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Preface

			This book has its origin in a course that Bob taught for many years at the Free University of Amsterdam. Several years ago I arranged for the course to be taught in the philosophy department at Redeemer University College. I still remember the freshness and excitement of the course, rushing down to the library each evening after the class to find books by authors discussed in that evening’s lecture!

			Bob brings exceptional experience and gifts to the subject of this book, both theoretical and practical. I thought it appropriate to ask Mark Vander Vennen, a long-time friend of Bob’s, to write up in an epilogue something of Bob’s story so that readers are aware of the expertise underlying this book. I encourage readers to read the epilogue even as they plunge into the book itself.

			While finalizing this book, we lived through the remarkable American presidential election with the surprise election of Donald Trump. On all accounts it has been a strange election season, and it should make us reflect on what is going on in American culture—and in our culture wherever we find ourselves globally. America remains the world leader in many ways, and what happens in the United States functions as something of a barometer for what happens globally. One cannot but feel that this is a time of change, of crisis, and of reaction in Western culture.

			The strangeness of the American presidential election is by no means the first sign that not all is well in American and Western culture. Several years ago Bob, Mike Goheen, and I participated in an evening discussion at Redeemer University College around the theme of “What time is it in our culture?” In that discussion I suggested that the near collapse of the US economy in 2008, with its global ramifications, was a sign of a much deeper malaise—not just a blip, as too many politicians were suggesting, a blip to be solved by more spending. A perceptive student in the audience asked, “Have there not been other such signs?” Indeed, I suspect there have been many. Further signs of our time are Brexit and the move to the right in several European nations.

			But signs of what? This is the critical question. We need to be wary of simplistic answers. What is urgently required is cultural analysis that can illuminate how we have arrived at where we are today, what precisely is the nature of the crisis in which we find ourselves, and where we can find resources for healing our present condition and moving beyond it toward a world that promotes the flourishing of all, not just a small percentage of the elite.

			Our aim in this book is to contribute to such cultural analysis. Between the two of us we bring to the table a range of expertise: Bob in politics, economics, and philosophy of culture; myself in biblical studies, philosophy, and theology. Contributing from our different strengths is one of the goals of this book. At the same time, we recognize the need for input from sources far beyond our limited expertise. Readers will note that, especially in part two, we identify some thinkers and sources, Christian and non-Christian, that we think have a lot to offer in our quest to understand modernity and to move beyond it.

			In recent decades Bob has had considerable experience in the ecumenical movement, and one thing he has learned from this is to ground cultural analysis in what actual people in different countries are thinking. For this book Bob developed a basic questionnaire, which several of his friends around the world had their students fill in. As the reader will see, we learned from these students, and we begin our reflections with some of their responses to Bob’s questionnaire. We are grateful to all those students and intensely aware that much of the future direction of our cultures lies with such students and their generations. 

			We make no claim to say anything like the final word in this book. My hope is that readers will experience something of the excitement and curiosity I experienced when I heard Bob give those college lectures. This book will fulfill our hopes if it alerts readers to the crucial importance of the sort of cultural analysis we attempt here, and if it sparks debate among Christians—among whom we count ourselves—and among Jews, Muslims, secular humanists, and the many other groups that constitute our global diversity, and, of course, dialogue between such groups. 

			We are delighted to be working again with IVP Academic, and we thank David Congdon and our editors for their input to this volume. The research department at Redeemer University College graciously provided a grant in aid of publication, and Jennifer Jones produced the comprehensive indexes. Mark Vander Vennen has done sterling work in helping us get this text into shape, and Bob and I are delighted to dedicate it to him. 

			Craig G. Bartholomew, January 2017
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Introduction

			Starting with Our Students’ Experiences

			One of the greatest privileges of being professors is the opportunity to have ongoing contact with students from different backgrounds. Our exchanges with them usually involve intensive discussions, preferably with a cappuccino or pint of beer in hand. We find the experiences and views about life held by intelligent young people fascinating. These conversations have often served as real eye-openers for us. Students have shared, for example, their concerns that in today’s uncertain and rapidly changing world they may not be able to obtain a good job. But there is more. Students today experience our society and its extreme dynamism as more than challenging; they experience it as highly confusing. They wonder if it is even possible to develop a meaningful perspective on life. How does one orient oneself when everything is changing so rapidly? Students often experience a need for an “Archimedean point,” a vantage point from which they can achieve some objective distance from today’s globalizing reality and gain a view of the whole.1 But can such a place be found? If not, what then is available to help them develop a personal, coherent view of what really matters in today’s crazy world? We use the word crazy not least because ours is a world struggling beneath a tsunami of information.

			This central problem of meaning, one that our students have continually grappled with, has grown into a personal challenge for us. Both of us have had long and substantial experience interacting with students in countries such as Canada, the Netherlands, the United States, Great Britain, Indonesia, and South Africa. In each of those settings we have tried to be open to our students’ intellectual and spiritual needs. For us a vital question thus arose: Was there a way we could use our expertise to partner with these students in their personal struggle for more insight and clarity? But we also felt that the need for intellectual and spiritual support was broader. The existential concern not to be overwhelmed by what happens around us surely applies beyond young students and fledgling scholars. It represents the struggle of many people around the world who are searching for some kind of certainty in the midst of a highly turbulent global society.

			We knew from the outset that we could not simply begin with an exposition of our own limited ideas about today’s world and its huge questions and dilemmas. If we took such an approach we would easily fall into the trap of attempted indoctrination. No, we knew that somehow we needed to begin by listening carefully. We felt the need to have a class of living students in front of us—not just students from one city or country, but a mix of students from around the world. Are not the rapidly rising streams of information and the ongoing trends of modernization felt deeply even in some of the most remote corners of our global world?

			Our aim is to keep the vital, living concerns of contemporary students directly in front of us. Invited and stimulated by our “own” global publishing company, InterVarsity Press, to undertake this challenge, we began our work by assembling, in anecdotal fashion, a number of student voices and perspectives. These voices would serve to augment what we have heard directly from students in the classes we teach. To do this, with the assistance of academic colleagues from around the world, we made contact with a number of young scholars just starting out.2 Our aim was to open up a dialogue with about fifty students spread across the continents. And we were delighted that more than fifty participated!3 Gradually their perspectives arrived. Our hope is that their voices will serve as a starting point and platform from which to engage many young students and stimulate your own perspectives and ideas as readers. We seek a broad partnership in dialogue about key perspectives on contemporary life.

			To gain access to their perspectives, we asked each student to respond to five basic questions. The questions were simple and straightforward. The first asked for a brief personal characterization of their own time and society, preferably using some designated keywords. The second and third questions sought to find out which societal problems bothered students the most and from where they hoped a solution might emerge—or perhaps they did not see any solutions at all.

			Below are the first three questions we posed. We now invite you, our readers, to address these questions as well. How would you answer them? Please take a moment to articulate your own responses.

			
					Can you give a very short characterization—only one to five words—of how you perceive the present world? What is your basic impression?

					In relation to the major problems of today’s world, most people choose one (or sometimes two) of the following four possibilities. Please mark your own choice.
All or almost all problems of today have reasonable, rational solutions.

All or almost all problems of today can be solved by more goodwill or a better attitude.

Real solutions to our present problems can be attained only via a radical change in the structures of society.

The present problems are too big to be solved; they simply elude our grasp.



					What in your view are the two (or three) most important and incisive problems of today’s modern society?

			

			To get started, let’s listen to students’ responses to the first question. Compare them to your own response. We found the students’ characterizations of the present world to be fascinating, even breathtaking in some cases. They will serve as a starting point for our reflections together:

			
					Our society is environmentally and politically unsustainable.

					Most modern people are insecure, untrusting, and very competitive.

					There is a sense of placelessness; most people are suspicious of everything and trust no one.

					There is a general feeling of helplessness, restlessness.

					Many people today are anxious, very anxious.

					Networking is replacing community, which also adds to a loss of direction.

					There is a loss of moral principles and an increase of crime.

					
We are overwhelmed by outside forces.

					Our society is evolving into an obstacle course.

					We live in a naturally and socially unbalanced world.

					Our world is broken and challenging at the same time.

					Our world, though it still has potential, is curiously wounded.

					Materialism and a rapid tempo of life dominate, along with the drive toward instant gratification of desires.

					Ours is a world of depressing, crowded inhospitality.

					There is a lack of common purpose.

					A self-created world imaging ourselves.

					Scary, unequal, competitive, fast.

					Rapid, exciting, uncertain.

					A world based on false dichotomies.

					Unstable, progressing, suspicious.

					A world of short-term and wrongly valued insights.

					Changing so fast.

					We live in a busy, crazy, abnormal, sometimes beautiful world.

					It is a complex world with a lot of conflict.

					A world full of painful beauty.

					The loss of virtue.

					Deceiving culture.

					The benefits and problems of technological advancements.

					Pendulum of good and evil.

					Failing states, unequal distribution (of power, wealth, and poverty).

					We live in an economic and educationally polarized world.

					An overall increase of vulnerability.

					Human needs are in the process of being solved.

					The world has become more liberated.

					An infant-like attitude prevails: we use the world for entertainment but do not care for it.

					
Every gray cloud has a silver lining.

					Much wealth and much poverty, and often so very close to one another.

			

			Do you recognize any of your own responses or concerns in the statements of these students? Of course we need to be careful not to draw too many conclusions from these comments. But they closely match what we often hear directly from other students, and they provide enough material to begin a dialogue. A first glance at this list generates two basic impressions that call for further reflection.

			The first impression is that these students and young scholars from around the world do not have a positive opinion of the substance and direction of their own societies. There are exceptions, of course. One holds the view that the world is in the process of solving its needs. Another sees gray clouds with silver linings. Some students point to technological advancements as opportunities for a brighter future. But the answers on the whole display a preponderance of negative concerns. These concerns center around destructiveness to people (poverty, violence, a lack of tolerance and understanding, ongoing loss of moral and other values) and to the environment, which is badly damaged. Some students mention greed and materialism at these two frontiers.

			A second striking element is an observation that, regardless of where the students come from, we no longer have control over the overwhelmingly dynamic features of our time. Almost all students and young scholars refer to this. Some add that these dynamics do not correspond with our own desires. Words like “unsustainability,” “high competitiveness,” “instability,” “restlessness,” “helplessness,” “directionlessness,” and “placelessness” all hint in that direction.

			This is a most intriguing theme, and it is alarming in at least one respect. It suggests that our students, a group of young people on the brink of accepting public responsibilities, are keenly aware of the shortcomings in their own societies. This is commendable, of course. But it also suggests that they have no real clue about what worldview might serve as a basis from which to overcome these problems. Later we will see in more detail, through their reactions to the other two questions, an almost pervasive sense of indecisiveness.

			This has given us a lot to reflect on. The impressions offered by these students echo those of other young people with whom we have had the privilege of being in dialogue. Even beyond our students, our sense is that many people today lack a coherent worldview that could enable them to better understand today’s turbulent, wounded world and work toward healing and solutions. What about you? Does your response to the first question reflect this tendency or a different one?

			
Paradoxes in Modernity

			As a first step in the dialogue, let us offer a tentative, initial thesis. Having heard the students’ first impressions, we find a remarkable similarity in their responses—one that suggests there is more going on here than an assemblage of personal insecurities. We propose that we are encountering an ambivalence, or even a tension, within modern life or modernity itself.

			This may sound strange as an opening salvo. But perhaps the rationale becomes clearer if instead of the word modern we use its more dynamic form: modernization. Not only does modernization surround us, it also has a double face, a Janus-like quality. On the one hand modernization presents the face of massive and ongoing technological, economic, and scientific development in our increasingly global world-society. But on the other hand modernization is also the face of the deep embarrassment felt by many people about the consequences of these massive developments. Humankind today seems to be confronted with—even threatened by—the largely unexpected by-products of its own modernist developments. We live in a time when, like a virus that develops immunity to the cure, today’s major problems resist the solutions proposed by modernization for resolving them. The solutions only seem to intensify the problems they were intended to solve or create new and more serious problems. And we are uncertain about how to handle these outcomes.

			To illustrate this tension, let us introduce the concept of “paralogy.” Paralogy refers to the logic behind apparently illogical paradoxes present in today’s world. There are a number of seemingly contradictory, truly bewildering facts operating in every society today. They seem to resist almost every rational solution—certainly the solutions offered by increased modernization, such as further economic growth, technological development, or the expansion or reduction of the state. These paradoxes include the following.

			The poverty paradox. Despite an unprecedented expansion of wealth, recent years have seen unexpected increases in poverty in the wealthiest societies. A recent report from the Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis, Minnesota, states that the rise of inequality in the United States has reached a forty-five-year high.4 According to the US Census Bureau, the percentage of American people in poverty increased from 12.2 percent to 15.9 percent between 2000 and 2012, while the number of people in poverty increased from 33.3 million to 48.8 million.5 Almost 20 percent of American children live in poverty, up from 14.3 percent in 2009 and at its highest level since 1993.6 The Pew Research Center reports that the child poverty rate among African Americans is a startling 38 percent.7 Indeed, in recent years it appears as though the global divide between north and south has started to manifest itself within the cities of the north.

			Certainly the poverty paradox is not confined to Western nations but manifests itself globally. The Worldwatch Institute, for example, reports:

			At a time when endemic poverty, mass unemployment, health epidemics, and the looming threats of climate change cry out for greater attention, the continued largesse for military purposes in many countries reflects a troubling set of priorities. In a world where 2.4 billion people struggle to survive on $2 per day or less (hardly changed from 2.6 billion in 1981), in 2012 governments spent on average $249 on weapons and soldiers for each person on the planet. The $1,234 billion that high-income countries spent on military programs in 2012 is more than nine times the $128.4 billion they allocated for development assistance.8

			The military industrial complex is a major fruit of modernity, and yet here we see it enhancing poverty within and without the wealthy countries of the North.

			How do we account for such a paradox? Are these trends simply a question of political will? Not likely, because they have advanced under both Republican and Democratic governments in the United States. This raises a perplexing question: If material prosperity has grown in a country, then why have poverty rates not been eased accordingly?

			The time paradox. For more than two centuries economists have predicted that increased wealth in modern societies would bring with it more leisure time for everyone. Juliet Schor, for example, states:

			By the late 1950s, the problem of excessive working hours had been solved—at least in the minds of the experts. The four-day week was thought to “loom on the immediate horizon.” It was projected that economic progress would yield steady reductions in working time. By today, it was estimated that we could have either a twenty-two-hour week, a six-month workyear, or a standard retirement age of thirty-eight.9

			This predicted “crisis of leisure” was a matter of real concern. Research projects were launched to explore the issue and the American Council of Churches even convened a meeting about the looming problem of excessive spare time. In the 1970s sociologists continued to predict that the great social problem of the 1990s would be the possession of too much leisure time due to dramatic increases in the standard of living. As Schor notes, even today “prominent researchers are holding onto the conventional wisdom of declining worktime.”10 Standard economics textbooks continue to claim that more prosperity brings with it more free time, along with an ability to work fewer hours.

			In a preface to her book, Schor explains how her research developed: “I began to scrutinize the consensus view that capitalism has delivered increases in leisure. And I found that far from raising leisure time, the development of capitalism involved a tremendous expansion of human effort. People began to work longer and harder.”11 She asserts that in America, “people report their leisure time has declined by as much as one third since the early 1970s. Predictably, they are spending less time on the basics, like sleeping and eating. Parents are devoting less attention to their children. Stress is on the rise, partly owing to the ‘balancing act’ of reconciling the demands of work and family life.”12 Ironically, “The experts were unable to predict or even see these trends,” and the expansion of working hours is often related to a growth in unemployment.13

			In the last twenty-five years our pace of life has accelerated dramatically, not least in the escalating tempo of flitting television images and social media engagement. We are working harder and harder, and more and more workplaces now struggle with the effects of stress and burnout among employees. Our ordinary lives are increasingly harried.

			Why has “the overworked American,” to use Schor’s language, appeared precisely when most people in Western society are materially better off than ever before?

			The care paradox. The capacity to provide care, including quality health care, is gradually declining in wealthy societies.14 Nursing and other services for the elderly, integration supports for the handicapped, and aid for children in need struggle because of rising fiscal constraints. People who require services face lengthy waiting lists. “Diseases of affluence,” such as obesity and type 2 diabetes, are rising in wealthy societies. The ability to provide high-quality education in schools continues to get squeezed, as does the opportunity to provide voluntary informal care for people and ecosystems. Economics textbooks still insist that a rising standard of living leads to more services because people’s buying power increases. Instead, relative to the rising need, the supply of payable services is diminishing.

			The employment paradox. Modern governments try to cope with the problem of unemployment by promoting higher economic growth. But they are seldom effective in these efforts. Unemployment seems to accompany modern societies as an enduring structural problem, impervious to conventional solutions. The Global Wage Report 2012/13, for example, reports that

			in developing countries unemployment rates fluctuated less. Even so, worldwide unemployment has increased by 27 million since the start of the crisis, bringing the overall number of unemployed to about 200 million or 6 per cent of the global labour force. . . . Perhaps the most serious concern relates to youth unemployment, which has reached alarming proportions. The [International Labour Organization] estimates that in 2011 unemployment affected 75 million young people aged 15-24 worldwide, representing more than 12 per cent of all young people. Many more do not appear in the unemployment statistics because they have become so discouraged as to have stopped looking for work.15

			Yet perhaps never in the recent past have industrialized societies experienced greater workforce needs. For example, society’s need for the input of more labor in the care sectors of the economy (which address human and environmental needs) is becoming critical. The tasks of rebuilding cities and towns, caring for people in need, and rehabilitating damaged ecosystems increasingly call for large amounts of labor. Why then does the problem of unemployment, especially job opportunities for well-trained youth, seem intractable?

			The environmental paradox. Why is it that advanced technologies, more economic resources available than ever, and a series of international agreements have not been able to lessen, much less reverse, the rate of environmental destruction? Our global ecosystem is becoming alarmingly unstable. Species are disappearing at astonishing rates. Climate change is causing apprehension around the world, while the rising frequency and intensity of “weather events,” such as hurricanes, have their most devastating effect on the poor, as we have seen recently in Haiti. Why, precisely during a time of unparalleled prosperity, have the world’s environmental problems seemingly slipped out of control?

			Do paradoxes like these not suggest that modern developments create problems that modernity itself is incapable of resolving? Indeed, these paradoxes hint at the possibility of a deep tension operating within modernity itself.

			Conclusion

			The people who are now embarrassed or uncertain about the impacts of modernization—are they not the same people (or very similar to them) who earlier welcomed these developments? Are they not, just like us, the inventors, makers, producers, and promoters of these developments? What happened, perhaps even in the origins of modern thought, to produce such ambivalence today?

			At first this might seem like a purely theoretical question, suited for study by historians but not relevant to students and other readers today. But adopting this view would be a dreadful mistake. The invasion of modernity into contemporary life, thought, technologies, and economies in our societies and cultures is not a value-neutral phenomenon. Modernity brings with it its own mentality and spirituality. We could even say that if we are not willing to understand the mental and spiritual forces driving modernity—modernity’s “heart and soul,” as it were—we risk not understanding ourselves as modern people or the paradoxes in which we find ourselves mired. All of us, though we live in different cultures, are at least partially touched by the spirit of modernity. And by that spirit we have also tried to construct our own worldviews.

			We refer to “worldviews” in a plural, not singular, sense. As we will discover in the coming chapters, modernity is the mother of not one but at least four different worldviews. These worldviews have emerged in a dialectical way, each eliciting the other, since the beginning of the modern era. Each of them has its own coherence and power by which it appeals to people today.

			But ought we to go a step further? What about the possibility of developing coherent worldviews that are not simply derived from modernity but go beyond it? That pursuit could be risky but also interesting, perhaps even promising, especially if we are searching for healing solutions in our deeply troubled world.

			Now the contours of an outline of this book start to come into focus. In part one we dig into the archaeology of modernity. We want to find the roots of the strange ambivalence that characterizes modernity and modernization, the ambivalence that generates such deep doubt, critique, and uncertainty in young (and not-so-young) people today. As already noted, on this path through history we will meet not just one but four worldviews whose roots all lie in modernity itself. We will explore whether the clash between these views is a sign of—or even a fundamental reason for—the inner brokenness and ambivalence of modern thought and practice.

			But we cannot end there. After studying an archaeology of modernity we will discuss the possibility of transcending modernity in part two. What might serve as a reliable source for another type of worldview or worldviews? Perhaps such views have been present in the past but have the potential to acquire a new form today.

			In trying to find an answer to these two basic questions—the archaeology of modernity and the possible transcendence of modernity—and with deep respect for the freedom of choice possessed by every human being, we trust that we can offer some guidance to our class of students in a world of confusion and perplexity. Perhaps we can also point to some concrete ways of healing (part three). We seek to serve not just our own students, but also you, dear reader, who find yourself somewhere in this world with this unexpected book in your hands.

			


		


			



			
PART ONE


			
The Archaeology of Modernity

			


		
			
1

			
The Classical Modern Worldview

			Student responses to our three questions tend to crystalize into four central themes or frameworks, each of which represents, in our view, one of the four major worldviews that underpin and characterize modernity. In the next two chapters we shall attempt to describe each of these worldviews.

			The first worldview is captured by these responses from several students: “Human needs are now being solved,” writes one. “This is a time of ongoing liberalization,” adds another. “There are still many technological advancements going on,” observes a third; “society is still progressing.”

			We call this first coherent worldview the classical modern worldview. It is characterized above all by optimism about economic and technological progress. People who espouse this optimism usually also embrace at least two other value judgments (though the students just quoted do not necessarily share these):

			
					Market-oriented economies, arranged on the basis of private property, are the best engine for promoting further economic growth and technological progress in the world.

					Human societies constructed on the basis of political democracy and free competition bring with them employment for all and the best social opportunities for everyone, especially when combined with a minimum of state intervention.

			

			This view of society has a distinguished pedigree. Great scholars thought deeply about its architecture and configuration—thinkers like John Locke (1632–1704), Adam Smith (1723–1790), and John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) in the past, and Milton Friedman (1912–2006) in our time.1 Ideas tend to have legs and run into history. This is certainly true of this view. The classical modern worldview has not just remained a theory on paper but has been thoroughly implemented in practice. One could even say it has made today’s world possible, a world full of unparalleled economic and technological achievements. Its technological accomplishments include not only skyscrapers, computers, and iPads, but also advanced medical treatments and electric wheelchairs for the handicapped. These are technological miracles that are, in principle, available to everyone. Modern society, built on the foundations of the classical modern worldview, has also given rise to widespread education and what we might call an awareness of individual personhood. It has been a source of modern convictions about freedom, equality, and human rights.

			It comes as no surprise then that today a majority of Western people and nations adhere in principle to this view of society and, at least implicitly, accept its underlying worldview. As James Sire has pointed out, a worldview may be held consciously or unconsciously, and one of the advantages of this discussion is to make conscious what may often be unconscious.2 However, the widespread acceptance of this worldview raises a question: Why then are so many people critical of modern society and the worldview that drives it? Why do some even reject it altogether?

			Social scientists often suggest that the underlying worldview of modern society—a worldview that espouses freedom and equality for all—is so self-evident that everyone can accept it and so value-neutral that it transcends all religious divisions and distinctions. But is this worldview as self-evident and value-free as it seems? And are freedom and equality its only fundamental presuppositions? The claim of value neutrality is especially questionable. No human society can exist without at least some foundational values-based assumptions about the nature of humanity and the place of the environment. Every society possesses, to some extent, its own kind of “normativity,” ideas about what is and is not permissible and what is and is not achievable. No worldview is by definition immune to critique, and that includes the classical modern worldview.

			To examine this point we need to dig into the past to examine the origins of the classical modern way of thinking and acting—to explore “the archaeology of modernity.” Just as archaeologists dig through layers of sediment to discover the past and what has led to the present, so too we need to trace the origin and emergence of this worldview. Such analysis is more than an intellectual exercise. People have the right to conscious insight into the advantages and disadvantages of a particular worldview before they choose to accept or reject it. We can do that only if we become aware of the contours of the worldviews shaping our lives.

			Back to the Origins 1: Medieval Society

			People can live long lives, but their societies generally last much longer. Traditional Chinese societies often lasted for several hundred or even a thousand years before they perished or were brutally abolished. The modern Western free-market society, in contrast, is only about two centuries old. It was born in the aftermath of the French Revolution, the great political revolt in France around 1800, and the Industrial Revolution, the huge, largely nineteenth-century economic revolution that started in Great Britain.

			But the intellectual and spiritual roots of both revolutions go back much earlier. They reach back to the beginning of the modern era, the period of the rise of modernity. Scholars usually place this in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, between 1500 and 1700, prior to the time when Enlightenment philosophy exercised full sway. To see just what a radical shift modernity entails, and just how revolutionary is the classical modern worldview, we need to take a look at life in medieval times, the major period preceding modernity.

			The contrast between modern Western society and the premodern medieval era is startling. Imagine for a moment that you were born in Europe at the end of the fourteenth century, perhaps in an old Italian city like Parma or Padua. A great number of rules and restrictions would govern your life. You would be obliged to be a member of a guild, a highly regulated local economic community of people who did the same kind of work as you.3 In all likelihood you would do the work your father and grandfather had done, as would your sister, mother, and grandmother.4 What sort of work might that be? The tax list of Paris for 1292 gives us an idea. One hundred thirty practitioners are registered. These include shoemakers, furriers, maidservants, tailors, barbers, jewelers, restaurateurs, old-clothes dealers, pastry cooks, bakers, water carriers, scabbard makers, wine sellers, hatmakers, saddlers, chicken butchers, purse makers, laundresses, sculptors, rug makers, bleachers, hay merchants, glove makers, woodcarvers, and so forth.

			The guilds were carefully regulated, including the income one could earn. Wages, the conditions and length of apprenticeships, welfare, and responsibilities to the guild were all carefully controlled. Every guild recognized its responsibility to the public; because competition was restricted the guilds had to guarantee high standards of quality. Take such a wonderfully ordinary and yet indispensable task as the baking and production of bread.5 When they were invested, the officers of the bakers’ guild would swear to “guard the guild” carefully and promise that in assessing bread they would show no special treatment to relatives or friends, nor judge anyone falsely because of personal animosity. The officers of other guilds swore similar oaths. In other words, regulations of the quality of goods were attended to closely.6

			The economy would be unlike anything we experience in the West today. Cloth traders and bankers could and did make a lot of money, but monopolies to fix prices or gain sole control of production of an item were forbidden. Retailers were not allowed to purchase eggs, cheese, or other agricultural products from farmers other than at the Friday and Saturday markets, and even then they could not buy until the farmer was present in the marketplace with his produce. Buying on consignment was forbidden, as was arranging ahead of time to purchase produce. Arcane as they may sound to us today, such regulations were designed to prevent a monopoly on food in times of famine, a danger that always loomed close by.7

			Guilds were divided into masters and apprentices. Generally a master was allowed a single apprentice, or possibly two. Some, such as grain merchants, greengrocers, ale brewers, goldsmiths, and shoemakers, were allowed more, and all masters were given significant freedom in hiring relatives—as many sons, brothers, and nephews as they desired. Guild regulations reflected the industry of the day, which was small in scale and centered around the family.

			But the guild was far more than a business association; it also provided care for widows and forms of mutual protection.8 Guild activities and routines were woven into the lives of their members from birth to death. Guilds often provided baptismal gifts upon the birth of a child, helped ill members, and contributed toward hospital and funeral costs. “A guild that does not provide benevolent services usually has a ‘brotherhood,’ an auxiliary that may be the original form of the association. Weavers, furriers, bakers, and many other crafts have brotherhoods, each under an appropriate patron saint.”9 These saints included Sebastian, who was martyred by arrows, for the needle makers; Catherine, who was martyred on the wheel, for the wheelwrights; Mary Magdalene, who poured oil on Jesus’ feet, for the perfumers; Barbe (“beard”) for the brush makers; Clare (“clear”) for the mirror makers; and so on.

			Spiritual faith would not be a question of choice either. You were born and baptized into the same (Catholic) church as everyone else, and with other members of your guild you would be obliged to visit the guild’s chapel in the cathedral of the city you lived in. Guild meetings often took place in the local church. The Christian faith would have encompassed every day of your entire life. Arsenio Frugoni notes evocatively:

			The peal of a bell rings through the air and other bells respond to it, muffled by distance. It is the start of another day, a day that still takes its rhythm from the bells that set the pace of monastic life. . . . People get up tremendously early in the Middle Ages. . . . The sun has not yet risen when people leave the house to go to church. Everyone who is physically able and can find the time attends mass. Medieval people were believers par excellence. The vision of mankind’s destiny and that of the universe offered by Christianity had a place for all of them. . . . The supernatural and the earthly interpenetrated one another.10

			Cathedrals, referring to the seat (cathedra) of the ruling bishop, were impressive, tall, Romanesque and later Gothic buildings that embodied in architecture the medieval vision of the earthly and heavenly interpenetration of one another. A sizeable group administered the cathedral; indeed, the bishop and canons generally had their living quarters around the church so that, “strictly speaking, the ‘cathedral’ was thus in fact a complex of buildings, a ‘holy town,’ which might command a considerable plot within the city walls.”11 How, you might have wondered, did such a magnificent building get built in your city? Well, it was part of a “cathedrals crusade” that Europeans engaged in from the eleventh to the fourteenth centuries in particular. Between 1050 and 1350 eighty cathedrals, five hundred large churches, and thousands of small churches were built in France alone.12

			The cathedral was a building that embodied a worldview: “The structure of a church encoded a set of symbols and relationships that mapped out the universe itself.”13 According to Umberto Eco, from a medieval perspective the universe was

			“God’s discourse to man,” and the cathedrals sought to reiterate this discourse: they “actualized a synthetic vision of man, of his history, of his relation to the universe. . . . The cathedrals, the highest artistic achievement of medieval civilization, became a surrogate for nature.” They can be considered embodiments of the medieval universe, and thereby allow us a glimpse of how their creators understood their world.14 

			Entering the cathedral through the main entry point—from the west side—would always give you the impression that you were a very sinful person. Fixed above your head would be engraved images of the Last Judgment. Your sin would encompass both your soul and your work. No one could escape judgment unless he or she was prepared to gaze on the main altar at the center of the church. The church was usually formed in the shape of a cross, with the altar standing at the heart of the cross. That was the only place where your life and work could be sanctified, made pure again by means of the grace of the holy mother church. In the cathedral each guild usually had a small arch with its own chapel, with the guild structured in a strict hierarchy. The guild too had to obey its ordained place. The cathedral was built high, as if its stones were proclaiming that flesh-and-blood human beings could not inherit the kingdom of God.

			Certainly cathedrals celebrated the transcendent glory of God. Ball notes that about eighteen hundred images and scenes are carved into the stones of Chartres cathedral, but most would have been out of view for worshipers of the twelfth century. “They were chiselled with great care and sensitivity by a skilled mason, and then carried to some location where the artist could not expect them to be seen again by human eyes. . . . For many of the sculptors of Chartres, God was the only audience they thought they would ever have, and he was the only one they needed.”15

			But we should not conclude from this that the cathedrals were divorced from daily life. Images included craftsmen and tradesmen, the rhythm of the seasons, peasants and farmers, and so on. They “admitted and even celebrated the secular world” in their evocation of a world of coherence and wholeness.16 Ball concludes:

			It is entirely characteristic of medieval theology that such prosaic concerns should coexist with the idea that the church is a representation of heaven. That may, in fact, stand as a metaphor for the very paradox that these buildings present to modern times. They are surely the most profound expressions of the Christian faith . . . and yet they remain resolutely material. . . . They are prodigious collaborations between the tangible and the spiritual, the mundane and the transcendental, the public and the personal. They embody a kind of union that art has long forgotten how to make.17

			While this is true, we should not romanticize medieval life. The cathedrals also remind us that the medieval period was dominated by a verticality that constrained development of the horizontal. Medieval life was hierarchical, and the nature-grace perspective that shaped it often choked natural life because it tended to restrict normal human and societal development.18 The rediscovery of Aristotle in the Middle Ages resulted in a new concern for the horizontal dimensions of life, and the theologian and philosopher Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) made it his life task to synthesize Aristotle and the gospel. However, his careful synthesis steadily disintegrated after he died.

			In reality, the church encompassed all of life. The amount of money one could earn in daily life was a matter of church policy. The church opposed people’s desire to acquire money and wealth, because every person was to remain in his or her own preordained place. The church’s economic doctrine was that of “just price” (justum pretium), which was a strict accounting scheme that prevented anyone from selling his or her product above the price arranged for the guild, a price based on laborem et expensaes, the cost of the hours of labor to make a product plus materials. Charging interest was also forbidden. The consequences of trespassing against these rules could even lead to excommunication. 

			It is no wonder then that the church viewed merchants with deep mistrust. Merchants were not themselves producers; instead they depended on the labor of others for their profits. Furthermore, they relied heavily on the use of credit, which involved the charging of interest, in their business dealings. Indeed, they were seen as preferring to secure their own enrichment in life over the claims of the church. The churches’ regulations were designed to prevent one person from superseding another on the social hierarchy by means of expanding personal wealth or power. Permitting that to happen would threaten the sanctification of society as a whole.19

			Medieval society was thus highly regulated, community oriented, and hierarchical with deep spiritual reservations about material enrichment. Such societies have a secure but also predetermined life pattern for all. It is no wonder then that they are also highly vulnerable to forces and influences that come at them from the outside.

			In Western medieval society those forces came largely from individual merchants, especially in northern Italy and Flanders, who enjoyed new economic freedom by crossing national borders and escaping the laws of the church. At the same time cities were developing and growing. The guild structure was no longer considered obligatory in these urban centers, so cities seemed to be places of liberation. This was also the time when the so-called New World was discovered and consequently subjected and colonized by Western powers. New nation-states were born, and they began to fight each other with a new type of armament: gunpowder. Moreover, new scientific discoveries began to undermine the old geocentric view of the universe, in which the sun was believed to revolve around the earth, which the church of Rome still proclaimed.

			However, in and of itself the breakdown of a traditional society is not sufficient grounds for concluding that a new type of society—in this case a modern society—necessarily had to emerge. A new cosmos does not easily arise out of chaos. Something new needed to be added; a new organizing principle needed to be found.

			We can locate the traces of that new organizing principle only by digging deeper in our archeological exploration of modernity. Underneath the layers of economy and technology we find the cultural-spiritual realm. And it is in that realm that a society replaces old, disintegrating social and economic certainties with a new kind of certainty, one with the potential to give birth to a new societal structure. In this case the new certainty was not simply another type of religious security. It was self-generated, in step with the new personal and individual outlook on the world that was developing across Western society.

			Back to the Origins 2: From Old Certainties to a New Certainty

			Insecurity was the most characteristic feature of sixteenth-century Europe. John Donne, an English poet of the era, reflects this perspective: 


			’Tis all in pieces, all cohaerence gone

			All just supply, and all Relation

			Prince, Subject, Father, Sonne are things forgot

			For every man alone thinks he hath got

			To be a Phoenix, and that then can bee

			None of that kinde, of which he is, but hee.20



			This was a time of social, economic, political, and religious uncertainty. The sixteenth century was, of course, the century of the Reformation, led by Johannes Hus, Martin Luther, John Calvin, and Ulrich Zwingli, the five-hundred-year anniversary of which is in 2017, the time of this book’s publication. The Reformation shattered the unity of Christendom. It introduced a deep insecurity in the religious realm. With the articulation of multiple, even incompatible, beliefs, people had to choose: which faith should I adhere to? On a political level, new states were coming into being, some durable but others ephemeral. The nation or prince to which one had to be loyal could change overnight. To make matters worse, with new world travel, people heard fantastic stories about strange cultures that were relatively stable even though they were not founded on Christian principles.

			But perhaps the deepest insecurity came from what Hannah Arendt once called “the betrayal of the senses.”21 Every day these human beings saw the sun rise with their own eyes and then begin its steady course around the earth. But now new scientists such as Copernicus (1473–1543) and Kepler (1571–1630) were proving that the opposite was true, that the earth was moving around the sun, while at night it was spinning against a fixed background of thousands of stars. This apparent betrayal of one’s own eyes caused profound shock. It also shocked the ruling dogmas of the church. Much now seemed lost. And when so many of our beliefs become so profoundly uncertain, what do we do as human beings? Who among us can live without certainty of any kind?

			This question puzzled mathematician and philosopher René Descartes (1596–1650). The story goes that Descartes was once sitting by the fire in his room, looking at the unpredictable play of the flames. How, he thought, can one distinguish between what is certain and what is not certain, between dreams and truth? For Descartes, simply declaring that the new natural sciences could never be mistaken was a step too far, because sometimes they could fail. There was only one thing about which he could be entirely certain: no one could deny that at this very moment he was busy thinking. He was present in the act of having thoughts. Therefore, no one could doubt his own existence (cogito ergo sum, I think, therefore I am). This became the basis of a new type of security, rooted no longer in theological dogmas but in the liberating logic of the human intellect.

			At first glance nothing much appeared to have changed. But history often displays remarkable parallels, with discoveries by one person in one country echoed by developments by other people in other countries, as if history were blossoming into a new era. Paintings had already begun to shift from a fixed background to an expression of the subjective experience of the artist, painted from a personal point of view, including the innovation of perspective in painting. Martin Luther addressed the Reichstag with an appeal to his own personal faith (“Here I stand, I can do no other”).22 Columbus summarized the experience of his trip to Latin America with the words el mondo es poco (the world is small). When Dante was summoned by the rulers of Florence to come back to the city he belonged to, he reacted by saying, “Can I not observe the light of the sun anywhere?” A new awareness of the self, of the dignity of one’s own faith, reason, and convictions, was creating a furor all over the world. Descartes was just one of many.23

			Major support for this new attitude, which we also find in politics (Machiavelli, 1469–1527), came from the achievements of the natural sciences. It was Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) who prayed, “Thou O God are willing to sell us everything at the price of our labour.”24 Science now studied the human body in detail, and increasingly it better understood the functioning of the universe itself.25

			It is no wonder that these new forms of certainty, based on fixed facts and the newly detected laws of nature, led some thinkers to reflect on whether human society could learn from the new “natural laws.” Thomas Hobbes was one such thinker.26 As Lilla notes of Hobbes’s major work, “Leviathan demonstrates with geometric mathematical precision how to create a world in which individuals, freed from fear of their fellows and of eternal damnation, can apply themselves to the mundane but rewarding task of improving their lot.”27 The physical scientist Gassendi had taught Hobbes that the equilibrium among moving planets, each circulating in its own orbit, was based on nothing more than the powers of attraction and repulsion. If that was true in the solar system, Hobbes thought, might something similar apply in human society? In society people are attracted to each other as social beings, but they also continually threaten and wage war against each other. Why is the visible harmony in the celestial spheres not echoed by enduring peace in human society? Clearly, it is because one essential “planet” is missing. Hobbes concluded that this planet or body was an absolute ruling “state,” which he called Leviathan. Only such a civil body would be able to bring enduring peace.

			This strange conclusion of Hobbes’s is not as interesting as the strictly rational way he reached it. In medieval times comparisons were often made between society and the human body. The legs stood for farmers, the arms for the defenders of society (the military), and the head for teachers (mostly clergy).28 But in Hobbes we find another metaphor, one that is not organic but mechanical. Hobbes derived truth about human society from the physical laws that governed the movement of planets. In and of itself, this was already a fundamental breakthrough. Organic metaphors were rooted in communal life as the basis of society (consider the apostle Paul’s comparison in 1 Corinthians 12:12-30 of the church to a living body, where no part can say to another part, “I don’t need you”). But Hobbes proposed that society was a mechanism operating well or poorly. And mechanisms can be analyzed by human reason. Mechanisms are understood by mathematical logic. Did not Copernicus once say that God created the world with the walking stick of mathematics in his hand?

			These are old thoughts, no doubt. But this kind of mechanistic political thinking remains with us.29 Even today politicians and scientists refer to democracy in terms of mechanisms, and they see financial and other markets primarily as a complex machine: the widely praised market mechanism.

			Back to the Origins 3: From Enlightenment to Revolution

			We now enter the time of the Enlightenment, which started in 1700. In this era, the “true light” was thought to come through individual reasoning. Sir Isaac Newton, for example, was once called “the light of the world.” In the Enlightenment we also meet Adam Smith (1723–1790), who wrote The Theory of Moral Sentiments but is better known for his perpetual bestseller An Enquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. When the latter was published in 1776, Smith’s friend David Hume, also a philosopher, wrote an appreciative review, noting that now for the first time economic life had been explained as a well-functioning machine. Every reason, then, for us to pay Smith a special visit.	

			Economic textbooks usually introduce Adam Smith as the champion of the free market economy, a system in which competition causes markets to search continuously for equilibrium between the forces of demand and supply. However, this static-equilibrium analysis actually surfaced at a later date, in about 1870. Smith was an adherent of what William Baumol (1959) called “magnificent dynamics.”30

			In Smith’s theory, two dynamic forces are central. The first is the increasing specialization of labor in the workplace. Because of improved machinery and the increasing use of it, more goods can be produced with the same amount of labor. The second is the input and accumulation of private capital. According to Smith, these two forces are enhanced by competition between private firms in the context of a liberal state. Smith developed these views against the backdrop of a specific concept of nature: it is nature that endows us with these possibilities, but nature needs human cultivation and therefore must be subdued by human will. Economic progress is the unavoidable result. Smith believed in this view of progress, and he wrote extensively about the different progressive phases associated with the development of an economy. He wrote mostly in France at the house of his friend the Marquis de Condorcet, an important French author on the idea of progress.31

			As many authors do, it is tempting to move quickly from here to the Industrial Revolution, a time when most guilds were abolished and a large number of new small competing firms arose. But we should not rush there. Building an almost entirely new society requires more than the adoption of some new philosophical thoughts. How, for example, do we understand the possible tension between rising economic efficiency and old-fashioned public morality? Or between existing monarchies and new claims of equality and democracy? Or between traditional forms of faith and the new dominance of human thought? A new synthesis is required. Before a new society can be implemented in practice, it needs a plan that creates a logical coherence between a number of new building blocks.

			It was English philosopher John Locke (1632–1704) who attended to those missing pieces in what French historian Paul Hazard called “the great synthesis.”32 Locke argued that the essence of the Christian faith was fully compatible with the results of reason according to the laws of nature. Lilla notes that

			Locke thought it both necessary and possible to convince the Christian churches to liberalize themselves, doctrinally and organizationally. He made the powerful claim, which we now take to be self-evident, that churches are voluntary associations dedicated to the private worship of believers. . . . He also insisted that sects, if they wish to be tolerated, must themselves profess toleration of other confessions and the strict separation of church and state.33

			Locke also sought to demonstrate that increasing economic wealth could be in harmony with all basic moral requirements. In his view the new societal order could even accept monarchies if those monarchies were willing to act within the strict boundaries of constitutional law and democratically founded institutions. Legal institutions were needed to protect basic human rights, such as the right of private property and of equality before the law for all people. Somewhat later, in his brochure zum ewigen Frieden (“On Perpetual Peace”), the great German philosopher Immanuel Kant proposed a binding contract between nations based on respect for each other’s sovereignty according to the principles of natural law.34

			Thus a new edifice of human society could emerge. These principles, combined with Adam Smith’s idea of separate markets for each of the three “factors of production” (land, labor, and capital)—a megaturn that Karl Polanyi calls the “great transformation”35—formed the building blocks of a new, rationally constructed society that was ready to be implemented in practice.

			To a certain extent, however, history always follows its own path, especially if other ideas are also at play.36 In France, after many years of suppression by the nobility and the monarchy, the people began shouting the anarchist slogan “Ni dieu, ni maitre” (“No God, no master”) in the streets. To great public applause, a new technological device—the guillotine—was used in the Paris marketplace to end the lives of many people belonging to the nobility and clergy. At the same time, in Geneva, Jacques Rousseau was formulating his demands for a radical democracy that had no place for kings or nobles. Instead, the general will of the people (the volonté generale) would serve as the highest authority.

			Great Britain followed a different political path, one more in harmony with Locke’s idea of state and monarchy. This also marked the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. By the early eighteenth century, many new firms had been established. New industrial centers expanded rapidly in the nineteenth century when new markets for labor and capital emerged. Land became a kind of private property that could be bought and sold. In Great Britain, the Industrial Revolution began with the privatization of common lands. The Enclosure Movement ended the practice of allowing peasants access to these communal areas, which had given them the means for basic subsistence. The lords began to use the common land solely for the production of wool. This resulted in the mass migration of countless farmers and their families to the rapidly emerging slums of the new cities, where they became a willing arsenal from which the new industrial enterprises drew their laborers in return for extremely low wages.

			Earlier we referred to the possibility of deep tensions within modernity itself. Here we find traces of an important tension. One can indeed have a beautiful rational blueprint for a better society for all. But the blueprint usually ignores the costs of transition. The pursuit of future expectations often overrides the sufferings of common people, both in the past and in the present. Put differently: if the blueprint speaks only about well-functioning mechanisms (such as the market mechanism), and if moreover it has no deeper view of the environment than that it must be subdued by human will and intellect in order for humans to progress, then the suppression, submission, or neglect of what has been naturally or historically given to humankind is close at hand. In a generally dynamist society, only what can be technically produced, bought, or sold in markets has a chance to survive.

			A question remains, however: what was the power that drove these huge transitions in society? What leverage made them possible? Hannah Arendt once wrote that the French Revolution was the first time in Western history that the masses stormed the world stage.37 No doubt the revolutionists were filled with anger. But they were also driven by a rising conviction that, for the sake of themselves and their children, they desperately needed to create a society free of oppression, a society of liberty, equality, and brotherhood.

			If that served as the leverage for the French Revolution, what was the fundamental drive behind that other revolution, the Industrial Revolution? Was it driven only by the profit motive of some new landowners? No. A deeper and broader stimulus is needed to explain the Industrial Revolution. Indeed, the Industrial Revolution, an enormous transition in Europe, created a modern economy that was ultimately embraced by the majority of the population.

			At this point we need to introduce another Enlightenment thinker, Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832).38 Scholars consider Bentham the father of utilitarianism, an ethic described by its maxim “the greatest happiness for the greatest number.” At the beginning of the nineteenth century Great Britain was an unhappy place to live for most people. It was a place of hunger and starvation. The average lifespan was scarcely beyond the age of thirty. Not surprisingly, people in Great Britain possessed a profound desire for an improved standard of living. The maxim of Jeremy Bentham became the expression of that desire.

			What were the tools Bentham developed in his quest to achieve an increase of happiness, an increase that could be available, in principle, to all? He sought primarily to reorganize the workplace. If industries could be made more efficient, then they could achieve higher productivity. This in turn would lead to higher levels of production and consumption—and thus to an increase in general happiness. 

			Bentham’s approach sounds logical. But his practical proposals were far-reaching. For example, he proposed to reorganize the industrial work floor using the concept of a “pan-opticum” (which means, literally, “everything can be seen”). Picture a vertical cylinder containing spy holes at the center of a work floor. From the spy holes an observer could observe every manual laborer. Bentham wrote that such an observer could be present but also absent. In his view, the idea that a controller might be watching would enhance the laborer’s attitude toward work and thus increase the laborer’s productivity.39

			Bentham also held the opinion that, ethically, the distinction between good and bad motives was irrelevant. The only thing that counted when it came to human action was the outcome in terms of promoting human happiness. Bentham stated explicitly that if any human action increased the level of utility in a society (produced more pleasures than pains), then by definition that action was good.

			The opening sentence of his main work, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, reads, “Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is to them alone to point out what we ought to do. . . . On the one hand the standard of right and wrong, on the other the chain of causes and effects, are fastened to their throne. They govern us in all we do.”40 Note that Bentham characterizes pain and pleasure as sovereigns ruling over us, entitled to tell us everything we ought to do. Later Bentham states, “Pleasure is in itself a good, even . . . the only good; pain is in itself an evil, and indeed, without exception, the only evil. . . . It follows, therefore, that there is no such thing as any sort of motive that is in itself a bad one.”41 Finally, he claims that “by the principle of Utility is meant that principle which approves or disapproves of every action whatsoever, according to the tendency which it appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question. . . . All other principles than that of utility must be wrong.”42 Remarkably, this utilitarian ethic continues to be found in almost every economic textbook today! It is called the “utility calculus” or “felicific calculus.”

			The felicific calculus defines human happiness (which, according to Bentham, everyone desires) as the presence of pleasure and the absence of pain. Even a martyr, Bentham writes, who wants to sacrifice her life or be burned at the stake does so on the basis of a felicific calculus: she simply prefers eternal pleasures to earthly pleasures. This definitional tour de force makes it possible for Bentham to jump to an ethical or moral conclusion. If all people strive to be happy, to seek pleasure, then we can all accept as an ethical rule that it is morally good to do so. In this way Bentham elevates the criterion of “the greatest happiness for the greatest number” to a status that is beyond critique or scrutiny.

			This kind of ethics greatly helped the new industrialists of the time. What counted was not whether one’s motives involved greed. Motives were irrelevant. All that mattered was whether there were more benefits than losses for the general public in the long run.

			The felicific calculus then entered the science of economics. Even today it plays an important role in branches of welfare economics, political economy, and the analysis of public policy. Indeed, it serves as the reigning paradigm in economic thinking today. It also appears to be the root ethic of globalization. Berman, for example, notes that, “in fact, utilitarianism is the real, and pervasive (if invisible) philosophy of American society, a society in which little has value in and of itself.”43 The thinking goes: look only at the outcomes; if greed is helpful for achieving those outcomes, then let it remain! Especially if greed brings us a future that enhances the greatest happiness for the greatest number of people.

			But is utilitarianism really as value-free and beyond reproach as it claims? Of course not. How can we accept its total neglect of good and bad in the motives that drive human action? And as Gunnar Myrdal, Nobel prize-winning economist and former Swedish minister of trade, wondered in The Political Element in the Development of Economic Theory, what about the purely individualistic basis of this approach and the neglect of the fact that animals also have an awareness of pleasure and pain?44 If the utilitarian ethic directs and judges both personal and public decisions, then those decisions will, almost by definition, be ethically wrong and economically skewed.

			In some way, then, the idea of the progress of humankind is always present in the classical modern worldview. Often that idea is operative not just as a possibility but also as a kind of faith. Its main focus has always been the improvement of each person’s economic position. This dream was cherished not only by a number of so-called utopians (the word utopia literally means a place of nowhere converted into a concrete elaboration of a better society), but also by a number of philosophers, until finally, like a flow of lava, it gradually reached the masses. The notion of the general progress of humankind—revolutionary or evolutionary—evolved from an idea in the heads of a few into a commonly shared faith in the hearts of ordinary people throughout Western Europe.

			Conclusion

			Early in this chapter we asked you to imagine that you lived in a fourteenth-century medieval city. If we could transport you from that era to the nineteenth century, your context would be radically different. Your guild would have long disappeared and you would probably be working in a factory receiving a minimal wage with none of the social support your guild provided. Your city’s population would be growing by the day as peasants, forced to move into the city as the commons were taken over by wealthy landowners, flocked in, seeking work and accommodation amidst the burgeoning industries. The cathedral would still stand out in the landscape but would now appear irrelevant to your daily life, like a relic from a past age. While you might envy the obvious wealth of your employer and admire the practical applications of science in the industries around you, you would wonder what had been lost and what the future held for you.

			We have now arrived in our quest to understand the roots of the classical modern worldview at the point where we can formulate some interim conclusions. First, it should be obvious that a radically new worldview took hold during the emergence of modernity, what we call the classical modern worldview. Indeed, the growth and course of modern Western society is inseparably connected with this worldview. They cannot be detached; thus there can be no question of value neutrality.

			Second, we should not be reductionistic in our understanding of the emergence of the classical modern worldview and its incarnation in Western society. As we have seen, the story of its origin is complex, with many factors involved in its eventual triumph. We have, for example, noted the insecurity of the sixteenth century, the shattering of the unity of the church, the emergence of nation states, the scientific revolution, radical new quests for certainty in philosophy, discoveries of new cultures, and the formative events of the French and Industrial revolutions.

			Third, any quest to grasp the classical modern worldview must penetrate to its deepest cultural and spiritual layers. It is here that we find the engine that drove the emergence of modernity. At its deepest level the classical modern worldview is anti-religion, Christianity included. For the modern world to emerge as it did, the hold of the church on society had to be broken.45 We see this especially in the French Revolution and in the political theory of Thomas Hobbes. While John Locke and others argued that the heart of Christianity was compatible with modernity, it was a privatized version of Christianity with any possibility of public influence thoroughly constrained. This privatization of religion, making it a personal and leisure activity without any public significance, is a central characteristic of the classical modern worldview.

			Whereas the medieval universe was conceived of organically, the classical modern worldview understood it mechanically. As we have noted, Hobbes is significant in this respect. The classical modern worldview retains a doctrine of “natural law,” but it is a very different view than the medieval perspective. As Tarnas notes:

			In contrast to the medieval Christian cosmos, which was not only created but continuously and directly governed by a personal and actively omnipotent God, the modern universe was an impersonal phenomenon, governed by natural laws, and understandable in exclusively physical and mathematical terms. God was now distantly removed from the physical universe, as creator and architect, and was now less a God of love, miracle, redemption, or historical intervention than a supreme intelligence and first cause, who established the material universe and its immutable laws and then withdrew from further direct activity. . . . Eventually that residual divine reality . . . disappeared altogether.46

			The classical modern worldview is nothing if not comprehensive, and it came to expression in all areas of life, not least politics and economics. The view of society as a social contract emerged from the French Revolution and modern economics from the Industrial Revolution. We have noted above the importance of thinkers like Adam Smith and John Locke in this process, who provided a radical new understanding of the “natural laws” governing society.

			The result is a worldview that tries to combine personal or individual freedom with the maxim of achieving more income or wealth for all. In that struggle between individual freedom and greater wealth for all it is competitive markets that serve as an essential bridge. But this implies that the ethical component of this worldview is results oriented, with at least some neglect of the morality of human motives. As long as it leads to positive results, greed is entirely acceptable.

			We began this chapter by noting the immense optimism of the classical modern worldview. At its deepest level this optimism stems from a faith in progress. Prior to the Enlightenment there was a consciousness of progress, but now it became a faith, a deep trust in humankind’s rationality and capacity to develop a new, efficient, better life for all. The Enlightenment philosophers articulated a concept of progress that was all-encompassing, guided by humankind’s critical reason.47

			Our reader, transferred in time from the fourteenth century to the nineteenth, would immediately have felt the potential tensions within the new modern worldview. The first is the tension between personal freedom and the will to control, coming in the proposals of Jeremy Bentham. Can people be forced to become happy, even if that requires infringements on their freedom, such as that which occurs in a pan-optic universe? The second tension is the domination of nature. The dynamism of progress often overrides what has been given to humankind, either in the gift of nature (creation) or in the history of one’s own culture. The classical modern attitude is that for humankind to realize progress, we must dominate nature and overcome all of its restraints. Nature is the material from which human progress is derived; it is in overcoming the barriers imposed by nature that progress is born. Care for the environment is thus never a priority in the classical modern worldview.48 Even today the standard approaches to the environment and its problems, such as climate change, involve faith in human technological capabilities. Only those solutions that support the “progress” of Western society, as Western society narrowly defines it, are considered acceptable. Fed by an unyielding faith in economic and technological progress, proposed remedies reflect the belief that rational, scientific solutions to societal problems can always be found. The approaches proposed today are largely a matter of effectively utilizing the best tools available, especially the market mechanism and the democratic mechanism.

			Let us now return for a moment to the questions posed to our international “class” of young scholars. Regarding the major global problems of our time, we asked them to express their affinity with or preference for one or more of the four options. The first was that rational, reasonable solutions can be found for all or almost all of today’s problems. A substantial minority of students chose this option. Would they all go so far as to have complete faith in the potential benefits of increased economic growth and newer technological developments, made possible by free enterprise and well-functioning democratic mechanisms? Probably not, given the fact that several of them indicated that we also need a change in attitude. Would an understanding of the origins and development of the classical modern worldview change their perspective? We leave that for you to decide.

			This sets the stage for a decision: ought we to embrace the classical modern worldview, perhaps with modifications, or reject it? But we will put that question on hold for a moment. In the introduction we mentioned that there are at least four distinctively modern worldviews. The classical modern worldview is the first of the four. Before we assess it we will explore the remaining three, each of which may be seen, at least in part, as a response or reaction to the classical modern worldview. Then, with all of them in front of us, we will assess the pros and cons of each, with a view toward making a choice.
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The Structural and Cultural Critiques of Modernity

			The deep tensions in the classical modern worldview inevitably gave rise to alternative formulations. In this chapter we move on to consider two modern worldviews that have arisen as responses to the classical modern worldview. Both are very much alive today. They are the structural-critical modern worldview and the cultural-critical modern worldview.

			The Structural-Critical Modern Worldview

			A second theme emerging in the voices of our students becomes evident in comments like these: one student writes, “We live in a world of unrestricted Capitalism, suppressing humanity and nature.” When asked what the main problems are today, another responds, “Power is in few hands, the export of weapons goes on, the power of the state is not shared.” A third points to some people becoming richer while others become poorer, and he clearly has structural causes in mind for this. Three students emphasize that only a radical change of societal structures can help us.

			These comments reflect the structural-critical type of modernity. It is a coherent worldview with many adherents. The basic tenet of the structural-critical view of society is that the structures and systems of society are themselves the root cause of social and economic problems. Consequently, we must subject society itself to fundamental architectonic restructuring if any real solutions are to be found.

			The solutions generated by adherents of this view range from full-fledged revolution (as we find in mainstream communism) to more moderate strategies for restructuring the social and economic order, such as implementing markets restrictions, establishing minimum wage levels, and guaranteeing social security for all. These more moderate proposals are envisaged as being adopted through democratic processes. We find proponents of this view in so-called social-democratic political parties and in many social and political movements active today on both domestic and global scales.
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