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Overview

Few images from the popular culture of the first decade of the new millennium resonate more powerfully than that of The Matrix. Human beings finally succeed in creating an authentic artificial intelligence, only to find that it rebels against them. In the ensuing war the entire ecosystem is destroyed and insufficient light now reaches the earth to support human civilization, but the machines find a way to survive: by turning human beings into batteries. Human beings are held in tiny pods and fed intravenously; the machines harvest the resulting bioelectric energy which, taken together, is sufficient to support a complex machine civilization. Humans comply because they are “plugged in” to a complex information processing system –the Matrix--which runs for them a simulation of a world in which human beings are still in control. The machines, which were to liberate humanity from drudgery and give us control over our own destiny, have instead turned us into nothing more than an energy source. What we think and feel –and what we believe is going on— makes no difference. It is all an illusion.  The trilogy ends with an image of ever so tentative hope. Humanity survives –on the margins-- but the matrix remains in place and the vast majority remains enslaved.

There were, to be sure, many layers of meaning to this complex film trilogy, but at one level, at least, The Matrix is a metaphor for modernity. It was the great hope of modernity, indeed the ideal on which modern civilization is founded, that modern science, by revealing the secrets of nature, would allow us to bring the world under our control, using technology to push back or even transcend the limits of finitude and contingency, achieving a sort of divinity. Instead, we find that the mechanisms of control we have developed turn against us and reduce us to little more than batteries. 

Emerging from the Matrix: Religion and Politics in an Era of Civilizational Crisis takes the image of The Matrix as the starting point for an argument that humanity as reached a critical juncture. Specifically, the book argues that, far from having reached the End of History as Francis Fukuyama argued in 1989 or having entered a period of inter-civilizational conflict, as Samuel Huntington claimed in his Clash of Civilizations, we are, in fact, entering a period in which the foundational ideal of our civilization –the end to which all of our activities have been ordered, is being called radically into question. The struggle between capitalism and socialism, which dominated the period between 1848 and 1989, was a struggle between two competing strategies for realizing the modern ideal. When this struggle ended with neither system having delivered on the promise of modernity much deeper currents of discontent, currents reaching back into the nineteenth century, which called the modern ideal itself into question, came to the surface and are now beginning to drive global politics. 
In the course of making this argument to book makes a new contribution to social theory, arguing that social systems must be understood not only in terms of their structure, but in terms of the ecological niches they occupy and the ideals to which they are ordered. It retells the story of human civilization –and of modernity in particular— in a way which brings to the fore what it calls “the secret religion of high modernity,” the claim, which always lurked in the background but was only rarely made openly, that humanity could and would, by means of inner worldly civilizational progress, scientific and technological or philosophical and political, achieve what amounts to divinity. It looks specifically at the complex relationship between “America,” understood as both a concrete sociohistorical reality and an idea, and the larger  modern project, and uses the concept of civilizational crisis to put forward a dramatic new analysis of the current situation –one which fits with the facts far better than either the competing “end of history” or “clash of civilizations” theses. The book concludes with a vision and a strategy for the next steps in the civilizational project, arguing for a recovery of the common ideal of the postaxial civilizations of the Silk Road Era which linked civilizational progress with spiritual development. 

Emerging from the Matrix represents a fundamentally new departure in efforts to understand the current situation. Directly engaging such influential theorists as Francis Fukuyama and Samuel Huntington, as well as others on both the right and the left, it rejects the modernist and postmodernist paradigms in which their analyses are situated, and proposes something fundamentally new: that however conditioned human societies may be by material constraints and social structure, that all share a common aim: all seek Being. The way in which civilizations understand this end I call their civilizational ideal. And the fate of civilizations is determined not merely by ecological or structural (e.g. economic) factors or by their ability to deliver on that ideal.

This fundamental thesis in turn yields new insights regarding the current situation. Fundamentalism, for example, is better understood as a reversion to an early version of the modern ideal which focused on subordination to divine sovereignty, than as a throw back to the Middle Ages, as if often charged. Modern secularism, far from reflecting the transcendence of religion, is itself a religious ideology: one which seeks to transcend finitude and contingency by means of innerworldly civilizational progress, rather than by means of spiritual development. And the present period, far from representing the definitive triumph of the modern ideal, or a period in which that ideal is under assault from historic alternatives, represents the beginning of a long process of questioning which will likely result in the deepest crisis humanity has faced since the late middle ages.
Outline
Emerging from the Matrix includes an Introduction and five chapters. The Introduction frames the problem the book will address, using as a starting point the image of The Matrix cited above. It explains the principal alternative analyses of the current situation –including the “end of history” and “clash of civilizations” theses— and explains why they are inadequate. It lays out the principal thesis of the book, and outlines the argument. 
Chapter One, Towards a Civilizational Analysis, engages the principal forms of modernist and postmodernist social theory which lie behind the competing analyses of the current situation, and shows why they are inadequate. The perspectives engaged include neoliberalism and historical materialism, interpretive sociology, functionalism, structural functionalism, deconstructionist postmodernism, and two versions of religious postmodernism: the “weak theology: of John Caputo and the Radical Orthodoxy of John Milbank. The chapter presents an alternative framework for understanding human civilization, one which pays more attention both to material constraints, understood here to mean the ecosystem, and the common ideal to which a civilization is ordered, something which is more fundamental than specific ideologies, which generally represent alternative ways of realizing that ideal. The chapter concludes by distinguishing between structural crises which affect only the means of realizing the civilizational ideal, and civilizational crises, in which the ideal itself is called into question and may even be abandoned. 

Chapter Two, The Human Civilizational Project, uses the theoretical framework developed in the previous chapter to challenge the story which modernity tells about itself: that it represents the awakening of humanity from a long night of ignorance and superstition –a night associated especially with religion but to a lesser extent with untestable philosophical speculations as well. According to this modernist narrative, having awakened from this long night, humanity is now on the verge of taking charge of its own destiny, something it will do largely by means of scientific and technological progress, facilitated by democratic political structures and (depending on the variant of the narrative in question) either capitalist or socialist economic structures which maximize growth and thus the resources available to support civilizational progress. The chapter proposes an alternative reading of history which locates humanity’s real awakening much earlier: in the Axial Age period between 800 and 200 BCE, a period characterized by religious rationalization (a shift from myth, which uses images and stories, to philosophy, which uses concepts and arguments to approach fundamental questions of meaning and value) and religious democratization (a recognition that meaning is problematic and that anyone who is capable can participate in debates around fundamental questions of meaning and value). Modernity itself represents a mutation in this process of awakening, brought about by a series of conquests first within Europe itself, and then by Europeans in Africa, the America, and eventually Asia. These conquests brought into being the modern sovereign nation state and laid the groundwork for the development of the capitalist economy. They also led to the emergence of a new univocal metaphysics which understood the divine as only quantitatively, rather than qualitatively, different from humanity and the rest of the universe. Initially this found expression in the spirituality of authority and submission reflected in the religion of the Late Middle Ages and the Reformation –and also in the Asharite trend which became dominant in the Dar-al-Islam. Eventually, however, largely as a result of the scientific, democratic, and industrial revolutions, the idea emerged that humanity might actually transcend the boundaries of finitude by means of inner-worldly civilizational progress. This aim was rarely stated openly. We see it in one form in Hegel and in another in the Bolshevik “god-builders” Bogdanov and Lunacharsky, but it became in a very real sense “the secret religion of high modernity,” the unstated aim which has motivated most human creative activity, especially but not only in the West, for the past 200 years. There are two principal variants of this high modern ideal. One, which we call scientific, focuses on scientific and technological progress and the other, which we call humanistic, focuses on philosophical wisdom and revolutionary political practice. 
The modern ideal was always unworkable, for the simple reason that its foundational claim –that divinity consists in infinite power— is fundamentally mistaken. The result has been a long series of disappointments. Socialism, the struggle around which dominated politics during the period between 1848 and 1989, emerged partly as an attempt to argue that it was merely the marketplace which stood in the way of realizing the full promise of modernity, but drew much of its mass support from peasants and newly proletarianized workers who saw it as a way of resisting modernization. When it became apparent that socialist states were as integrally modernist as capitalist states, and no better at realizing the promise of modernity, the system collapsed, and put the question of modernity itself on the political agenda.
Chapter Three, Understanding America, looks at the specific forms the modern ideal took in the United States. It distinguishes between two founding variants of the American ideal. The first is Puritan and centered on the idea that humanity acts as vice-regent to an absolute divine sovereign, and that Americans are, first and foremost, that God’s final chosen people. The second is a moderate version of the humanistic modern ideal, which which call Deistic Republicanism, and which is associated especially with Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, focused on the ideals of rational autonomy and citizenship. Both ideals were crushed during the nineteenth century –the Deistic Republican ideal by the realities of Westward expansion, which was the precondition for the society of yeoman farmers Jefferson intended, but which involved the dispossession of the American Indians and collaboration with the slave owning South, and the Puritan ideal in the aftermath of the Civil War, which brought into being not a Holy Commonwealth but rather an industrial capitalist state. Since then, Jeffersonian themes have been largely a means for building mass support for capitalism, while the Protestant Churches have divided between fundamentalists seeking to re-assert the ideal of divine sovereignty (albeit usually stripped of the concern for social justice which motivated their Puritan forbearer) and liberals who pursue the ideal of social justice in the context of an emerging pluralistic society.
A new variant of the American dream has since emerged, driven by the aspirations of millions of immigrants from around the world, for whom “America” is a place they can pursue their own distinctive civilizational ideals in dialogue with others. This variant of the American ideal, which was theorized first and best by de Tocqueville, has laid the groundwork for the emergence of a new type of democratic public arena –one constituted by dialogue around fundamental questions of meaning and value, and offers distinctive possibilities for coming to terms with the crisis of modernity, but its potential is being thwarted by reactionary early (fundamentalist) and high (positivistic) modernisms. 
Chapter Four, An Era of Civilizational Crisis, argues that the present period is defined above all by the failure of both capitalism and socialism to realize the promise of modernity, and by the fact that, with the collapse of the Soviet bloc, the problem of modernity as such has been placed squarely on the political agenda. At the same time, no real alternative to the modern ideal has yet been proposed. The result is a polarization between a residual core of high modernists –most neoliberal, but some (e.g. in China) still influenced by historical materialism, on the one hand, and a competing array of  fundamentalisms, which I show to be early modern rather than neomedieval, on the other hand. In between lies the great no man’s land of postmodernity, here understood not just as a cluster of philosophical and social theoretical doctrines, but also as a condition –the condition of continuing to live modernity while no longer believing in it, and of persevering in the absence of a civilizational ideal. The chapter closes with a detailed strategic analysis and an assessment regarding the relative likelihood of various scenarios: civilizational progress through reform or revolution, a transition through decadence, or civilizational collapse. 

Chapter Five, Cathedrals and Starships, argues for creatively re-engaging the ideal which motivated humanity’s first great awakening –that which occurred during the Axial Age, and which inspired the great civilizations of the Silk Road Era. This ideal was founded in the conviction that, while the boundary between the divine and the human is qualitative, and cannot ultimately be crossed (or, alternatively, in the Buddhist variant, that there is no divine, but only a complex interdependent network of contingent being) we participate in the divine (or in interdependent contingent being) through both civilizational progress and spiritual discipline. Such an approach will allow us to conserve many of the achievements of modernity: a respect for human creativity, and especially human technological creativity and the aspiration for rational autonomy and democratic citizenship, while situating those values in the context of a larger framework of meaning which can sustain and complete them, rather than making the basis of an illusory promise of divinization. In the high middle ages a movement was underway to radically democratize this ideal, making what was originally an elite strategy of salvation accessible to all of humanity. It is this dynamic above all that we must re-engage.
The chapter will also explore what types of social structures might sustain an effort to realize such an ideal.  It will argue for the development new technologies which tap into the immanent drive towards growth and develop which characterizes all forms of matter, physical, biological, and social. We will show how it is possible to transcend the limits of both market and state allocation of resources in a way that both allows for diversity and innovation and ensures that surplus is used in a way which promotes human development. We will argue for creation of a new type of public arena constituted by deliberation around fundamental questions of meaning and value. Only such a public arena and complete the full promise of the first democratic revolution –that of the axial age—and only such a democratic arena can overcome the limitations of both secularism and confessionalism. Finally, we will argue for a spirituality of meaning and self-cultivation and for the central importance of reconstituted powerful and credible sapiential authorities –teachers of wisdom who can guide humanity in its search for wisdom and its process of development without constituting themselves as a new exploiting class. Chapter Five will also discuss strategies for change, joining a rigorous and sober analysis of the strategic situation in the present period with an argument that, the apparent strength of modernity –and its dominant capitalist form in particular—notwithstanding, change is inevitable. Specifically, we will show how to work for a transition through reform or revolution while preparing for a more likely “transition through decadence” in which the old order declines because it is incapable of addressing an impending ecological crisis and internal economic contradictions, while a new civilization grows up in its crevices and on its margins. We will show what, in either case, we need to do to build the new order as the old is collapsing.  

Marketing Information
Emerging from the Matrix is intended as an original contribution to the ongoing debate around the current situation and thus positions itself in relation to such critical contributions to that debate as Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man, and Samuel Huntington’s The Clash of Civilizations. Because of its focus on the religious question and the problem of meaning generally, and its engagement with the debate between capitalism and socialism, it also positions itself in relation to such recent works by Rabbi Michael Lerner as The Politics of Meaning and the Left Hand of God. It should be of interest both to scholars in the fields of philosophy, religious studies, and social theory, and to policy makers and policy analysts, who will find an original approach to basic social theory and to the religious question, and an original approach to interpreting and engaging the current situation. In university settings it would be appropriate in undergraduate as well as graduate courses on modernity, postmodernity, and the current situation, as well as social theory and the sociology of religion. But because the book addresses fundamental questions, avoids unnecessary technicalities, and is written in a way which explains rather than assuming the concepts and arguments it addresses, it should also be both interesting and fully accessible to a broader nonspecialist audience. My previous work has attracted attention in the former Soviet bloc and in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, where it is regarded as challenging the dominant neoliberal and postmodernist paradigms in a way which brings the dialectical tradition into dialogue with popular wisdoms and religious traditions and with current developments in the physical, biological, and social sciences. This, and the fact that it offers specific guidance for understanding the role of the United States in the world, suggests a significant market in these regions. 

The market for this book should not be confined to libraries and other research institutions. Attractively produced and aggressively marketed it should do well in serious bookstores in university communities, especially where there active engagement with political and spiritual questions. The book should be promoted through the relevant academic societies in the United States (American Philosophical Association, American Academy of Religion, American Sociological Association) and their equivalents in the UK, Europe, and the rest of the world. Readers of journals such as the Foreign Affairs, Foreign Policy, The National Interest, The American Interest, Commentary, Tikkun, Monthly Review, and New Left Review should also be interested in the book.
The complete manuscript contains 93,835 words, and is ready for review. 


