required.  And even most Taub universes tend to "right" themselves, returning to more nearly spherical form.  For information processing to continue forever, life must gain control of the entire universe, and force it to continue its Taub collapse in the same direction far longer than it would spontaneously (Tipler 1994: 137).  Thus the requirement that intelligent life gain control of the universe as a whole, and control the rate and direction of its collapse, so as to create the enormous energies necessary to guarantee eternal life. 

Meeting the second and third conditions outlined above requires, furthermore, that the universe be closed, because "open universes expand so fast in the far future that it becomes impossible for structures to form of sufficiently larger and larger size to store a diverging amount of information (1994: 140)."  It also requires that "the future c-boundary of the universe consist of a single point ... the Omega Point (1994: 142)." Finally, in order to meet information storage requirements, "the density of particles must diverge to infinity as the energy goes to infinity, but nevertheless this density of states must diverge no faster than the cube of the energy (1994: 146)."  Tipler identifies, in addition to these requirements, which he calls "weakly testable," a variety of other predictions which can be used to test his theory, including the requirement that the mass of the top quark be 185 +/- 20 GeV and that the mass of the Higgs boson must be 220 +/- 20GeV (1994: 146).  Fermilab recently measured the top quark at just a little bit below this mass.
In order to understand Tipler's Quantum Omega Point Theory, it is necessary to understand some of the internal contradictions of current quantum cosmology.  In general relativity the spatial metric h and the nongravitational fields F are taken as given on the underlying three-dimensional manifold S. Cosmologists then attempt to find a four-dimensional manifold M with a Lorentz metric g (the gravitational field) and nongravitational fields F such that M contains S as a submanifold, g restricted to S is the metric h, and K is the extrinsic curvature of S, or, to put the matter differently, K says how quickly h is changing along the fourth, "temporal" dimension (1994: 162).  In quantum cosmology, on the other hand, the universe is represented by a wave function Ψ(h,F,S), which determines the values of h and F on S (1994: 174-175).  One feature of the system, however, remains arbitrary: the selection of the fixed three-dimensional manifold S. Hartle and Hawking have proposed to eliminate this contingency  by allowing the wave function to be a function of any three-dimensional manifold.  According to this view, the domain of Ψ includes all possible values of h, F, and S (1994: 178). The Hartle-Hawking formulation, however, still requires h to be spacelike on all three-dimensional manifolds S.  This restriction brings the formulation into conflict with  classical general relativity, which does not distinguish so sharply between space and time. 
Tipler points out, however, that the requirement that h be spacelike derives from a subjectivist interpretation of quantum mechanics, which interprets the wave function as a probability amplitude at a given time.  This, obviously, requires times to be sharply distinguished from space.  Tipler, however, favors a Many-Worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics, according to which all possible values of the wave function exist mathematically, and all those which permit the existence of observers exist physically.  This removes the need to distinguish between space and time, and thus the requirement that h be always spacelike.  Tipler proposes instead to allow the domain of the  wave function to include all four-dimensional manifolds which permit a Lorentz metric g.  All such manifolds permit what is known as a foliation.  They can, that is, be represented as a "stack" of three-dimensional manifolds S(t), each representing the topology of a possible universe at a different moment of time. Each foliation will have a metric h, which need not be space like, as well as nongravitational fields, induced by the enveloping spacetimes (M,g).  Any (h,F,S) which cannot be represented this way has Ψ=0; it does not exist. Similarly, there will be many spacetimes which permit the same (h,F,S).  Some of these may have a future c-boundary which is a single point --the Omega Point (1994: 174-181).  Thus the "Omega Point Boundary condition on the universal wave function:

The wave function of the universe is that wave function for which all phase paths terminate in a (future) Omega Point, with life continuing into the future forever along every phase path in which it evolves all the way to the Omega Point (1994: 181).

Now, the Four-Manifold Non-Classification Theorem states that there does not exist any algorithm which can list or classify all compact four-dimensional topological or differentiable manifolds without boundary, nor is it possible to tell if any two given manifolds are the same or different  (1994: 190).  This means that it is impossible to derive the system as a whole from any one of its elements --a situation which, following William James, Tipler identifies with radical, ontological indeterminism (1994: 187).  This means that the existence of life and intelligence, and the decision on the part of intelligent life to guide the universe towards Omega, is in fact logically and ontologically prior the universal wave function itself (1994: 183): "The wave function is generated by the self-consistency requirement that the laws of physics and the decisions of the living agents acting in the universe force the universe to evolve into the Omega Point (1994: 203)."  Indeed, in so far as the equations of both general relativity and quantum mechanics are reversible, there is no scientific reason to assume that causality runs only in one direction:  from the past, through the present, into the future.  It might just as well be seen as running from the future, through the present, into the past.  From this point of view it is God, the Omega Point, which, existing necessarily, brings the entire universe into existence and draws it to himself.

At the instant the Omega point is reached, life will have gained control of all matter and forces not only in a single universe, but in all universes whose existence is logically possible; life will have spread into all  spatial regions in all universes which could logically exist, and will have stored an infinite amount of information, including all bits of knowledge which it is logically possible to know.  And this is the end (Barrow and Tipler 1986: 677).

The question arises, quite naturally, just how we are to reach Omega.  The key link between actually existing carbon based life, and this nonmolecular intelligent living system is a "race" of intelligent, self-reproducing, interstellar probes (the so-called von Neumann probes). Tipler proposes launching a series of such interstellar probes in the expectation that as they evolve they will grasp the conditions for the long term survival of intelligent life in the cosmos, and eventually reorganize the universe on a cosmic scale in order to bring into being the nonmolecular life form(s) which can survive into the final stages of cosmic evolution.
Such probes would, of course, be extremely expensive.  It thus becomes necessary to identify an optimum path of economic development.  Barrow and Tipler draw on Hayek's reasoning to argue that in a market system the technological and economic development necessary to support the construction of interstellar von Neumann probes will take place spontaneously (thus marking their theory as the political-theological correlate of Hayek’s information theoretical neoliberalism.  They argue that insofar as 

the economic system is wholly concerned with generating and transferring information ... the government should not interfere with the operation of the economic system ... if it is argued ... that the growth of scientific knowledge is maximized by information generation and flow being unimpeded by government intervention, does it not follow that the growth of economic services would be maximized if unimpeded by government intervention?  (Barrow and Tipler 1986: 173)

Indeed, they argue that if the operation of the marketplace is left to run its course, the cost of energy and raw materials relative to wages will decline to the point that humanity will become capable not only of interstellar travel, but ultimately of reorganizing the structure of the cosmos on a macroscale --developments which are both critical for their meliorist physical eschatology.  

... the price of raw materials and energy have, on the long term average, been decreasing exponentially over the past two centuries ...  (Barrow and Tipler 1986: 172).

The sort of interstellar probes which Barrow and Tipler believe are necessary in order to secure the destiny of intelligent life in the cosmos would currently cost between $3x1010 and $2x1014, depending on their speed.

These costs ... seem quite large to us, but there is evidence that they could not seem large to a member of a civilization greatly in advance of ours ... the cost relative to wages of raw materials, including fuel, has been dropping exponentially with a time constant of 50 years for the past 150 years.  If we assume this trend continues for the next 400 years ... then to an inhabitant of our own civilization at this future date, the cost of a low velocity probe would be as difficult to raise as 10 million dollars today, and the cost of a high-velocity probe would be as difficult to raise as 70 billion dollars today.  The former cost is easily within the ability of ... at least 100,000 Americans ... and the Space Telescope project budget exceeds $109.  If the cost trend continues for the next 800 years, then the cost of a $3x1010  probe would be as difficult to raise as $4000 today.  An interstellar probe would appear to cost as much then as a home computer does now ...  In such a society, someone  would almost certainly build and launch a probe (Barrow and Tipler 1986: 583).  

Tipler's theological position is quite explicit.  Despite his frequent references to Aristotle and Aquinas, and his effort to show the compatibility of his theory with most of the principal religious traditions, these implications tend very clearly towards Calvinist Christianity.  This is because of the centrality of what he calls "agent determinism."  Realization of the Omega Point is, in one sense, inevitable; it is required by the very existence of the universe itself.  But it presupposes the subordination of the interests of individual carbon-based organisms to a larger cosmic plan which involves the displacement of carbon based by machine, and eventually by nonmolecular intelligence. And in so far as this transition is best carried out through the unimpeded operation of rationally inscrutable market forces, it requires the submission of individual carbon based organisms to cosmic imperatives which they cannot understand, with which, at the very least, they cannot fully identify.  Eternal life, furthermore, is not something the soul achieves, by becoming actually capable of infinite self-organizing activity, but rather something bestowed on it by the nearly omnipotent and omniscient beings near Omega, simply because it is in their self-interest.  Tipler makes a game-theoretical argument (1994: 245-259) that these beings will resurrect us, and will bestow eternal life upon us, and that this will be a life of potentially infinite richness and joy --but ultimately the decision is theirs.  We have here, in effect, an anthropic cosmological argument not only for neoliberal economics but for a peculiar, high tech, Calvinism.
What are we to make of all this?

We have published detailed critiques of Tipler's science elsewhere (Mansueto 1995, 2002b, 2005). From the standpoint of this work his project is interesting precisely because it shows illustrates that behind the high modern drive towards scientific and technological progress is nothing less than demand for divinization. What Tipler proposes to build is, in effect, the God of univocal metaphysics: a being like us, but infinite in knowledge and power. This is quite different from Esse as such, which is in a qualitatively different way than we are, and which is defined not by sovereignty but rather by creativity. 

This difference may, perhaps, be better illustrated at the imaginative level. The God of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, the God understood by analogical metaphysics as Esse as such, appears to the prophet Elijah, for example, not in wind, earthquake or fire, but rather in a gentle nurturing breeze (1 Kings 19:11). Attempts to illustrate something like Tipler’s strategy of technological god building, on the other hand, have yielded such images as that of the Borg Collective in the Star Trek universe, which assimilates cultures and annihilates all difference, The Matrix, or the Replicators in Stargate SG-1, who consume everything around them in order to replicated and eventually take over the universe –i.e. exactly the economy of salvation which Tipler proposes for us. 

These imaginative comparisons make it clear where Tipler –and the whole high modern project—go wrong. The divinity humanity seeks is not that of endless existence and infinite power, which turns out to be more like a kind of hell, but rather that of eternal life and the creative power of Being as such, a possibility which is invisible to Tipler precisely because he allows science to displace wisdom in the hierarchy of the intellectual virtues and tries to achieve by scientific and technological progress what is possible only by means of spiritual discipline.

Dialectical Materialism
We have already suggested that the modern socialist movement is a complex phenomenon by means of which modernist intelligentsias leveraged the support of both displaced peasants and the emerging industrial proletariat to make a bid for class power (Konrad and Szelenyi 1967). And these modernist intelligentsias have, in fact, differed significantly among themselves. There have been tendencies within the communist movement which would have differed with Tipler only with regard the economic structure most likely to produce the scientific and technological progress he desires (Bogdanov 1928, Rowley 1987). But such tendencies have historically been treated, and not without reason, as “bourgeois” deviations. The distinctively dialectical variant of the secret religion of high modernity is quite different. It derives from the humanistic tradition and its metaphysics is not univocal but analogical. It defines divinity, that is, not in terms of infinite power, but rather in terms of necessary being or, to use more modern language, subjectivity. To become God, for the modern dialectician, is to organize and direct the cosmohistorical evolutionary process. Technological process is certainly an element of this vision, but it is not central. Revolution here takes on directly metaphysical dimensions. 
The most explicit example of this metaphysical aspiration comes in the early Marx and in the critical theorists who continued to develop his insights during that period. This variant of dialectical materialism has deep roots in the older dialectical tradition which reaches back to Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, and more directly in the Radical Aristotelianism of the Silk Road Era. This latter tradition had as its ideal the achievement of a degree of philosophical wisdom which made the individual human intellect (known as the “potential intellect”) identical with the Agent Intellect, the angelic intelligence which governs the sublunar world. This was, for thinkers like ibn Sina and Moshe ben Maimon the degree of wisdom achieved by the prophets. For Radical Aristotelians such as ibn Rusd and Levi ben Gerson it represented the only possible immortality. 

In the Jewish and Islamic context in which it grew up, this ideal represented, if anything, a sober limitation of human aspirations for the divine. This sobriety is still apparent in the work of Spinoza, for whom any notion of divinization would have been absolutely foreign. As it filtered into Christendom, however, most likely through the channel of converso communities and through the mechanism of a kind of Radical Aristotelian counter-reaction to the Augustinian revival of the late Middle Ages, the idea gradually emerged that by achieving mastery of nature and history human beings achieved a kind of divinity. This was, undoubtedly assisted by the Scientific Revolution, which undermined the Aristotelian distinction between the changeable world of the sublunar sphere and the divine realm of the planetary and sidereal heavens, so that understanding how the world works, and why it is the way it is, came to mean, increasingly, understanding everything, a kind of divine and absolute knowledge.
What set this tradition apart from the positivistic forms of high modernity was the insistence on understanding why. It is the inability of the understanding (Verstand) to answer this question which caused Kant to separate morality and religion from science and which led Hegel to posit a higher reason (Vernunft) which could explain as well as describe. And it is, of course, in Hegel that we find the clearest formulation of the claim that philosophical wisdom and political practice can, in fact do lift humanity above contingency and to a kind of divinity.
Modern dialectics emerges out of this Hegelian moment. Specifically, it derives from Marx’s recognition that the democratic revolutions alone were not enough to lift human beings out of contingency; it would be necessary to transcend capitalism as well. More specifically, Marx argues in such early works as the Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (Marx 1843/1978) and the Paris Manuscripts (Marx 1844/1978) that the bourgeois state, far from realizing the Enlightenment ideal of rational autonomy, merely establishes a realm in which such autonomy may be exercised, while leaving the structure of civil society (the economic system) untouched. But at the heart of this system is the wage relation, which takes what ought to be the most fundamental expression of human nature, our labor or creative capacity, and transforms it into something oppressive, alienating human beings from nature, from each other, and from our “species being.” Communism, which is the collective appropriation of the social surplus product, overcomes this alienation by restoring control over the product of labor to the laborers themselves, through the medium of the collectivity. This is why Marx calls communism
… the definitive solution of the contradiction between man and nature and between man and man, the true solution of the contradiction between existence and essence, between objectification and self-realization, between freedom and necessity, between the individual and the species. Communism is the solution to the riddle of history and knows itself to be that solution (Marx 1844/1978: 84).

The claims of Althusser (Althusser 1965/1977, 1968/1970) and his followers to the contrary Marx probably regarded never this “humanistic” concern for transcending contingency as in contradiction with the focus in his later works with the development of the productive forces. Like ibn Rush and Levi ben Gerson (and like Hegel) Marx regarded all knowledge and all mastery as contributing to a human self-realization which, even though the religious language has dropped away, still amounts to a kind of divinization. Why, after all, couldn’t socialism both unleash a level of technological progress which allowed human beings to transcend the limits of their finitude and, by making humanity, through the medium of the social collectivity, the master of its own destiny, also realize the Enlightenment ideal of rational autonomy?

The answer to this question became apparent only as socialism itself developed, both as a social movement and, in the twentieth century, as a form of social organization. The socialism of Marx’s time was a movement of artisans and humanistic intellectuals who, while they embraced the democratic revolutions, vigorously resisted capitalist modernization and specifically proletarianization (Sewell 1980). The socialist movement of the later part of the nineteenth century was increasingly a movement of industrial workers technicist intellectuals. This movement became deeply wedded to a gradualist electoral strategy. While there were thinkers, such as Eduard Bernstein, who theorized gradualism in moral terms, drawing especially on the Kantian tradition, most looked to Engels' Dialectics of Nature (Engels 1880/1940) and his Socialism Utopian and Scientific (Engels 1880/1978). Engels argues in the first work that quantitative changes throughout the material world gradually become qualitative. In the second work he theorizes the transition to socialism in precisely this way. Industrialization gradually increases the size of the proletariat, eventually giving them a majority and the ability to win elections. This tied the development of socialism to underlying technological processes and favored the technicist variant of the socialist project and a socialist variant of the godbuilding of the sort we analyzed in the previous section.

But there is a deeper problem with the modern dialectical strategy for divinization. Its metaphysical aspirations depend on the mediation of the party, which alone allows human beings build the power necessary to master the historical process and thus to move from necessity to freedom and from objecthood to full and free subjectivity. Perhaps the best example of this trend is the thought of Georgi Lukacs, who argues that it is, precisely, through the medium of the Communist Party that the proletariat becomes the “unique subject object of human history (Lukacs 1922/1971).” 

The difficulty is that the party is not and cannot be a true collective subject in which all participate equally or even meaningfully. Rather, it is instrument by which a leader or a small group of leaders use a disciplined cadre of organizers to carry out their strategy and realize their vision. Indeed, all effective communist parties have been the instruments of the great leaders who built them or inherited and transformed them: Lenin, Stalin, Gramsci, Mao, Castro. This is why, as Badiou notes (Bosteels 2005), the principal political tendencies within the communist movement have been known by proper names: Leninism, Trotskyism, Stalinism, Maoism … Deification as “organizer and director of the historical process” is possible only for a single individual and then only in a limited and qualified way. Great leaders still die and history ultimately escapes them. Communism, it turns out, is a kind of modernist sacral monarchy.
We have already noted above that Leninism, Gramscianism, and especially Maoism progressively cut the communist project off from the underlying social forces which are supposed to give birth to it in favor of a more or less pure techne of conjunctural power politics. This does not strip the communist project of its metaphysical aims, but it does change them. The difference is marked in the distance between, say, the early Marx or Lukacs and the later Althusser or especially Alain Badiou. 
Badiou argues that mathematics –and more specifically set theory—is ontology. This immediately generates severe constraints on what kind of metaphysics is possible. On the one hand, the Russell paradox and the axiom of foundation imply that a set can neither contain nor belong to itself.  This means that there is no “set of all sets,” whether under we call that set Nature, History, or God, but only what Badiou calls “multiplicities.” On the other hand, precisely because of this, sets are defined disjunctively and in relation to one another. This means that they are defined by something outside themselves and thus indiscernible by ontology. This void is the site of what Badiou calls the “event.” 
Badiou identifies four distinct types of events: art, science, politics, and love. In each case, the event involves naming the indiscernible and thus the term in terms of which all sets are defined. The event is, in effect, a kind of ontological revolution. The subject is constituted in and through this process, by the naming of and fidelity to the event (Badiou 1988/2006). Some thinkers have charged that Badiou arbitrarily excludes the religious from his typology of events (Dews 2004, Zupanic 2004).  Might not God be defined here, outside ontology, as the “event of events” (Dews 2004)?  But such complaints misunderstand Badiou, whose atheism is, ultimately, not of the intellect but rather of the will. The event defines –or rather redefines—the ontological structure of reality itself, constituting the subject as, in effect, divine. There is thus no room for being called by a pre-existing God.
It is only when we reach this point that the relationship between Badiou and his mentor Sartre becomes apparent. As for Sartre (Sartre 1943), Badiou understands human beings as constituted by the desire to be God, and as fully human only when they are engaged in metaphysical revolution. 

Like most philosophical products of the New Left, however, Badiou’s philosophy is not simply wrong; it is founded on a fundamental misunderstanding. We have already shown elsewhere (Mansueto 2002b) that attempts to demonstrate the existence of God within the context of a purely formal reason –i.e. the ontological argument —inevitably fail for the simple reason that they are based on bad mathematics. Thus the ontological argument –the claim that God exists because “that than which nothing greater can be thought” would not meet the terms of its definition if it didn’t exist, is convertible with Zorn’s Lemma, which claims that a partial ordered set with an upper bound must have a maximal element. This lemma, while intuitively obvious, cannot be proven. Badiou, similarly, sets up a set theoretical definition of and argument for the existence of God which he then knocks down. But this argument is based on a confusion between the numerical and the transcendental One. The numerical One –the One which can be defined set theoretically—is simply a function of the ordering of sets by inclusion, and has none of the properties historically associated with the divine. The transcendental One, on the other hand, is One in the sense of being integral: it cannot be divided without ceasing to exist, and is thus convertible with Being. It cannot be defined set-theoretically. The “god” whose existence Badiou disproves, in other words is not God at all, but merely a number. 

By dissociating communist political strategy from its underlying social theory, Maoism generally, and Badiou in particular, shift it along the ideological spectrum in the direction of a nihilistic theomachy. Indeed, Badiou’s option for an emancipatory politics is, in the end worse than arbitrary. It is a function of the fact that he, and the humanistic intelligentsia to whom he appeals, stand outside the current bloc in power and outside the ontology which that bloc has defined. But if the motivation behind politics is the self-constitution of the subject through an act of ontological revolution, it is unclear why such a revolution might not be carried out, as it was for Heidegger, by and on behalf of a fascist movement. Third World Maoism was held back from this danger by its peasant base; Western Maoism is not. We are probably fortunate that so many humanistic intellectuals have been drawn to apolitical “events” such as art and love which, even if they seem self-indulgent at least do not lead to violence. In the end Badiou’s theory is an ideology of pure terror, the nightmare nihilism against which Dostoevsky warned us in The Possessed in which alienated intellectuals cut off from any broader sense of meaning and any solidarity with the working classes, and without the discipline of the party, individually play God. 
Nihilistic Theomachy and Deconstruction
There are, as far as I am aware, no thinkers who actually advocate an explicitly nihilistic theomachy. But Nietzsche and Heidegger themselves both came close to this position, and it thus lurks in the background of contemporary postmodernisms. Let us look more closely at Heidegger’s position, since it is the one more often embraced. 
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  or 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).

Heidegger sees 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 unconcealement.
In what sense is this a theomachy? For Heidegger, in effect, one “unconcealement” of Being vies with another, without any underlying onto-logic which relates them as aspects or progressive revelations of a singe truth. Through the medium of national myths or “gods” these unconcealements of Being constitute nations which are then locked in what can only be a mortal combat. 

The deconstructionist postmodernism of Jacques Derrida (Derrida 1967/1978) can be seen as developing dialectically out of Heidegger’s’ position. Derrida accepts Heidegger’s critique of metaphysics but  rejects his continued use of the language of “Being” and of gods which, he suggests, reinstates the “violence” of metaphysics. 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. To this Heideggerian lineage Derrida joins that of a dialectics, and mores specifically  that of a critical theory turned back on itself and shorn of any constructive ambition. Just as Marx extended the Hegelian dialectic to expose its internal contradictions and residual essentialism to reveal it as an apologia for an intelligentsia anxious to reach an accommodation with the rising Prussian state, so deconstructionist postmodernism exposes the residual essentialism in Marx and shows how it became an apologia for rising statist elites. 

As a political theology this position differs from a nihilistic theomachy primarily in its decision to retire from the agon or struggle. By exposing all ontologies as bids for what amounts to divinity, deconstructionism claims to make room for a properly human life, freed from the totalitarian delusions of the past century. 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.
This position is, however, 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. If, however, 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. 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 political .

Religious Postmodernism

It is interesting to note, in this regard, a recent turn among deconstructionist postmodernists back towards religion. This turn has, of course precedents in the work of Soren Kierkegaard (Kierkegaard 1848), and of Emmanuel Levinas. Levinas (Levinas 1965), for example, 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.
In his early works Derrida argued that finding God in the face of the other was simply another act of violence, because it effaced the specificity of the particular person. More recently, however, he has turned back to a position not too different from that of Levinas (Derrida 2001) a move which has been extended in the work of John Caputo (Caputo 2006). Derrida begins by identifying to sources or senses of the religious: belief or the fiduciary and the unscathed (Derrida 2001: 70). These two senses “reflect and presuppose each other” and lie behind the “instituted apparatus consisting of dogmas or articles of faith which is both determinate and inseparable from a given historical socius (Derrida 2001: 93). 
The religious, thus understood, has a complex and ambiguous relationship with high modernity, which Derrida glosses as “technoscience.” On the one hand, it makes use of technoscience and merges with it, creating anew the “globolatinity,” which has defined the West since at least the time of Constantine. As Carl Raschke explains
According to Derrida the “Latin” is the word for the West. The Latin is what overreaches with its sumptuous signatures of power and meaning; it is a perfection of the organizational, a vast economy of coding as well as a “reterritorialized” … system of administration necessary for the expansion of a planetary sociopolitical apparatus …

As in Old Rome, the notion of “religion” functions as an aggregate signifier for the “re-binding” (re-ligio) together of previously profuse and dissociated particularities of faith and devotion with their own indigenous or “territorial” characteristics into a grand ideology of “unity in diversity (Raschke 2005).”

On the other hand, religion also reasserts the particular and the territorial against the global culture of technoscience. 

The fundamentalist war machine is quintessentially a jihad of de-territorialized faith-nomads exploding, like the Islamic armies after the death of Mohammed, across the vast and crumbling empire of technoscientific rationality  (Raschke 2005). 

There is, however, a deeper layer to Derrida’s analysis. He first suggests this layer when he insists that 

There is no opposition, fundamentally, between “social bond” and “social unraveling.” A certain interruptive unraveling is the condition of the social bond, the very respiration of all community (Derrida 2001: 99)
Derrida develops this insight in his distinction between Law and Justice. Where Law, he argues, is deconstuctible, Justice is not. Indeed, Justice is the undeconstructable and the condition of any possible destruction. 

The operation that amounts to founding, inaugurating, justifying law, to making law, would consist of a coup de force of a performative and therefore interpretive violence that in itself is neither just nor unjust and that no earlier and previous founding law, no pre-existing foundation could, by definition, guarantee or contradict, or invalidate …

Justice in itself, if such a thing exists, outside or beyond law, is not deconstructible … Deconstruction is justice … Deconstruction takes place in the interval that separates the undeconstructibility of justice from the deconstructibility of law (Derrida 2001: 241-243). 

Derrida goes on, further, to distinguish (following Benjamin) two different types of founding violence. Mythological, or Greek violence, founds law and demands blood sacrifice; divine or Jewish violence accepts sacrifice, it “sacrifices life to save the living (Derrida 2001: 288). Here we see echoes, perhaps unconscious, of de Maistre and de Bonald, as well as a conscious attempt to transcend them.
Divine violence is the most just, the most historic, the most revolutionary, the most decidable or the most deciding. Yet, as such, it does not lend itself to any human determination (Derrida 2001: 291).

The result of this analysis is to point Derrida towards the idea of “messianicity without messianism (Derrida 2001: 56),”  a distant horizon of justice which leaves room for revolutionary violence as the condition of justice, in fact as justifying, without ever appealing to some higher principle in terms of which it might itself be justified. This is, in effect, a reinstitution of the old prophetic office –but without the “transcendental signifier” –God—in terms of which this office was traditional carried out. 
Caputo takes this a step further and advances what he calls a “weak theology,” which reinterprets and radicalizes the traditional Christian concept of the “weakness of God.” 

On the classical account of strong theology, Jesus was just holding back his divine power in order to let his human nature suffer. He freely chose to check his power because the Father had a plan to redeem the world with his blood. ... That is not the weakness of God that I am here defending. God, the event harbored by the name of God, is present at the crucifixion, as the power of the powerlessness of Jesus, in and as the protest against the injustice that rises up from the cross, in and as the words of forgiveness, not a deferred power that will be visited upon one’s enemies at a later time. God is in attendance as the weak force of the call that cries out from Calvary and calls across the epochs, that cries out from every corpse created by every cruel and unjust power. The logos of the cross is a call to renounce violence, not to conceal and defer it and then, in a stunning act that takes the enemy by surprise, to lay them low with real power, which shows the enemy who really has the power. That is just what Nietzsche was criticizing under the name of ressentiment (Caputo 2006).

This analysis in turn defines a significantly new attitude towards the current situation. There is, on the one hand, a radical extension of “globolatinity,” as well as a diversification of its forms: the purely “secular” language of technoscience, the integrating ideologies of official inter-religious dialogues of the sort pursued by UNESCO or the United Nations Alliance of civilizations, and any variants in between. At the same time, we are witnessing a global rebellion against this universal, cosmopolitan culture in all its forms, a rebellion led by resurgent religious fundamentalisms. Against both of these trends Derrida and the weak theologians raise the specter of a “weak force” a messianicity without messianism, an ungrounded but revolutionary demand for justice.

There are numerous difficulties with this approach. Like all postmodernisms, it is ultimately idealistic, explaining history as if it was only a battle of ideas, without reference to the complex material factors which also shape historical struggles. This means that, while “globolatinity” is presumably a form of legitimation for the global market, fundamentalism is made to look more anticapitalist than it really is, or its attitude towards capitalism rendered irrelevant. All globolatinities are, furthermore, conflated with each other, without reference to the ideals they embody or the structural means by which they pursue them. Second, the ungroundedness of the demand for justice advanced by Derrida and the weak theologians it itself a reflex of their impotence. This is an ideology of proletarianized (if also rather privileged) humanistic intellectuals who have abandoned any serious effort to listen to, teach, speak with or even speak for the people. The result is a kind of intellectual terrorism which either posits the suffering of the oppressed as itself the principal force for justice (this seems to be Caputo’s position) or opens a space for real terror which, however unjustifiable it may be, is nonetheless “divine” justice, the founding moment of a new Law and a new epoch. If this sounds a bit like Heidegger’s expectation of a new advent of Being, and if it inspires a similar fear, this is not accidental. 
We find a further --and much more substantive-- engagement with religion in the Radical Orthodoxy of John Milbank and his associates, whose tentative interventions in the field of social theory we have already noted above. Milbank began his work with a global critique of modern social theory, arguing that it is irreducibly secularist (Milbank 1991). In this early work, Milbank largely accepts the Heideggerian critique of metaphysics and argues, in effect, that 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 social theory, 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 (Milbank 1991).

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. 

Gradually, Milbank has pulled back from this position, and granted greater space for metaphysics. Even in Theology and Social Theory we find the seeds of an alternative critique of philosophical modernity, one which locates its point of origin not in Plato and Aristotle, or even in the Latin middle ages generally, but rather in John Duns Scotus, whose doctrine of the univocity of Being laid the groundwork for both the Reformation and secular modernity. What this doctrine does (and here I am clarifying and extending Milbank a bit) is to make the difference between God and human beings quantitative rather than qualitative. On the one hand this approach grounds divine authority in power rather than love; on the other hand it opens up the possibility, which defines humanity—that human beings, by building power (through, for example, scientific and technological progress)  might be able to transcend  finitude and achieve divinity. 

In a recent paper (Milbank 2006b) Milbank further develops this thesis, dating the “ontotheological lapse” clearly to around 1300 and, following Benedict XVI, attributes this ontotheological lapse to the growing influence of Islam which, together with Judaism, because of the primacy which they both give to the law over the image as disclosing the divine, he deems resistant to an analogical metaphysics of participation. Thomas, along with Nicholas Cusanus and a few others, are deemed uniquely resistant to this lapse.
Milbank makes a number of critical errors of sociohistorical analysis. His claim that the traditional religions of Japan, China, and India lack the resources to mount an effective resistance to global Capitalism is merely asserted, and his argument and that Catholicism does (which I accept, albeit on somewhat different grounds) is more a suggestion of a strategy than a demonstration of effective resistance. But it is not only possible to define hypothetical strategies for Buddhist, Confucian, or Hindu resistance to capitalism; one can identify actually existing movements (cf. Sarkisyanz 1965), as one can in the case of Catholicism (Lancaster 1988). 

Far more serious, however, are his errors with respect to Judaism and Islam. His claim that the univocal metaphysics which lies behind the modern project is a result of Islamic influence (Milbank 2006b), for example, is simply indefensible. This metaphysics developed rather, as we will see, in both Dar-al-Islam and Christendom, in response to the emergence of sovereign, absolutist state structures, itself the product of the Norman, Mongol, and Turkic conquests (and reactions to them), and not “Nestorian” and “semi-Arian” Christologies. 

But his mistake here is not merely  historical; it is theological. What Milbank is missing here is the long tradition, reaching back to the prophets, and extending into Christianity as well as Judaism and Islam, which identifies doing justice and knowing God. Thus when the prophets speak of da’ath ‘elohim (knowledge of God) they are not speaking of something theoretical, but rather an experiential and nonconceptual knowledge which we gain in actually realizing the divine will (cf Hosea 4: 1-2, 6:3). 

Doing justice, in other words, leads to a real participation in the life of God –a spirituality fully compatible with an analogical metaphysics of Esse, and very far from the “wooden legalism,” which Milbank scorns. 

Finally, Milbank’s critique of Protestantism is flat and one dimensional. Among other things, he fails to distinguish between the postmillennial reformism of most North American Protestants (liberal and evangelical) and the premillennial dispensationalism which emerged out of the disappointment of Protestant hopes after the Civil War. It is the latter theology alone which abandons social reform in favor of geopolitical support for a restored Israel (as a sign of the end times). And while there certainly is a relationship between Protestantism and capitalism, it is a complex one. There has been resistance to capitalism in both evangelical and liberal Protestant communities. While I am inclined to agree with Milbank that Protestant Christianity has more difficulty grounding such resistance than does Catholicism, it must be both acknowledged and explained. 
Milbank’s most serious error of analysis, however, concerns the modern project itself. He assimilates modernity far too completely to the Protestant project, and misses the modernist dynamic within socialism, which existed alongside the conservative element of resistance to enclosure of the sacred which he quite correctly points out. Protestantism represents early modernity, which was centered on the ideal of human vice-regency to a sovereign God; high modernity rejects this God altogether in favor of a project (rarely acknowledged explicitly) of divinization (understood here as transcending the bounds of finitude) by means of scientific and technological (or philosophical and political) progress. This, and not a heretical Christianity, is the true secret religion of high modernity. 

This, in turn, leads Milbank to miss one of the most important features of the current situation. He quite correctly acknowledges that the current religious revival is not all of one piece. It is not all a “resistance to enclosure of the sacred,” and includes much that he is reluctant to embrace. But because he does not theorize the break between early and high modernity, he cannot properly theorize the problem of fundamentalism, whether Christian or Islamic. These latter movements, I would like to suggest, represent a turning back to early modern dynamics by elements of the population “left behind” by globalization and disenchanted with the high modern ideal, but at the same time reluctant to break cleanly with capitalism, from which they benefit in important ways. 

Unable to properly theorize the problem with fundamentalism, but rightly suspicious of identifying with it, Milbank opts for a Catholic restorationism which is all the more troubling because of his inability to see clearly the potential in other traditions. 

What is the social basis of Milbank’s error? As European social democracy has begun to erode under pressure from the global market, Europeans have become increasingly dissatisfied with the radical secularism of the postwar settlement –a tendency which is evident in the turn of even radical deconstructionists such as Derrida to a sort of religion. At the same time, Europe is deeply threatened –in a way the United States, for example, is not—by its growing internal diversity, and specifically by its growing Islamic population. Thus need to redefine European identity. Milbank, like Woytila and Ratzinger (to whom he is much closer than he imagines), he locates this identity in the Catholic tradition. 

… the real peculiarity of Europe is not the triumph of reason, but rather the idea that one should proceed through reason towards a faith whose intellectual scope is even greater………….in this way it is ‘catholicity’ not enlightenment that defines the west and catholicity not enlightenment that is incommunicable to other religious civilizations (Milbank 2006a: 83-84).

Indeed, in many ways this statement sums up both brilliance and the tragedy of Milbank’s position. The first part of this statement contains a powerful, insight, that Europe (and indeed the West, including Latin America) ignores at its peril: it reasserts the distinctly Catholic element in Europe’s heritage. But the second part of the statement is simply false. There is nothing incommunicable about catholicity. There is, rather, a long tradition of dialogue between Catholicism and other traditions, both at the level of the “high tradition” (consider both the Convivencia in medieval al-Andalus and Matteo Ricci’s creative engagement with the Confucian tradition) and at the popular level, in the countless syncretisms which have linked Catholicism to the popular traditions of every continent.  Indeed, the idea that we can establish rationally the reasonableness of supra-rational knowledge and the idea of a metaphysics of participation are quite widespread, and find powerful echoes even in traditions like Buddhism which are nontheistic (e.g. in the focus on integrating dialectics with meditation and in the idea of the Buddha-nature shared by all beings). The specifically Catholic claim that we can not only participate in the divine, but actually undergo a sort of divinization is, to be sure, unique. But that uniqueness in no way constrains dialogue with other civilizations or even the creation of a public arena constituted by authentic deliberation around such fundamental questions of meaning and value as the end to which we are ordered, as well as the means for achieving those ends –a polity which is authentically pluralistic and which transcends radically both secularism and confessionalism in a kind of extended Convivencia. This, and not a simple primacy of the ecclesial is the true solution to the current crisis not only for Europe, but for humanity as a whole. 
What has happened here is, of course, that postmodernism, which deconstructed Heidegger’s philosophical fascism into a radically secular and militantly pluralistic ontology –and politics-- of difference has, due to the internal instability which we identified above, “returned” to an ontology of power and a politics of civilizational conflict, even if this is concealed by a claim that the civilization represented, Catholic Christian civilization, is a civilization of nonpossessive love. 
If we are actually going to transcend the secularism of modern social theory, and not merely counter pose to it a set of ungrounded claims, we need to develop an alternative which demonstrates that human beings really are ordered to transcendental ends. Partly, of course, this is a task for metaphysics itself, and for philosophical anthropology, and as such it is beyond the scope of this book (cf. Mansueto and Mansueto 2005, Mansueto forthcoming). What we can, however, do, is to show that a social theory which takes into account this transcendental ordering has superior explanatory power both globally and in reference to the current situation. It is to this task which we now turn. 

Spirituality and Civilization
A Global Convivencia Theology
It is not possible in this context to explain fully, much less argue for, the philosophical and political theological perspective which lies behind this work. I have laid out the philosophical foundations briefly in Spirituality and Dialectics (Mansueto and Mansueto 2005) and more extensively in my Knowing God series (Mansueto 2002b, forthcoming a, b, c) and am in the process of extending that argument into the properly theological realm. Here it is possible only to offer a few key guideposts and indications, sustained as much by the foregoing critique of the principal contemporary alternatives as by a positive argument. 
Philosophical Foundations
The perspective which follows is grounded in a restored rational metaphysics and natural law ethics located broadly in the Aristotelian and Thomistic tradition, but enriched through dialogue with recent developments in the physical, biological, and social sciences and with humanity’s principal wisdom traditions. Let me outline briefly how this restored dialectics approaches the principle philosophical problems.
Consider the problem of knowledge.   Relativism and subjectivism of one sort or another have been almost de rigueur in bourgeois philosophical circles since the middle of the nineteenth century.  Any claim that we know real objects has been treated as a sure sign of a lack of philosophical sophistication.  But recent work in neuropsychology (Luria 1973, Sacks 1985, Damasio 1994) suggests that sensation does in fact produce an image in the brain which records data about the organization of the universe, rather than merely organizing sensations in a way which has little or no relationship to the objective determinations of the things which give rise to them. Cognitive development theory (Luria 1976) and the sociology of knowledge (Durkheim 1911/1965, Lukacs 1922/1971, Fromm 1941, 1947) have certainly demonstrated that the way in which we abstract the intelligible content of these images is radically dependent on participation in human society and indeed on the specific structure which shapes the way in which live. But far from implying a radical relativism, this evidence in fact provides a new way in which to understand the medieval debates around the Agent Intellect and the Thomistic doctrine of connatural knowledge. The Agent Intellect in Aristotelian psychology (Aristotle De Anima III) is the faculty which illuminates the images we garner from experience and reveals their intelligible content. Due both to ambiguities in Aristotle's thinking on the matter, and contemporary socioreligious interests, the Middle Ages witnessed a vigorous debate between those (including most of the Arab commentators) who saw the Agent Intellect as a single unified intelligence illuminating all of humanity, and those who, like Thomas, treated it as a faculty of the human person (von Steenberghen 1980). Connatural knowledge is knowledge we have preconceptually due to a similarity of nature with the object known (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae II-II Q 45 a2). I will argue, against both Thomas and the Averroists, that the "Agent Intellect" is both individual and collective --that it is in fact nothing other than human society.  By living in the way social structures of varying degrees of complexity require us to, and thus in a very real sense "living" these social structures, we gain a kind of preconceptual connatural knowledge of these structures which then illuminates the images we garner from experience, revealing their intelligible content.  This "social intellect" is of course internally differentiated across different social systems, and is internalized differently by each individual within each society, depending on social location, the specifics of family structure and socialization, etc.  Together these ideas help us to transform the "hermeneutic circle" in which the theory of knowledge has been caught at least since Kant, and which the sociology of knowledge has only tightened, into a dialectical spiral which permits an authentic ascent to Truth. 

Once the epistemological problems facing us have been resolved, it is then necessary to demonstrate that the universe is structured in such a way as to point to a principle infinite, necessary, and perfect in character.  We have come to take for granted claims rooted in science which is over a century old that that the universe is governed by chaos and contingency, and that meaning and value are at best temporary and fragile constructs of the human individual and human society --and at worst illusions which cover a weak-hearted inability to confront the darkness and the abyss.
 And a universe which is itself little more than a "quantum fluctuation," and the behavior of which is governed by chaos and contingency, hardly requires for its explanation (indeed would seem to exclude) a principle infinite, perfect, necessary, and thus divine.  Only such a principle, however, can ground meaning which is ultimate in character.  All else is partial and contingent. 

And yet this science is in crisis --and has been almost since its inception-- because of a complex of internal contradictions. First of all, the claims of evolutionary theory seem to contradict those of equilibrium thermodynamics --the one pointing towards increasing and the other towards decreasing complexity. Both together, furthermore, with their emphasis on directional change over time (be it disintegration or evolution) contradict the time reversible laws of both classical and quantum mechanics. Finally mechanics (which, contradiction or no, forms the basis of the entire edifice of modern science) has shown itself unable to resolve contradictions between relativistic and quantum descriptions of the universe (Prigogine 1977, 1979, 1984, 1989, Lerner 1991, Mansueto 1998). 

In the light of this crisis of the sciences perhaps it is time to review the seventeenth century verdict against Aristotelian physics and teleological explanation.  Aristotle's physics was rejected for two reasons. First, it was unable to advance a unified theory of motion.  How does one explain teleologically a decaying corpse or a thrown javelin?  These processes do not seem in any sense ordered to the perfection of form. Thus the distinction between natural and violent motion. This in turn led to a distinction between the celestial realm, where all motion is natural, and the sublunar realm where both kinds of change occur.  Second, Aristotelian science had considerable difficulty coming to terms with the growing evidence that even the heavens were not ordered in the perfect manner required by his theory (Murdoch and Sylla 1978, Grant 1978, Lindberg 1992). 

There were two ways to resolve this problem.  One would have been to generalize the concept of teleology in such a way as to accommodate the reality of violent motion, and to abandon the particular cosmological models developed by Aristotle in order to save the principle of teleological ordering. There were powerful reasons to take just precisely this approach. Aristotle and his interpreters had, after all, already implicitly shown that the only complete explanation is a teleological explanation.  This is because a complete explanation must terminate in a principle which (directly or indirectly) explains everything else while being self-explanatory.  Such a principle must be necessary, infinite, and perfect (and thus divine), and it must cause exclusively by the attractive power of its own perfection (otherwise it would be in motion itself and would thus require some other explanatory principle, resulting in an infinite regress) (Aristotle, Metaphysics 1071b-1076b, Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I, Q2).

This was not, however, the road taken.  Teleology was abandoned altogether, and (though this was never acknowledged, or perhaps, even really recognized) the possibility of a complete explanation along with it. Instead, an attempt was made to develop increasingly general mathematical formalisms which describe motion (now conceived exclusively as change in place).  Thus the whole history of mathematical physics, beginning with the special theories of Galileo and Kepler, up through the "first unification" by Newton, and each of the successive generalizations and unifications: Hamiltonian dynamics, Maxwell's equations, relativity, quantum mechanics, and most recently quantum cosmology.

But is mechanistic mathematical physics any better able than its Aristotelian predecessor to offer a unified theory of motion?  The contradictions cited above suggest rather pointedly that it is not.  Perhaps it is time to consider the road not taken.  And this is precisely the direction implicit in the work of a number of physicists and biologists who are (sometimes in spite of themselves) rediscovering the necessity of teleological explanation to a complete science, and gradually helping to reground a teleological cosmology. One need only mention the work of such diverse thinkers as David Bohm (Bohm 1980), Benjamin Gal-Or (Gal-Or 1986), Ilya Prigogine (Prigogine et al 1977, 1979, 1984, 1989; Eric Lerner 1991), and Lynn Margulis (Margulis and Fester 1991).  Recognition of the radical interconnectedness of all things, of the fine-tuning of key physical constants, which seem to be fixed in just such a way as to make possible the development of complex organization, life, and intelligence, and of the tendency of all matter to develop towards increasingly complex forms of organization: these are the marks of a resurgent teleological science which has not yet broken through the bonds of the hegemonic mathematical physics, but which will ultimately make such a break not only possible but necessary.

If we can establish cosmic teleology then we can also prove the existence of God. A system which evolves infinitely towards ever-higher degrees of organization must have a sufficient cause. And the only cause sufficient for such a universe is Esse, or Being as such. And the teleological character of the divine causality which we are proposing effectively answers the old historical materialist critique of religion.  God is a lure the incredible Beauty of which attracts the potential latent in matter, not a cosmic tyrant who imposes order on something inert or who creates ex nihilo beings which are merely dependents. Knowledge of such a God awakens our powers; it does not dope them. And we can say with confidence to the postmodernists that such a God, which is the power behind the infinite diversity of a rich and growing universe, is never the Same, never effaces creative difference.

Finally, only after we have demonstrated the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe --only after we have shown it to be a system evolving necessarily, if often in a hesitant and contradictory manner, towards God-- can we return to harvest the principle of value and the criterion of judgment which makes it possible to challenge the market order.  This principle is, of course, nothing other than the drive of matter towards ever higher degrees of organization, a drive grounded in the attractive power of a God whose Beauty, Truth and Goodness inspires in all things a dynamic of growth and development.  Knowing this principle, we also know what we must do --and how resources must be allocated.  We know that resources must be allocated first and foremost to those activities which make possible the full development of human social capacities: to guaranteeing the biological and social infrastructure for human development, and to cultivating the human intellect and the human will. And we know as well that the market does not do this, cannot do this, because it has no access to information regarding the impact of various activities on the integrity of the ecosystem or on the development of human social capacities.
This argument is, to be sure, cast in the language of the Aristotelian and Thomistic tradition. But it can be recast in a way which engages humanity’s other wisdom traditions. Hindu epistemological debates, for example, closely parallel those it the West (Chatterjee 1954) and my  own position is closest to that of the Vedanta schools, which acknowledge not only sensation and inference, but what they call “presupposition,” a kind of transcendental argument. The cosmological position and metaphysical which I have outlined represents a rejection not only of modern Western thinking but also of the Buddhist doctrine of dependent origination, which regards everything as dependent on everything else, without recourse to a necessary first cause. (Such a doctrine of dependent origination might, however, be sustained by certain readings of standard quantum cosmologies, providing a way of finding meaning in the otherwise pessimistic cosmological landscape painted for us by modern science, without recourse to Tipler’s strategy of technological self-divinization. And the ethics I have suggested, with its focus on the development of human capacities is, of course, quite distinct from a Buddhist ethics of compassion but quite compatible with a Confucian ethics of self-cultivation.
Political Theological Directions
Within this context, the political theology which I am proposing represents an attempt to conserve as much as possible of the modern project –specifically its focus on human creativity and rational autonomy—while avoiding its false promise of divinization by means of inner worldly Civilizational progress, whether scientific and technological or revolutionary and political. Rather, it sets Civilizational progress and spiritual development in a complex dialectical relationship with each other. The human Civilizational project is, like everything material, an attempt at the divine, and always has been. From the earliest intentional burials up through the great pyramids of old, from the mystery cults of Ancient Greece and the meditative traditions initiated by the Upanishads up through the modern cults of technology and revolution human beings have sought God as we have understood Her. And we have, most of the time, sought not only relationship with God, but actual divinity. Every single such attempt has, furthermore, failed, and brought in its train not only spiritual failure and disillusionment but ultimately profound social crisis. 
There have, of course, been numerous authors who have read human civilization in something like this way, and it will be useful here to distinguish my position clearly from theirs. Essentially all of these positions derive from Augustine’s claim, in the City of God, that there are two different cities: the city of God, ordered to God through love, and the city of Man, ordered to honor and pleasure. Human civilization is, fundamentally, the history of the latter in which the lovers of honor, because they are more disciplined and effective, subjugate the lovers of pleasure and establish a kind of rough justice. The city of God exists within the city of Man and makes use of this order, but ultimately seeks higher ends and does so on the basis of divine grace. 

This Augustinian problematic constitutes a whole spectrum of positions which, while more or less optimistic or pessimistic about the prospects for the conversion or transformation of human civilization, regard this change, to the extent that it is possible, as coming from the outside, from God. The tradition is united in condemning as idolatrous the human drive to seek honor, a drive which terminates logically in an attempt at divinization (an attempt made by most great civilizational builders, either explicitly or implicitly). 
At one end of this spectrum we have someone like Jacques Ellul. Ellul argues that human civilization itself represents an act of rebellion against a transcendent and loving God, an attempt a self-sufficiency which is not merely misguided but ultimately idolatrous. He thus condemns human civilization as such, and argues that while Christians must live in the city, we are not of it. At the other end of the spectrum we might place any of a number of American Protestant thinkers from Winthrop and Edwards to H.R. Niehbur or envision the comprehensive conversion of the city of Man through the evangelical and reforming activity of those who have themselves been converted. In between we might place the Catholic Augustinianisms of thinkers like John Milbank who argue for an “other City” based on love rather than desire or self-cultivation and who see that other city as neither a countercultural sect nor an evangelical united from, but rather as an emerging, alternative form of social life, a civilization within a civilization. 

A rather distinctive version of this Augustinian theme is represented by Eric Voeglin who reads modern attempts at what we are calling self-divinization as “Gnostic” and thus as a kind of heretical departure from Christianity. What defines Gnosticism is the conviction that esoteric knowledge of some kind (scientific-technological, philosophical-political) can allow one to dissolve the tension between God and humanity which constitutes history and realize the Good to which history is ordered and in which it participates but with which it is never to be identified. 
What is distinctive about the thesis of this work is that unlike all of the above (and unlike all of the other Augustinianisms currently so popular in Christian circles) it fully and enthusiastically affirms the pagan agon, the human drive towards self-divinization, which, we believe, is actually constitutive of our humanity and of the human civilizational project. To use the mythological language of the Greeks it is the challenge the gods set for us, a challenge which alone is capable of eliciting the heroic struggles necessary for our full development. It is just that (also like the challenges which the Greek gods set for humanity) it is also a trap which always catches us up (infinitely) short of the mark. 

What we are suggesting in other words is that both our struggle for self-divinization and our failures are spiritually meaningful, part of a dynamic written into the ontological structure of the universe. Understanding God in a certain way (or sometimes rejecting the idea of God altogether, as the Buddhists do, but replacing it with an alternative creative ideal, such as that of the Bodhisattva), we seek that ideal, and do so not just individually but collectively, with all of the resources our ecosystem makes available to us, and structure our societies accordingly. These bids for divinization thus define whole Civilizational patterns, including not only systems of beliefs and values, but public authorities of various kinds, ways of centralizing and organizing resources, and ways of transforming physical, biological, and social matter into the stuff of civilization (and thus of the divine). And each civilization (including modernity) is a real participation in the life of God, revealing and cultivating among human beings some aspect of the divine nature. 

The deepest spiritual progress, however, occurs as civilizations fail and we understand both our own limitations and the limitations of our understanding of God. For some, to be sure, the result is despair (e.g. deconstructionism), and for others a descent into nihilistic theomachy (e.g. neoconservativism and the clash of civilizations). But for others it is a moment in which we realize the mysterious depth of Being and discover a new ideal. And while such insights may well crystallize in moments of solitude and deep meditation, they are almost always gestated in the womb of a society in ferment, through the complex process of collective effervescence. This is how God stretches us, helping us to become more and more human, and more than human, and ultimately but only in an infinitely distant future, divine.  
This idea may, perhaps, be conveyed best with an example from the great Hindu epic, the Mahabharata. It will be recalled that in this epic the Pandava clan is locked in an ongoing struggle with the closely related Kaurava clan. In the context of this struggle the leader of the Pandava clan Yudhisthir undertakes the great rajasuya sacrifice, part of a complex of Vedic rituals which leads ultimately to the divinization of the king. This, in turn, sets in motion a series of events which costs the Pandavas their kingdom and leads to a “world war” which brings to a close the third age of humanity.

Throughout this process, the Pandavas are advised by Krishna, a minor king allied to them but also an avatar of the god Vishnu, who in this strain of Hinduism is regarded as Brahman himself, the first principle in a fully postaxial sense. Not only does Krishna not advise against these ill-fated actions; he encourages them. And when, at the pivotal point in the epic, Arjun questions what seems to him all this unnecessary killing for what he is beginning to realize are ultimately petty ends, Krishna tells him that he must fight on, and argues his point by demonstrating vividly that Arjun, as he currently exists, his apparent spiritual seeking notwithstanding, is incapable of tolerating, much less actively pursuing Krishna as he actually is –as Brahman. Furthermore, the social changes which the war brings about –the end of the corrupt third age of humanity—really are worth the struggle, given what they will make possible in terms of civilizational progress and spiritual development. 
One cannot, in other words, become a brahmana seeker until one has been a ksatriya warrior, and perhaps not until one has been a successful sacral world emperor, and taken full measure of the limits of this road. And humanity desperately needs those reforming kings who struggle hard to build a just social order even as they seek their own self-divinization. At the same time, it is through just precisely this process that we discover that self-divinization through innerworldly civilizational progress –whether by means of the rajasuya or the communist revolution—leaves us far, far short of what we desire. For what we desire is Esse and this we gain only over the course of an infinite history and infinite lifetimes. 
In this sense, the fact that humanity is ordered towards transcendental ends has real sociological significance. Being acts (God acts) in society, if only as a final cause or lure, at once catalyzing the whole process of civilization building and leading us beyond any finite understanding of or Civilizational expression of the divine nature (and thus catalyzing the crisis and death of civilizations as well as their birth). And yet everything in society can still be described sociologically, as the work of human beings seeking definite ends under definite material conditions, through definite social structures.
Let us see what this implies for social theory and geopolitical analysis.
Dialectical Sociology
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 idea. 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). 

It is central to the argument of this work that, while the pre-axial and modern metacivilizational projects have proven themselves unworkable, the Axial Age project has not yet exhausted its potential, and indeed represents the main stream of the human civilizational project. Our principal task in the present period is to re-engage this stream and resituate within it the genuine contributions of modernity which are worth conserving, while carrying the project to a qualitatively high stage. 
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 an 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 civilization 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. 
Geopolitical-theological Analysis
We are now in a position to explain what difference our political-theological and social-theoretical innovations make at the level of geopolitical –or what, given the role we have assigned to transcendental ends as real if final causes of social patterns (and following Milbank 2006a), we prefer to call geopolitical-theological analysis. 

We begin by recalling some definitions. Geopolitical analysis is, first and foremost, analysis which attempts to specify the balance of forces on a global scale in any given conjuncture or period. By a conjuncture (Althusser 1965/1977, 1968/1970. 1966-1969/1971) we mean a political moment defined by a precise combination of forces. A period, on the other hand, is defined by a relatively stable alignment of economic, political, and cultural forces. 
The principal impact of a political theology or social theory on geopolitical analysis is to select from among the various forces which define the current situation those which are most important, either because they reflect powerful, deeply rooted social trends or because they bear in one way or another on important values. In our case, this means focusing attention on a variety of factors ignored by modern social theory and the geopolitical analysis which derives from it:

1) the nature and integrity of the ecosystem, 

2) the operation secondary and tertiary social actors, i.e. the organizations of civil society and political-theological organizations, treated not merely as agents of primary social actors such as classes and peoples, but also as carriers of (often competing) Civilizational ideals and the structure of the social space (totalitarian or pluralistic) in which they are operating, 

3) the architectural organization of the society, which defines sacred and civic space and thus constrains and orders action in the public arena, facilitating, obstructing, or channeling in various ways the development of collective effervescence.  
Finally, all of these factors (together with those considered by the various forms of modern social theory, the importance of which we do not negate), are considered in so far as they bear on advancing or constraining the realization of one or another Civilizational ideal. 

Let us look briefly at what difference this makes in practice. Neoliberal and historical materialist analyses of the current situation focus on the formation of a unified global market in capital, since this is a development which both regard as reflecting deeply rooted social trends and bearing on important values –technological and economic growth and development, even if one regards it as unambiguously positive and the other as something to be transcended. Similarly, interpretive sociological and the more culturalist forms of populist analysis focus on the contradictions between civilizations or between North and South. Conjuncture defining events such as the collapse of the Soviet Union or the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 are read as advancing or beating back one or another of these forces. 
Our own dialectical sociology and the global Convivencia theology in which it is embedded does not negate the importance of any of these factors, but rather reads them as they bear on the fate of the modern Civilizational ideal in both its positivistic and humanistic variants. This will require that we look, first of all, at the current ecological crisis in a way that none of the principal trends in contemporary geopolitical analysis really do. This crisis is the principal constraint on the realization of both variants of the modern ideal. Second, it will require that we read the actions of both the organizations of civil society and of global political theological actors as bearing not only on the fate of the global market but on the fate of the modern ideal. This will lead us to identify tendencies which are otherwise invisible to most contemporary geopolitical analysis –the emerging politics and spirituality of meaning and self-cultivation, for example, and to understand others, such as fundamentalism, very differently. Finally, we will need to look at the way both social and architectural spaces are defined and the way these constrain and order responses to the current situation. Is there a place, both literally and figuratively, where the collective effervescence can develop and a new ideal can emerge? If so, where is it? If not, how do we create it? This will, as we see, lead to a very different understanding of what is happening in the present period and a very different kind of political-theological strategy.

But before we look in depth at the current situation, we need to consider what our perspective tells us about the broader sweep of human history. 

� I recently interviewed for a position at a university in the Persian Gulf region where the (mostly American expatriate) search committee made it clear to me that students in the Gulf do not attend the university in order to develop an autonomous approach to fundamental questions of meaning and value, and that while they are quite curious about other philosophical and religious traditions, the application of historical critical methods to the study of Islam or any engagement with normative philosophical or religious questions which might challenge the dominant Wahabi tradition, however, respectfully, would not be welcome. One does not have to be a neoconservative or a Weberian to recognize a civilizational conflict here. 


� There have been some brief exceptions to this. The Russian Narodniki argued that capitalism is impossible apart from imperialism because the dispossession of the peasantry drives demand down so low that it is impossible to sustain growth (Radkey 1958, 1962; Lewin 1968). It would also be possible to regard a thinker like Vasconcellos (Romannell 1969) as articulating an independent theory for the Mexican Revolution. 


� It should be noted that there were also Western Maoists for whom Maoism was, first and foremost, a technique for restoring the party which, under the leadership of the Soviet Union, had become so implacably reformist that it could no longer fulfill its metaphysical function of constituting the revolutionary intelligentsia as the subject of the historical process. That is why the New Communist Movement in the US, and similar movements elsewhere, are properly understood as party building movements rather than as tendencies within the workers (or other popular) movements as such.


  4 The most devastating “scientific” results from the standpoint of the friends of meaning have clearly been the Second Law of Thermodynamics and the theory of natural selection. The first theory, which holds that closed systems of particles tend towards disorder and dissipation of energy, seemed to point towards a future of gradual but inexorable cosmic degeneration through heat death and entropic disintegration; the second seemed to claim that what "progress" there is can be explained through random variation and natural selection based on survival value.  Neither seemed to leave much room for either an intelligent and benevolent divine creator and architect or for secular doctrines of evolutionary progress of the kind proposed by dialectical materialism.  But other results as well have tended to undermine traditional arguments for the existence of God and/or the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe, including relativistic cosmologies which seem to limit the magnitude of the universe in space and time, and thus close off the possibility of unending growth and development, and quantum cosmologies which call into question the very idea of causality, and thus the possibility of arguing from the universe to God as first cause.





� 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 frankly Aristotelian approach is the result of a dual effort to address developments in the sciences which point towards the need to reintegrate teleological thinking into scientific explanation, an argument which I make in outline form in Knowing God: Restoring Reason in an Age of Doubt (Mansueto 2002), and will I make at much greater length in its sequel, Knowing God: The Ultimate Meaningfulness of the Universe, and an effort to reintegrate both ecological and spiritual considerations into dialectical and historical materialism which, when these are factored back in, is Aristotelian.


� 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 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 will be important to a second claim of this work, namely 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 in the ways outlined in this chapter and explained in detail in those that follow. 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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