
69 

Chapter Four 
 

In Defense of Metaphysics 
 

The pursuit of wisdom is fundamental to human development and civilizational 
progress. Without a framework in the context of which they can be understood 
to be meaningful, all human making and all human relating ultimately fail. Apart 
from a substantive doctrine of the Good it becomes impossible to judge, and 
thus see and act to correct injustice. Now premarket societies are able to culti-
vate wisdom without metaphysics. Life in a village community provides a basis 
in experience for understanding the universe as an organized system, ordered to 
a common end, which in turn provides a criterion of value by which to judge 
human action. Even when villages become subjected to warlords, and the war-
lords claim to be divine, or at least divinely ordained, the people know better. 
The prophet who denounces the ba’alim and calls the people to return to the 
living God needs no argument. His word, the word of justice, is enough.  

It is different when markets begin to develop. Under the market system peo-
ple experience society either as a system of quantities (prices) or else as a sys-
tem of only externally related individuals. Not surprisingly they begin to experi-
ence the universe as a whole in much the same way. Thus the rise of 
mathematically oriented rationalism and of atomistic empiricism, first, in a ten-
tative way, with the rise of petty commodity production, and thus the triumph of 
these doctrines with the emergence of generalized commodity production in the 
seventeenth century. Systems of quantities and systems of atoms have no τελος, 
no global purpose. Analysis of such systems provides no way to rise to first 
principles, no way to find a criterion of value. The result is skepticism and nihil-
ism—which, once again, we see emerging for the first time in Ancient Greece, 
India, and China in the form of sophism, Caravaka materialism, and Legalism 
respectively, and which has gradually become hegemonic in our own, more or 
less completely marketized society. And this skepticism about first principles 
and about principles of value is not just a reflex of the marketplace: it also 
serves to legitimate the market order. For without some criterion of value, 
grounded in a doctrine of the first principle, there is no basis on which to criti-
cize the market allocation of resources or to argue for some alternative. 
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 Rational metaphysics emerged first and foremost as a response to the nihil-
ism of the marketplace and as an attempt to reground ethics in an adequate doc-
trine of first principles—as an attempt to prove, contrary to the way things ap-
pear to people formed by the market, that the universe really is grounded in and 
ordered to a transcendental principle, a principle which can be known rationally 
(if also only very imperfectly) and which provides a criterion for judging actions 
and for ordering human society. Dialectics is the method of this quest for first 
principles, which is also always a quest for justice. 

It is, however, precisely this kind of philosophy, historically known as meta-
physics and referred to by its detractors, at least since Heidegger, as “ontotheol-
ogy,” which attempts to ascend rationally to a transcendental first principle of 
explanation and of action, which has come increasingly under attack from the 
most diverse quarters. Indeed, there is no discipline which has been more uni-
formly derided for a longer period than metaphysics. Of the ancient and medie-
val sciences which have now fallen into disrepute, even astrology and alchemy 
get better press. Declared impossible (at least as it had traditionally been under-
stood) by Kant (Kant 1781/1969), its assertions were determined to be logically 
meaningless by Ayer (Ayer 1937). Even the materialist wing of the dialectical 
tradition has turned against metaphysics, arguing that the universe can be ex-
plained adequately in terms of purely material principles (Engels 1880/1940).  

The first two chapters of this book have addressed the epistemological and 
cosmological critiques of metaphysics. In this chapter we turn to what we will 
call the “political-theological critique”1: the claim, which has come from diverse 
philosophical perspectives and divergent positions along the political spectrum 
(Kierkegaard 1848, Nietzsche 1889, Heidegger 1928/1968, Arendt 1958, Levi-
nas 1965, Derrida 1967/1978, Amin 1988/1989), that metaphysics,2 quite apart 
from whether one believes it to be possible or impossible, meaningful or mean-
ingless is, in fact, at the very root of a plethora of social evils, from technologi-
cal domination through imperialism and totalitarianism to atheism and despair.  

It is interesting to note in this regard that, in spite of the emergence of a 
comparative historical sociology of philosophy (Collins 1998), there have as yet 
been few real attempts to evaluate the political-theological critique empirically, 
by situating humanity’s principal metaphysical traditions in the context of the 
social systems and historical crises out of which they emerged and asking what 
impact, if any, metaphysics has actually had on human development and civili-
zational progress.  

There are, to be sure, some precedents for such a study. Max Weber’s Econ-
omy and Society (Weber 1921/1968) and his comparative historical studies of 
religion treat the birth of metaphysics as part of a larger process of religious 
rationalization which he regards as issuing ultimately (but only in the special 
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case of Calvinism) in the instrumental rationality which defines the modern 
West, a claim which, if sustained, would at least partly support the postmodern-
ist position, though his concept of religious rationalization also includes a 
greater concern for questions of social ethics. Karl Jaspers’ (Jaspers 1953) the-
ory of an “axial age” is, in effect, an extension of Weber’s theory and attempts 
to explain the later development of humanity’s principal civilizational traditions 
in terms of an initial “breakthrough” during the period between 800 and 200 
BCE which included, among other things, a turn towards more abstract religious 
language –in effect the birth of metaphysics—and an associated concern for 
questions of ethics generally and social justice in particular. Jaspers differs from 
Weber in taking a somewhat less Eurocentric approach and in emphasizing the 
contribution of metaphysics to the larger historical movement towards freedom 
and social justice.  

Historical materialism has had surprisingly little to say on this question. 
Marx’s own critique of philosophy was focused largely on German Idealism and 
did not approach the problem of metaphysics in the same way the postmodern-
ists have (Marx 1844/1978, Marx and Engels 1848/1978). The debate between 
Althusser and Marxist “humanism” (Althusser 1965/1977, 1966-69/1971, 
1968/1970) raises some related issues,3 but these were never explored in the 
context of a comparative sociological study. The same is true of the claim ad-
vanced by Konrad and Szelenyi (Konrad and Szelenyi 1967) that humanistic 
Marxism represented a bid for power on the part of the humanistic intelligentsia 
under socialism. The closest approach to an historical materialist sociology of 
metaphysics is Samir Amin’s Eurocentrism (Amin 1988/1989). Amin argues 
that metaphysics emerged out of an effort to rationalize the authority of the 
large, multicultural tributary empires which emerged more or less as the Silk 
Road was completed and a “global” Afro-Eurasian trade network consolidated. 
Amin distinguishes sharply, however, between this sort of metaphysical uni-
versalism and the secular universalism of the modern West.  

This chapter will undertake just precisely the sort of empirical, comparative 
historical and sociological evaluation of the political-theological critique which 
has been lacking in the works of metaphysics’ postmodern critics. Specifically, 
we propose to show that rational metaphysics emerged as a response to the 
alienation and injustice engendered by the emergence of petty commodity rela-
tions during the “axial age,” the period between 800 and 200 BCE. This repre-
sents a partial defense, refinement, and extension of the axial age thesis. Rather 
than regarding the axial age innovations as autogenetic “breakthroughs” which 
are in themselves inexplicable, we argue that they represent attempts to grapple 
with the question of meaning under the radically new social conditions created 
by the emergence of petty commodity production. This helps to explain why 
some peoples had “breakthroughs” and others did not. Those societies whose 
wisdoms remained mythical rather than metaphysical were precisely those into 
which market relations did not penetrate and in which meaning did not, there-
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fore, become a problem. We will then go on to show that during the period of 
global (Afro-Eurasian) petty commodity production which we call the Silk Road 
Era, metaphysical traditions deriving ultimately from the Axial Age, or religious 
traditions influenced by, them gained partial hegemony and played a major role 
in restricting rates of exploitation and in capturing surplus for activities which 
promoted human development and civilizational progress. We will also show 
that the attack on metaphysics which begins the late Middle Ages was in fact an 
integral part of the ideological strategy of the emerging bourgeoisies and/or 
monarchies anxious to free themselves from natural law constraints and to con-
struct capitalist economies and sovereign nation states and that modern and 
postmodern critiques essentially continue this dynamic.  

Once we have completed this empirical evaluation of the political-
theological critique, we will attempt to answer it philosophically, sketching out a 
program for a new dialectical metaphysics based on the epistemological and 
cosmological arguments of the previous chapters and in dialogue with the full 
range of humanity’s wisdom traditions. 

Our approach to this problem owes a great deal to the argument set forth by 
Georg Lukacs in The Destruction of Reason (Lukacs 1953/1980). Lukacs sug-
gests that the bourgeoisie has, historically, used two distinct ideological strate-
gies. During the period of its rise, when it could still present itself as a force for 
progress vis-à-vis the old feudal classes, and during periods of economic stabili-
zation since then, it has employed a direct apologetic, arguing that capitalism is, 
in fact, a force for the development of human capacities. After about 1848, how-
ever, the developing contradictions of capitalism and the emergence of the 
workers movement put the bourgeoisie on the defensive. It became increasingly 
difficult to legitimate capitalism as a force for social progress, which was being 
constrained both by ever-deeper economic crises and by bourgeois resistance to 
the economic and political demands of the working class. The result was the 
elaboration of an “indirect apologetic,” which argued not so much that capital-
ism was just, as that a just society is impossible—and that socialism was there-
fore an empty dream. By the end of the century, this indirect apologetic had 
taken on the additional task of legitimating imperialist war and expansion—
something deeply in conflict with the ideals of the democratic revolutions, but 
also the only way a capitalist society could resolve its internal contradictions 
(Lukacs 1953/1980).  

The indirect apologetic was advanced along a number of fronts. At the epis-
temological level it became increasingly common to claim that it is impossible 
to make objective, rational judgments of value and that all knowledge is in a 
certain sense interpretive and perspectival. Physics, biology, sociology and psy-
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chology all stressed the absence of any underlying αρχη or τελος in the systems 
they studied, other than the endless drive of all systems to survive and prosper, a 
line of reasoning which culminates in Nietzsche’s doctrine of the “will to 
power.” But without objective judgments of value and without some 
αρχη/τελος to serve as criterion, no critique of the marketplace and no argu-
ment for a nonmarket allocation of resources is possible. And imperialist war 
seems like simply a natural expression of the underlying cosmic struggle for 
power. Lukacs points out that these theses were shared in common both by lib-
erals such as Weber (and we might add Arendt), who seemed to believe that 
democracy represented Germany’s best hope for realizing its imperial destiny, 
and proto-fascists such as Nietzsche and Heidegger.  

Lukacs’ theory has extraordinary explanatory power, but it also has some 
limitations from the standpoint of our task. Lukacs is, first of all, unable to 
measure the extent to which Marxism itself is affected by the dynamics which 
he identifies—something which is reflected in its rejection of a transcendental 
first principle and its ambivalence on cosmic teleology even as it struggles to 
uphold a realist epistemology and the objectivity of value. More broadly, be-
cause he himself accepts much of the bourgeois account of history and because 
of his own complicity in the rejection of metaphysics, Lukacs misses the fact 
that both the “direct” and “indirect” apologetics are, in fact, much older than he 
allows, and in fact embrace nearly the whole history of philosophy. The reason 
which he seeks to defend is, finally, a dialectical reason which can be completed 
only in a rational metaphysics, and Marxism’s rejection of such a metaphysics 
will turn out to be a mark of its hegemonization by the very bourgeoisie it seeks 
to displace.  

 
 

Before Metaphysics 
 
In order to understand why metaphysics emerges when and where it does, and in 
order to specify its political valence, we must begin before metaphysics, in so-
cieties where wisdom was sought and conveyed primarily in the form of mythic 
discourse—i.e. in the form of images and stories. Myth is dominant in a variety 
of different types of societies: 

Hunter-gather societies are generally organized into loose, informal bands or 
into clans and tribes. The latter type of society generally practices a totemic re-
ligion in which plants or animals serve as symbols of the various social group-
ings and in which the solidarity of the clan is reproduced by regular sacrificial 
meals in which the totemic plant or animal (otherwise taboo) is sacrificed and 
consumed (Durkheim 1911).  

As human societies developed the capacity to cultivate plants and animals 
there was a tendency for structures to diverge. In horticultural and agricultural 
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societies kinship relations remained important, but larger, crosscutting structures 
also emerged: religious societies of various kinds and the village community 
itself. There is evidence that these structures were often matriarchal or at least 
matrifocal in character. Participation in the village community provided a basis in 
experience for grasping the universe as an organized totality. Day to day 
collaboration in the work of bearing and raising children, growing food and 
producing tools, building the complex social relationships necessary to carry out 
these tasks, and investigating the latent potential of the various forms of the 
material universe made the village quite literally a microcosm of the organizing 
process which constitutes the universe itself. Each of the tasks of daily life provided 
not only a window on, but an actual means of participating in, the work of the 
cosmos.  

Humanity’s emerging vision of the universe as an organized totality was 
symbolized in countless different ways. Horticultural communitarian and archaic 
societies4 developed complex calendrical systems based on sophisticated 
observations of the heavenly bodies and complex mathematical computations. At 
the same time, the worship of plants and animals loses some of its importance. It is 
increasingly the human rather than the plant or animal which provides the 
symbolism for representation of the divine. Ancestor worship becomes increasingly 
central, reflecting the enduring importance of kinship ties, but also a marked 
advance in understanding kinship as a system of relationships among human 
beings. It is no doubt also from this period that the memory of “culture heroes” 
derives—gods, demigods, or rulers who taught humanity the art of civilization. The 
katchinas of the Puebloan societies might be regarded in this light (Waters 1963), 
as might the Greek Prometheus and the other Titans. 

To the extent that communitarian and archaic societies worshiped a high 
deity, this deity was more likely to be a goddess than a god. The religious 
systems of communitarian societies seem to have been predominantly 
gynocentric. This should not surprise us given the matrilineal and matriarchal 
character of the societies in question. Indeed, it would not be too much to speak 
of an almost universal cult of the Magna Mater, to use the Latin form of the 
Goddess’ name. Archeological evidence supports this claim, the most common 
religious artifacts of the Neolithic period (7000 B.C.E. - 3000 B.C.E.) being 
small statues of the Goddess (Stone 1976: 14-18, 24), usually as a pregnant 
woman. More important however is the evidence of the great mythic cycles of 
Bronze and Iron Age societies, which almost all conceal an archaic gynocentric 
layer which probably reflects a survival from the religion of earlier times (Stone 
1976: 9-29). These goddesses were, furthermore, not just fertility deities, but 
also goddesses of wisdom and justice (Stone 1976: 22). 
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Societies located in less favorable ecological niches –steppes rather than 
river valleys, for example—turned instead to pastoralism and, when this did not 
afford adequate opportunities for prosperity and civilizational progress, to 
raiding. Here tribal relations remained paramount. Anthropomorphic gods 
emerged here as in horticultural and agricultural societies, a mark of the growing 
importance of human beings in the productive process, but here masculine 
warrior gods competed with and eventually came to dominate goddesses of 
wisdom and fertility.5

Eventually, probably sometime around 3000 BCE as bronze weapons 
became available, some of these pastoral raiding societies began conquering the 
communitarian and archaic societies of the river bottoms and, instead of 
occasional raiding, laid a regular tribute on them of rents, taxes, and/or forced 
labor. This seems to be the origin of essentially all the great “bronze age” 
civilizations of Afro-Eurasia. The result was systematic exploitation and a 
gradual decline in the rate of innovation (Lenski 1982, Lerner 1991). The new, 
exploitative social relations required religious legitimation, which generally took 
the form of sacralization of the monarchy, with the king identified or associated 
with the high god. It would be a mistake to see the great tributary6 civilizations 
of Egypt, Mesopotamia, or China as purely and simply machines for 
exploitation. “Archaic” elements survived, as the state financed temples and 
irrigation systems, provided for the poor in times of need and protected them 
from the most rapacious tendencies of the warlord elite. It is to this period that 
we owe the decimal system and alphabetic writing, monumental religious 
architecture and the cities it helped create.  

Gradually, however, these societies did become exploitative. Sacrifice and 
violence –especially violence towards women—played an increasingly 
important role in their myth and ritual. Eventually, sometime between 1400 and 
1000 most of these empires declined. In the case of the weakest, marginal states 
–the Myceneans, for example, which were little more than complex raiding 
operations—the result was total civilizational collapse. The Greeks even lost the 
use of writing. In other cases –e.g. in the great riverine centers—the result was 
simply contraction and fragmentation. 

It is at this moment that we witness the first of the “breakthroughs” 
associated with the axial era –that of ancient Israel—and the only one which 
doesn’t fall comfortably within Jasper’s timeframe (800-200 BCE). Most likely 
this stage in the emergence of Israelite religion reflects a distinct phenomenon: 
the religious trace of a peasant revolt (Gottwald 1979).  

The prevailing religious form of the Canaanite social formation, at least by the 
time of the late Bronze Age, was the cult of ba’al, which had, by this point, 
hegemonized the older, gynocentric cult of the Ashtoreth. This ba’al is generally 
referred to in the textbooks as a “fertility god,” as indeed he was. But the root from 
which the term ba’al is derived means “to own” and the word was used in ways 
which signify “lord,” “master,” “owner of land,” and  . . . “husband.” It was used 
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for the local warlord, as well as for the deity. Identification of agrarian and human 
fertility with domination and lordship, and of both with the divine, provided the 
ruling classes with an especially effective system of legitimation. The Canaanite 
peasantry, to put the matter starkly, worshipped their landlords. 

According to Norman Gottwald, the later Bronze Age witnessed a decline in 
great power hegemony in the Syro-Palestinian corridor, and corresponding internal 
strife among the warlords who dominated the Canaanite lowlands. The resulting 
instability in turn led to an increase in rural unrest, which took the form of social 
banditry (Hobsbawm 1959). These social bandits, referred to as “`apiru” in 
contemporary sources, were essentially marginalized peasants who had been run 
off their land, or who had gotten into trouble with their lords, and had (quite 
literally) taken to the hills, from whence they preyed off caravans, or raided the city 
states, occasionally entering the service of one or another ba’al. 

At roughly the same time the collapse of the Hittite Empire to the north broke 
the monopoly on iron technology, allowing the techniques for production of 
primitive bloomery iron to penetrate Canaan. Up until this time metal tools had 
been a ruling class monopoly, protected by royal control of the tin trade, tin being 
an essential component of bronze, the only metal thus far widely used in the area. 
This ruling class monopoly on metal tools had in turn held back the development of 
the hill country, which required metal tools for clearing and terracing. Bloomery 
iron, while inferior to the bronze used by the Canaanite aristocracy, was superior to 
the stone tools used by the Canaanite peasants, and could be produced with 
materials available in the region. The collapse of the Hittite iron monopoly thus put 
metal tools into the hands of the peasants, removing the obstacle to settlement in the 
hill country. 

The hills were out of the reach of the chariots of the Canaanite warlords, and 
thus beyond the sphere of Canaanite military hegemony. The `apiru groups thus 
began to terrace and cultivate the hill sides, and their banditry gradually 
transformed itself into a kind of guerilla, or prolonged popular war, the record of 
which is preserved in the Book of Judges. They organized themselves into 
mishpahoth, or protective associations of extended families. These mishpahoth 
practiced a form of communal land tenure, holding land collectively and 
redistributing it periodically to individual families, according to need, for purposes 
of cultivation (Lev 25: 8ff), and also constituted a kind of “popular militia” which 
helped to defend and extend the “liberated territories” without recourse to a 
standing army. Israel seems to have provided for a tax of roughly 10% of the 
agricultural produce to support the Levitical priests. At the same time, Israelite law 
insured that the priests could own no land of their own and thus could not 
degenerate into an exploitative landowning class. 
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Norman Gottwald has suggested, based in part on the frequency of Egyp-
tian names among the Levites, and their subsequent role as a religious elite, that the 
Exodus story is in fact the story of the Levites, and perhaps other elements serving 
in Egypt as forced laborers, who became the carriers of the cult of äåäé (YHWH), 
and whose flight from Egypt and penetration of Palestine played a critical role in 
catalyzing the formation of Yahwistic Israel out of the numerous ‘apiru bands. The 
Exodus is, according to this hypothesis, the story of the vanguard of the Yahwistic 
revolution.  

The emergence of the cult of äåäé (YHWH) was at once a product of, and a 
catalyst for this process. The name itself probably derives from an epithet 
attached to the name of the god El, who was ba’al’s father and the actual high 
god of the Canaanites but not, for the most part, the object of an actual cult. 
Revolutionary Israel appealed above the head of ba’al, as it were, to his father, 
who they worshiped as ‘el yahwi sabaoth yisrael: God who brings into being the 
armies of Israel. This was a mark of the fact that Israel first met her god on the 
battlefield of the revolution, and found in the struggle for social justice the basis 
of all her religious knowledge. But it is not yet metaphysics. We will see later 
how this insight was rationalized and formed the basis for the development of a 
distinct metaphysical tradition.  

 
 

The Axial Age and the Birth of Metaphysics 
 
There may have been other peasant revolts which produced revolutionary 

breakthroughs within the horizon of a still essentially mythological discourse. 
Perhaps we simply need to do more research into the social context of the 
remarkable early rationalization of religious language which accompanied the 
crisis of the Chou dynasty in China. Or perhaps these developments are lost to 
us because, unlike the Israelites, the resulting “revolutionary communitarian” 
societies which emerged during the early Iron Age did not write and did not 
bequeath their oral traditions to a later literate society.  

In any case, Afro-Eurasia as a whole seems to have undergone a rather 
protracted period of civilizational decline between 1400 and 800 BCE as 
tributary structures went into crisis and gradually retrenched. By around 800 
BCE, however, there were real signs of a revival. It is, specifically, just precisely 
around this period that we see the beginnings of specialized agriculture and 
crafts production. In the Mediterranean Basin this meant, above all, oil, wine, 
and the pottery in which to store and transport these agrarian products 
(Anderson 1974, Ste. Croix 1982), though there is some evidence that the 
Greeks also exported the occasional sophist for the amusement of Indian rulers 
(Thapar 2002: 178). The West generally suffered a significant balance of trade 
deficit with both India and China, something which is reflected in the 
accumulation of vast hordes of Greek and Roman coins in both regions (Frank 
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1998, Thapar 2002: 242). China exported silk (Frank 1998), India pepper and 
other spices, teak and ebony, and cotton textiles (Thapar 2002). Southeast Asia 
entered the system largely as an exporter of spices and specialty woods. 
Peripheries such as the Horn of Africa and Southern Arabia exported 
frankincense. Gold and textiles came from West Africa. Porcelain and tea 
entered the system later from India and China.  

Initially the development of specialized agriculture seems to have taken 
place under the sponsorship of archaic or tributary structures. In Greece, for ex-
ample, civilization seems to have revived around tribal and inter-tribal sanctuar-
ies which, because they drew pilgrims for seasonal festivals, also became impor-
tant market centers (Snodgrass 1980). Elsewhere, where civilization had not 
collapsed altogether, tributary states sponsored investment in these new products 
(Thapar 2002: 137-279). But in the long run specialized agriculture meant the 
emergence of markets –first local, then regional, and eventually “global” (i.e. 
Afro-Eurasian) in scope. Increasingly investment decisions were dictated by the 
complex interplay of supply and demand. Thales of Miletus, for example, who is 
generally credited with taking the first steps towards the development of an ab-
stract mathematics, also discovered the law of supply and demand. Foreseeing 
an unusually good crop of olives on year, he secured control of every olive press 
in his region, and then demanded monopoly prices for their use—though at least 
one story suggests that having made his theoretical point he relented and let the 
presses at their “fair” or “natural” price (Turnbull 1956: 79-82). Archaic and 
tributary structures became subordinated to what eventually, with the comple-
tion of the Silk Road around 200 BCE, became a global petty commodity system 
in which resources were allocated, at least in large measure, by a global market 
in luxury goods.7  

Politically this was a period of fragmentation. The Hellenic πολεις were, 
first and foremost, sanctuaries become market towns which extracted surplus 
from their hinterlands by religious means or later by means of exchange rather 
than by coercion. Debt servitude and chattel slavery were later developments, 
which depended in part, at least, on the absence of a state structure which could 
provide effective economic regulation (Snodgrass REF, Anderson 1974, de Ste. 
Croix 1982). Small states prevailed in areas which, like China and the Fertile 
Crescent, had previously been dominated by large empires. Northern India was 
just undergoing what seems to have been a primary process of state formation, 
largely independent of the earlier Indus Valley or Harrapan Civilization, which 
in any case did not extend east into the Gangetic Plain, north in to the 
Himalayan foothills, or south into the Deccan or the peninsula. Some of these 
states were gana-sanghas, a sort of republic in which power was held by the 
senior lineages of what was still in part a tribally organized pastoral-raiding 
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society which had only partly adopted agriculture. Others were small kingdoms 
(Thapar 2002 98-173). Where larger tributary structures persisted they gradually 
altered their economic strategies, seeking to tax trade rather than direct 
production and thus to capture for themselves a portion of what was becoming a 
very healthy commerce. 

The emergence of specialized agriculture and crafts production and of petty 
commodity production offered to humanity an extraordinary new opportunity. 
By using the principle of comparative advantage it was possible for distant re-
gions to profit from trade with each other, and thus grow rich without the sys-
tematic exploitation of either their own populations or their trade partners. Such 
an outcome, however, required conscious leadership and intervention into the 
marketplace. The spontaneous tendency was towards rapid economic differen-
tiation, as those with better land and better access to markets grew rich and those 
less well endowed grew poor. Peasants, who in many places had just been 
emancipated from tributary exploitation, found themselves falling into debt pe-
onage and losing access to their land altogether. Nouveau riche elements who 
cared nothing for the traditional obligations between classes challenged sacral 
monarchs and priestly elites for power, so that political structures lost their in-
tegrity altogether.  

Life in a market society, furthermore, is intrinsically alienating. As we sug-
gested above people experience the society –and thus the universe as a whole—
as a system of only externally related atoms (individuals) without any obvious 
ordering to a common end. The result was the emergence of radically skeptical 
and materialistic ideologies such as Hellenic atomism and sophism (Collins 
1998: 86-89, 145-148), the Indian Caravaka school (Chaterjee 1954: 56-64), and 
Chinese Legalism (Collins 1998: 148-155), all of which restricted the scope of 
human knowledge to objects of sense perception, denied the ultimate meaning-
fulness of the universe and the existence (or at least the actual supremacy) of the 
gods, and regarded morality as at best a set of conventions necessary for humans 
to live together and at worst as simply a way of legitimating particular social 
interests (Mansueto 1998b, 1999, 2000, 2002b).  

This is the common social context of most of the “axial age breakthroughs.” 
Where the great tributary empires of the Bronze Age had used religious meaning 
to legitimate exploitation, petty commodity production called meaning itself into 
question, and made it a problem –the problem which constituted metaphysics. 
Humanity’s principal wisdom traditions, which all flow out of this period, are 
simply different ways of approaching this problem: different ways of answering 
the question of meaning.  

Those who gave the first answers to these answers were not systematic 
metaphysicians, but rather sages and prophets. By this we mean that rather than 
writing philosophical treatises that advanced and demonstrated a whole complex 
of metaphysical propositions, they gave brief, contextual answers to the ques-
tions posed by their social situations. In many cases they appear not to have 
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written at all, but rather to have had their teachings recorded by their disciples. 
This appears to have been the case, for example, with Socrates and Lao Tzu. In 
some cases (Socrates and to a certain extent Confucius) they made arguments, 
but often as not they expressed themselves in poetic form (the Israelite prophets, 
Lao Tzu). Those we call sages taught on the basis of their own acquired wis-
dom; those we call prophets claimed to be speaking the very word of God.  

In all of the principal civilizational centers the basic process leading up to 
these breakthroughs was, furthermore, the same. First there was a gradual proc-
ess of rationalization. This process is most apparent in Greece, where we can 
trace a step by step movement from Homer, for whom the gods are essentially 
characters in a story, superhuman perhaps, but no less individuals with distinct 
personalities, through Hesiod, for whom they have become personified natural 
forces, the natural philosophers (Thales, Anaximenes, Heraclitus) for whom 
anthropomorphic gods have given way to abstract natural forces (water, air, 
fire), and finally Pythagoras and the post-Pythagorean philosophers (Xeno-
phanes, Anaximander) who describe the first principle in mathematical terms 
(the Infinite, the One, etc.).  

In Israel, similarly, we see a movement from the still largely anthropomor-
phic ‘el yahwi sabaoth yisrael, to the God revealed in Exodus 3:13ff, who tells 
Moses that His name is eyeh asher eyeh. Eyeh is the imperfect indicative form 
of the verb “to be” indicating that this God is Being itself, acting still. In the 
same passage we also find the revelation of the name äåäé (YHWH), which is 
the causative form of the verb “to be,” and points even more clearly to the rec-
ognition of God as the power of Being as such.  

This same process of rationalization can be traced in India and China as well. 
The Rig Veda, for example, which mostly predates the advent of petty commod-
ity production, presents the gods largely in anthropomorphic form, or else as 
personified natural forces.  
 

When they divided Purusha how many portions did they make? 
The Brahmin was his mouth, of both his arms was the Rajanya made. 
His thighs became the Vaisya, from his feet the Sudra was produced. 
The moon was generated from his mind, and from his eye the sun had birth . . . 
Forth from his navel came mid-air; the sky was fashioned from his head; 
Earth from his feet  . . . Rig Veda (X.90) 

 
In the Upanishads, on the other hand, the mythological discourse which 
characterized the earlier Vedas gives way to an incipient philosophical theory of the 
first principle, which they term Brahman. Some of the texts refer to Brahman in 
personal terms, as a kind of High God. 
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Immortal, existing as the Lord,  
Intelligent, omnipresent, the guardian of this world, 
It is He who constantly rules this world (Upanishads, Svet. 6.17) 

 
Others speak of Brahman as an impersonal force. 

 
Verily this whole world is Brahman. Tranquil let one worship It as that from which 
he came forth, as that in which he will be dissolved, as that in which he breathes 
(Chand. 3.14.1). 

 
The later texts speak of both a formed and formless Brahman. 
 

There are, assuredly, two forms of Brahman: the formed and the formless. Now 
that which is formed is unreal; that which is formless is real (Mait. 6.17, 7).  

 
In China this process of rationalization seems to have already been underway 

much earlier. Already in the Chou dynasty the anthropomorphic Shang Ti, or 
“lord on high, “ the high god of the Yin dynasty, gives way to the more abstract 
T’ai Chi (Great Ultimate) and T’ien or “heaven” (Fang 1981: 101-116). The 
term T’ai means great or supreme. The term chi was originally quite concrete, 
and taken literally means “pole,” in the sense both of “tent-pole” and “pole star” 
(Ching 2002: 33). During the Chou dynasty, in other words, we see a process 
similar to that which took place in early Archaic Greece, as anthropomorphic 
gods give way to natural forces. This tendency is radicalized during the axial 
era, as mathematical language, albeit of a somewhat different sort that that 
which became dominant in the West, is increasingly used to characterize the 
first principle and the cosmogonic processes which flow from it. This is particu-
larly apparent in the I Ching or Book of Changes, which proposes to derive quite 
literally everything from a series of trigrams consisting of broken and unbroken 
lines.  

 
In the changes is the Great Ultimate. 
This produces the Two Forces. 
The Two Forces produce the Four Images. 
The Four Images produce the Eight Trigrams.  
The Eight Trigrams determine fortune and misfortune. 
Fortune and misfortune give rise to the great activities. (Wilhelm and Baynes 
1967: 318-319)  

 
It is only one small step from here to Taoism, which identifies the Tao or Way 
with the Wu-Chi or the “limitless.”  

 
The Way begets the One; One begets Two; Two begets Three; Three Begets 
the Myriad Creatures … (Lao Tzu 42). 
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Know the male 
But Keep to the role of the female 
And be a ravine to the empire … 
Then constant virtue will not be wanting 
And you will return to the Infinite (Wu Chi) (Lao Tzu 28).  

 
This in turn paves the way for the fully metaphysical, rather than merely natural-
istic, use of the terms T’ien and T’ai Chi that we find in Confucius, and more 
especially in the Confucian tradition (cf. e.g. Confucius. Lun-yu XVI.8, Chung 
Yung).  

The axial age was not, however, just about rationalization, in the sense of a 
transition from image to concept and poetry or narrative to argument. These 
new, rationalized, religious forms or metaphysical formulations regarding the 
nature of the first principle are also responses to social injustice. We have al-
ready seen that in the case of Israel the fundamental breakthrough was, in fact, 
to a religion centered on the just act. ‘El yahwi sabaoth yisrael, the God who 
brings into being the armies of Israel was a God met first and foremost on the 
battlefield of the revolution. And what this God demanded was, first and fore-
most, fidelity to the revolutionary communitarian/archaic social structure estab-
lished as a result of this revolution. When this social structure was threatened 
after about 800 BCE with the emergence of a petty commodity economy, the 
prophets made discursively explicit what had always been implicit in the stories 
Israel told of her origins. Thus Isaiah targets directly the latifundialization which 
developed as a result of the emergence of Israel into regional trade networks.  
 

äåäé (YHWH) opens the indictment against the elders and officers of his people: 
It is you that have ravaged the vineyard; 
In your houses are the spoils taken from the poor. 
is it nothing to you that you crush my people and grind the faces of the poor? 
(Isaiah 3: 14-15) 
 
Woe to you who add house to house 
and join field to field, 
until everyone else is displaced,  
and you are left as the sole inhabitants of the land. (Isaiah 5:8) 
 
Woe to you who make unjust laws  
and draft burdensome decrees 
depriving the poor of justice, 
robbing the weakest of my people of their rights, 
plundering the widow and despoiling the orphan (Isaiah 10: 1-2). 
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He then goes on to paint a picture of restored justice, placing fulfillment of the 
demands of social justice in poetic parallelism with da’ath ‘elohim or da’ath 
äåäé (YHWH), thereby equating the two. 
 

They shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain,  
For as waters of the earth fill the sea 
So shall the land be filled with knowledge äåäé (YHWH) (Isaiah 11:1-12). 

 
In Greece religious rationalization came first, but it was just precisely the 

drive to restore a discourse around justice which gave birth to the dialectical 
tradition. As elsewhere the development of petty commodity production led to 
rapid economic differentiation and the peasantry fell rapidly into debt bondage 
while the traditional ruling classes centered around the sanctuaries were dis-
placed by large landowners and merchants. But then something interesting hap-
pened. A series of rebellions in the fifth and sixth centuries halted this process, 
and imposed a kind of compromise. The reforms of Solon and Pericles guaran-
teed the land rights of the peasantry, providing credits and other protection 
against debt peonage and permitted them to participate in the political arena. But 
these reforms also left intact the landholdings of the ruling classes, who were 
forced to turn to chattel slaves to work their large estates (Anderson 1974: 29-
32, 38). 

This combination of a formally democratic political arena and fundamental 
class conflicts imposed on the ruling classes the task of securing the consent of a 
majority which did not share their interests. Thus the function of the ρητορ, 
whose job it was to sway the masses in the public assembly. The sophists were 
first and foremost teachers of rhetoric, who trained rich young men in the arts of 
persuasion, so that they could ably serve their families’ interests in the public 
arena. Trained by the sophists, these ρητοροι could “make the worse appear the 
better cause,” so that in a few short years people began to doubt that there really 
was any such thing as the beautiful, the true or the good. Where in the tributary 
state there was still one common end, even if it was deformed and turned to the 
interests of a single warlord, here the state became simply an instrument of 
purely private ends. The polity itself lost all integrity (Anderson 1974).  

It is in this context that the emergence of dialectical philosophy must be un-
derstood. Socrates developed the dialectic largely as a way of demonstrating the 
internal incoherence of the sophistic position. Plato went further, charting a way 
by means of which the intellect could rise to a first principle in terms of which 
the universe could be explained and human action ordered. Aristotle, writing at 
the very end of the axial age and at the beginning of the era of systematic meta-
physics, completes the task by actually making an argument for the unmoved 
mover. In each case the aim is to reground the idea of the Good, which then pro-
vides a criterion in terms of which the structure of human society can be judged 
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and justice restored to the πολις. 
This same concern for social justice is even more apparent in emerging Con-

fucianism. The T’ai Chi or Great Ultimate gives birth to T’ien or Heaven. It is 
the T’ien-ming or the Mandate of Heaven which in turn gives order to human 
societies and legitimacy to their rulers. Concern for the well being of the people 
is fundamental to any society governed in accord with the Mandate of Heaven.  

 
The Master said, “Give them enough food, given them enough arms, and the 
common people will trust you (Confucius Analects XII.7).”  

 
The rise of the warlord states had undermined this archaic order. Confucius 

sought nothing less than to restore it. His strategy centered on a return to rule by 
virtue.  

 
The Master said, “Guide them by edicts, keep them in line with punishments, and 
the common people will keep out of trouble but will have no sense of shame. 
Guide them by virtue, keep them in line with the rites and they will, besides having 
a sense of shame, reform themselves. (Confucius Analects II.3) 

 
Confucius identified five virtues: zhi (wisdom), li (principle or religion) jen 

(benevolence), xin (fidelity), and yi (justice). The main burden of cultivating 
wisdom is on the ruler, who must authentically be superior to those he would claim 
to rule. The zhi, jen and yi of the ruler together lead to the xin of the subjects and 
thus ensure social harmony. Li, or religion, plays a critical mediating role. By 
participating in the ancient rituals, the principal relationships which defined the 
social order were rectified and maintained, and thus brought into harmony with the 
larger order of the cosmos. 
 

This li is the principle by which the ancient kings embodied the laws of heaven and 
regulated the expressions of human nature. Therefore he who has attained li lives, 
and he who has lost it dies.  . . . Li is based on heaven, patterned on earth, deals 
with the worship of the spirits, and is extended to  . . . rites and ceremonies  . . . 
Therefore the Sage shows the people this principle of a rationalized social order, 
and through it everything becomes right in the family, the state, and the world (Li 
Ki XXVII). 

 
Confucius, like the Israelite prophets and the Hellenic dialecticians wants, in 

effect, to restore the archaic order undermined by the rise of the warlord state and 
of petty commodity production, but to do so on the basis of a rationalized 
understanding of the meanings behind and the social functions carried out by myth 
and ritual. The result will be 
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Kindness in the father, filial piety in the son 
Gentility in the eldest brother, humility and respect in the younger. 
Righteous behavior in the husband, obedience in the wife. 
Human consideration in elders, deference in juniors 
Benevolence in rulers, loyalty in ministers and subjects. 

 
Taoism, despite its reputation in the West for quietism, also had definite 

political implications.  
 

Why are the people starving? 
Because the rulers eat up the money in taxes. 
Therefore the people are starving. 
 
Why are the people rebellious? 
Because the rulers interfere too much. 
Therefore they are rebellious (Tao Te Ching 75). 

 
The emergence of a warrior aristocracy, which invested the surplus product in 
military conquests rather than in raising agricultural productivity, and of petty 
commodity production, which makes the generation of surplus a means of private 
profit, mark the departure of Chinese society from its natural course of 
development, its deviation from the Tao. 
 

When the Tao is present in the universe  
The horses haul manure. 
When the Tao is absent from the universe 
Warhorses are bred outside the city (Tao Te Ching: Forty-Six). 

 
Taoist monasteries cultivated the martial arts as well as scholarship and meditation, 
and at certain points in Chinese history became centers of political military 
resistance to the Empire (Deng Ming-Dao 1990: 13). The Taoist masters of 
Huainan were actively engaged in the process of reconstruction which followed the 
end of the period of Warring States (Cleary 1990: vii). The Taoist tradition in effect 
counsels a return to the communitarian norms of pre-tributary China which, they 
believed, represented a natural and healthy pattern of social development.  

It is, perhaps, most difficult to see this concern for social justice in the axial age 
traditions of India with their radical otherworldliness, which seems to exclude any 
real possibility of social transformation. But both Jainism and Buddhism, on which 
later Hinduism so profoundly depends, were first and foremost a response to human 
suffering and diagnosis of its causes. The Buddhist principle of “dependent 
origination” teaches that we exist (or appear to exist) only because we carry with us 
the false conviction in the reality of the self and permanence of the world. Believing 
ourselves and the things around us to be real and distinct, we develop cravings for 
them, and become more and more involved in this world of illusion. Our desires, 
however, cannot be realized. As a result we suffer. While complete release comes 
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only beyond this world, a recognition of this principle can lead to radically 
transformed social structures, a potential which was eventually exploited by King 
Ashoka, whose work we will consider later in this chapter.  
 
 

The Silk Road Era: The Long Middle Ages as the Age of 
Metaphysics 

 
If the Axial Age was an age of prophets and sages, the epoch which succeeded it 
was the age of systematic metaphysics par excellence. It was during this period that 
the implications of the metaphysical insights of the earlier epoch were drawn out 
and elaborated and became the basis for long-standing philosophical schools which 
often, either directly or indirectly, had a significant impact on the public arena. It is 
this period which thus gives us the best opportunity to assess the social basis and 
political valence of the whole metaphysical enterprise.  

Before we can do this, however, we need to understand at least in general terms 
what was happening in this period. As in the case of the axial age, while there were 
certainly significant local variations, there are nonetheless some “global” patterns 
which hold throughout most of Eurasia and those parts of Africa that had been 
drawn into contact with it. The most important development, indeed, is the creation 
by roughly 200 BCE of a “global” Afro-Eurasian trade network extending from 
China in the east to Britain, Iberia, and the West African Kingdoms in the West, 
with southern branches extending to Southeast Asia, India, and the east coast of 
Africa. This created what amounted to a global market in luxury goods: gold and 
slaves from Africa, tin from Iberia and Britain, oil and wine from the 
Mediterranean Basin, spices and cotton cloth from India, spices from Southeast 
Asia, and silk and porcelain from China. Because of the leading role of China and 
the silk trade in this network, we refer to it as the Silk Road and the period in 
question as the Silk Road Era. It also consolidated the emergence of petty 
commodity relations which we had already seen in the previous epoch. While the 
organization of labor and surplus extraction was still largely on a nonmarket basis 
(tenant farming, slavery, etc.) and while state structures continued to extract surplus 
by means of taxes and forced labor, investment decisions were, increasingly, made 
on the basis of global market forces. People decided what to produce based in 
significant measure on the return they would receive on their investments in the 
Silk Road trade. As Andre Gunder Frank has demonstrated even such forward 
thinking Europeans as Adam Smith continued to think of China as the most 
advanced country in the world and to conceive of the global economy in terms of 
the Silk Road trade up until the end of the eighteenth century (Frank 1998).  
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At the political level, the Silk Road era was characterized (and partly brought 
into being) by the emergence of what understood themselves to be “world 
empires.” The first wave of these empires included Alexander’s empire and its 
Hellenistic successor states, the Mauryan Empire in India, and the Han dynasty in 
China. These were, in turn, succeeded by the Roman Empire, various Persian 
dynasties and eventually the Islamic Caliphates, the Gupta Empire and its successor 
states in India, the Tang and Sung dynasties in China, etc. On the peripheries of the 
system –Northern Europe on the one hand and Korea, Japan, and Southeast Asia on 
the other hand, state formation proceeded more slowly and sometimes took a 
slightly different form. But most Silk Road states shared certain common features. 
At the political-economic level, while they certainly continued to use tributary 
methods of extracting surplus, their economic strategies were centered less and less 
on extracting grain from direct producers on the model of the old Bronze Age states 
and more and more on capturing a share of profits of the Silk Road trade. Indeed, 
the more an empire shifted its strategy away from taxing peasants and towards 
taxing trade the more successful it was both at building broad popular support and 
at building civilization. The Abbasid Caliphate, which relied largely on the 
progressive zakat for its tax revenues and which allowed a group of desert traders to 
build one of the planets most advanced civilizations in the space of just a few 
centuries, is a case in point. At the political-theological level these empires were all 
the sites of what in the West we are accustomed to calling Church-State struggles 
but which are better characterized as a struggle for hegemony between the warlord 
elements which founded the empires and intellectuals of various sorts carrying 
Axial Age ideologies or their derivatives.  

This brings us, in turn, to the distinctive cultural patterns of the Silk Road era. 
On the one hand, as we have already noted, there was a tendency in this period for 
the metaphysical insights of the Axial Age to be elaborated into metaphysical 
systems. This is the era of the great philosophical schools: Neo-Platonism and 
Aristotelianism in the West, the six darshanas of emerging Hinduism, the four 
principal schools of Buddhist metaphysics, and Taoism, Confucianism and the 
systems which emerged from their interaction with each other and with Buddhism 
in China. On the other hand, this was also the period during which many of the 
ethical and spiritual concerns of the Axial Age, which had initially been formulated 
in ways which made them accessible only to an elite, are recast in ways which 
makes them accessible to the masses. Partly this involves a return to the use of 
imaginative language of the sort we see in Christianity or Puranic Hinduism; partly 
it involves the elaboration of means of salvation which are more accessible to 
ordinary people and do not require one to become a monk, a sage, or a wandering 
ascetic in order to be saved. But if new religious movements helped to popularize 
the insights of Axial Age prophets and sages, then it is also true that the 
metaphysical systems which emerged during this period helped to make these new 
religions credible to increasingly secular and cosmopolitan urban elites. It is 
essentially impossible to imagine Christianity gaining the sort of acceptance it did 
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among the decurial and equestrian orders in the Late Roman Empire apart from the 
Neo-Platonic formulations of the early Christian apologists. The same is true of the 
role of Neo-Platonism and Aristotelianism with respect to developing Islam, and 
the various Vedanta schools with respect to the bhakti cults which characterized 
Puranic Hinduism.  

What was the global impact of metaphysics during the Silk Road era? This 
question may seem so broad as not to admit of an answer. In point of fact, however, 
some very general, but from the standpoint of our argument still very meaningful, 
patterns are apparent. In general, it is possible to say that during the Silk Road era 
intelligentsias inspired by the metaphysical insights of the axial age progressively 
gained hegemony over both state structures and religious movements. With respect 
to state structures they served to reign in the rapacity of the warlord elites, 
advocating more progressive taxation policies and the use of the resulting revenues 
in a way which promoted the development of human capacities. With respect to 
religious movements they tended to soften the otherworldliness of movements such 
as Buddhism and Christianity and the early austerity and iconoclasm of movements 
such as Islam and to re-orient them in a way which laid greater emphasis on human 
civilizational and spiritual development.  

While it is well beyond the scope of this chapter to present a detailed defense of 
this claim, it can be illustrated and rendered credible by considering briefly the 
variants of this overall pattern in several of Eurasia’s principal civilizational 
centers. In China, three principal variants are apparent, associated with 
Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism respectively. The first Silk Road dynasty in 
China, the Ch’in, not only favored the Legalists but actually liquidated Confucian 
sages and much of their written corpus, hoping to establish what amounted to a 
military dictatorship which would allow them to profit from the Silk Road trade 
without interference from moralizing intellectuals. This strategy failed, and 
Confucians were gradually able to gain hegemony over the next dynasty, the Han, 
using what became a typical Silk Road Era strategy: trading legitimation in return 
for influence over policy. The Confucians put forward the idea that the Emperor, 
far from being a mere conqueror or tyrant, in fact ruled on the basis of the T’ien-
ming or mandate of heaven, something he held so long as he ruled justly, in the 
interests of the people. This restored something of the sacral character of the 
monarchy which it had lost during the Spring and Autumn Warring states periods, 
but only at a cost: emperors had to defer to the Confucian ideal of the sage king, 
even if they did not actually live up to it, and this gave the Confucians leverage 
with respect to state policy.  

Confucian influence was sufficient that both regional elites and later dynasties 
found themselves chafing under Confucian hegemony. This provided the social 
base for the two principal competing trends of the Silk Road era: Taoism and 
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Buddhism. Taoism found its home among the southern gentry, which found itself 
paying more to the Han state in taxes than it received in civilization building state 
investments. It is not surprising that they became advocates of lower taxes, smaller 
government, and a return to nature.  

 
The basic task of government is to make the populace secure. The security of the 
populace is based on meeting needs. The basis of meeting needs is in not depriving 
people of their time. The basis of not depriving people of their time is in 
minimizing government exactions and expenditures. The basis of minimizing 
government exactions and expenditures is moderation of desire. The basis of 
moderating desire is in returning to essential nature (The Masters of Huainan in 
Cleary 1990 3-4). 

 
Taoists did not reject the use of armed struggle to restore human society to harmony 
with the Tao.  
 

When greedy and gluttonous people plundered the world, the people were in 
turmoil and could not be secure in their homes. There were sages who rose up, 
struck down the forceful and violent, settled the chaos of the age, leveled the 
unevenness, removed the pollution, clarified the turbulence, and secured the 
imperiled. Therefore humanity was able to survive (Masters of Huainan in Cleary 
1990: 49). 

 
Indeed, Taoism formed the ideological basis for a number of rebellions which 
joined the interests of the southern elites to those of the peasantry.  
 

The military operations of effective leaders are considered philosophically, 
planned strategically, and supported justly. They are not intended to destroy what 
exists but to preserve what is perishing. Therefore when they hear that a 
neighboring nation oppresses its people, they raise armies and go the border, 
accusing that nation of injustice and excess. 
 
When the armies reach the suburbs, the commanders say to their troops “do not cut 
down trees, do not disturb graveyards, do not burn crops or destroy stores, do not 
take common people captive, and do not steal domestic animals.” 
 
Then the announcement is made. “The ruler of such and such a country shows 
contempt for heaven and the spirits, imprisoning and executing the innocent. This 
is a criminal before heaven, an enemy to the people.” 
  
The coming of the armies is to oust the unjust and restore the virtuous. Those who 
lead plunderers of the people, in defiance of nature, die themselves . . . 
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The conquering of the nation does not extend to its people . . . 
 
The peasants await such armies with open doors, preparing food to supply them, 
only worried that they won’t come (Masters of Huainan 1990: 50). 

 
Buddhism, on the other hand, initially gained prominence in China because it 

provided the empire with a counterweight to the influence of Confucian scholars –
something which, by the time of the T’ang dynasty, it very much desired. While 
Confucian scholars prudently continued to uphold the idea that the emperor ruled 
on the basis of the T’ien-ming, their ideal of the sage-king could not help but make 
any individual emperor look inadequate by comparison with his principal advisors, 
who were almost always more nearly sages than the kings they served. Buddhism, 
on the other hand, while it certainly had its own religious virtuosos, was less 
focused on world-transformation and thus less concerned with influencing state 
policy. The ideal of the Bodhisattva, furthermore, opened up new avenues for 
legitimation which, however, were exploited more fully in the Buddhist kingdoms 
of Southeast Asia than in China itself. The Sui, T’ang and Toba in particular 
became patrons of Buddhist monasteries, transferring vast quantities of land to 
Buddhists of many different sects (Collins 1998: 276-279). This, in turn, had a 
somewhat paradoxical effect. Buddhist monasteries became large landowners 
running their own caravan routes and accumulating vast quantities of wealth. They 
also became centers for the cultivation of the martial arts and even raised their own 
armies. The result could not but be to transform Buddhism itself in a more worldly 
direction. The monasteries became at once a sort of safety net for the peasantry, 
liberally dispensed grain in times of need, and independent centers for the 
cultivation of the arts, sciences, and philosophy.  

Gradually, the emperors began to see in these monasteries potential competing 
centers of authority; gradually patronage shifted back towards the Confucians 
(though never completely) who, by the time of the Song dynasty were working a 
complex syncretism with Taoism and Buddhism, a synthesis which remained 
dominant until the incursion of Western influence in the early modern era. There 
were several variants of this synthesis. The most important was probably that of 
Chu Hsi, whose Commentary on the Diagram of the Great Ultimate presents a 
vision of the universe as ordered to and governed by a principle (T’ai Ch’i) which 
is at once mysterious and unknowable but also the source of the heavenly principle 
(t’ien-li) which governs all things. Human beings, precisely because we are ordered 
to the Great Ultimate, are called to cultivate our distinctively human capacities –to 
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grow towards sagehood. A good society is one which permits this –which indeed 
encourages it (Ching 2002).  

It would be easy to see this synthesis as simply a form of legitimation for an 
oppressive state which sucked the Chinese people of their wealth in order to 
support the cultivation of a small elite. But this would be to overlook the 
progressive features of the system which took shape in China under the influence of 
the Neo-Confucian synthesis. First, the claims of Weberian critics notwithstanding 
(Ho 1959) China was and remained the planet’s most productive economy up until 
at least 1800 (Frank 1998). Second, while clearly more of the surplus produced by 
the Chinese peasantry was extracted from them than justice would have allowed, 
the system did make good use of this surplus, investing heavily in activities which 
promoted the development of human capacities. We need only consider Chinese 
contributions to the development of technology (printing, rockets…) and to the arts, 
sciences, and philosophy. The system did, furthermore, allow for significant 
upward mobility. Ordinary peasants and merchants could, by means of mastering 
the Confucian classics, enter the bureaucracy and exercise influence over public 
policy. In short, the impact of Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism served to 
restrain the rapacity of the Chinese ruling classes and make possible continued 
human development and civilizational progress, the continued existence of 
exploitative social structures notwithstanding.  

The case of India is somewhat more complex than that of China. The first Axial 
Age ideology to gain hegemony in India was Buddhism, which received intensive 
patronage under the Mauryan Empire. In the wake of the Macedonian invasion of 
325 B.C.E., Chandra-gupta, king of Magadha, had conquered much of the Indian 
subcontinent. It was a particularly brutal conquest, as it involved subduing 
numerous local dynasties. His grandson Ashoka completed the conquest, adding 
the Kingdom of Bombay to the already enormous domain. Legend has it that he felt 
“great remorse” for the suffering which he had caused, and issued a series of edicts 
intended to rectify the wrong he had done by carrying out a series of social reforms 
and by offering state sponsorship to the Jain and Buddhist religions.  

Behind this public display of remorse, however, was a keen strategic mind 
which, in the relentless pursuit of power, made important religious innovations. At 
the center of Ashoka’s strategy was centralization of surplus for a large system of 
public works—including public granaries which provided for the poor in times of 
famine. The property of the rich (the local dynasties and coteries of nobles he had 
conquered) was seized, but to the poor Ashoka would lend without interest, and 
after three years forgive all debts (Sarkisyanz 1965: 54-56). The surplus extracted 
from the peasants was relatively modest –between one sixth and one quarter of the 
total produce. Sudras clearing new land were exempt from taxation. Trade was 
carefully regulated to ensure that the merchant did not make too great a profit and 
that a share of the surplus was centralized by the state (Thapar 2002: 186-188). This 
surplus Ashoka used to subsidize temples and monasteries, primarily Buddhist but 
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also Jaina and Brahmin (Sarkisyanz 1965: 28-30, Thapar 2002: 200-204). The 
result was that he was considered to be a chakavatti or universal monarch who 
restored the rule of dhamma or law.  

What did Ashoka gain by this generosity? Buddhism solved one of the principal 
difficulties facing a prospective emperor in India: the system of varnas which made 
Brahmin superior to warrior or ruler, and which make all rulers members of a 
relatively egalitarian caste community in which, up until 500 B.C. a kind of rough 
internal democracy had prevailed. If all human beings were fundamentally equal, as 
the Buddha had taught, then the claims of the old ruling powers of India were 
invalid. Second, the Buddhist doctrine of dependent origination taught Ashoka that 
ultimately his power rested on the consent and even the support of the people. A 
king who improved the lot of his people would enjoy their firm support and his 
kingdom would be secure. In short, Ashoka used a program of public works and 
public piety to build an alliance with the masses against the local aristocracies who 
presented the greatest threat to his empire. 

Ashoka’s insights implicitly pressed beyond the limits of Buddhist doctrine. 
The doctrine of dependent origination became a guide to political strategy. Active 
participation in political life became the basis for realizing the principle of 
dependent origination.  

The Mauryan Empire eventually fell, but Ashokan state Buddhism became the 
model for smaller kingdoms in Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, and Kampuchea. An 
entire tradition of lay Buddhism grew up, centered in the Ashoka-sutras, which 
spoke of just kings who had fed the poor, pardoned criminals, and invested the 
surplus they centralized in public works and the support of the Buddhist Sangha 
(Sarkisyanz 1965: 33). This lay Buddhism, like the monastic tradition of the 
Buddha himself, pursued liberation from the illusion of selfhood. Its principal 
means however, was not mediation assisted by monastic withdrawal from worldly 
attachments, but rather works of Metta or charity, through which one gained 
karuna, or a sense of identification with others. Ashokan Buddhism provided fertile 
soil not only for the emergence of reforming monarchies, but also, when these 
monarchies ceased to serve the common good, for the emergence of peasant revolts 
directed at restoring dharmaraj or the rule of cosmic law and setting humanity once 
again on the path to liberation.  

The question of just why Buddhism declined in India and was displaced by 
what we now call Hinduism is a difficult one –indeed one of the most difficult in 
the sociology of religion. Partly, no doubt, it was a question of economics. The 
states which succeeded the Mauryan Empire were anxious to undercut the authority 
of the sangha, which had supported their predecessors, and so redirected their 
patronage to Brahmin priests. Unlike the earlier patronage of the Vedic era, which 
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had take the form of gifts of moveable wealth, this new patronage took the form of 
land, which allowed the gradual transformation of the Brahmins into a landed 
ruling class able to support its own institutions. Furthermore, as India became 
increasingly integrated into the Silk Road networks as an exporter of spices and 
cotton cloth it also became wealthier. Buddhist otherworldliness, and especially the 
focus on this world as a place of suffering, became increasingly less credible. 
Puranic Hinduism put forward the view that there were many valid aims of life 
including kama or pleasure, artha or wealth and power, and dharma or right living 
as well as moksa or liberation from the cycle of rebirth. Popular devotional cults, 
furthermore, made moksa possible simply on the basis of faith in Vishnu or Siva, 
and thus undercut the demand for a long and difficult process of spiritual 
development.  

Does this mean that Puranic Hinduism8 should be regard as an exception to our 
claim that metaphysical systems and the new religious movements with which they 
merged served to restrain the rapacity of the ruling classes and promote human 
development and civilizational progress during the Silk Road era? We think not. 
First, it must be remembered that however susceptible it was to corruption, the 
doctrine of Brahmin supremacy by its very nature gave intellectual and moral 
development priority in Indian society over the accumulation of wealth and the 
pursuit of power, which were the domains of the vaisya and the ksatriya 
respectively. In areas which, like Kerala, the Brahmins ruled with little or no 
ksatriya and vaisya presence, they legitimated their rule by means of puranas or 
epics which claimed they had displaced the ksatriya because the former had been 
too oppressive (Brahmana Purana). More broadly, the dating of the beginning of 
the present age, the evil time or Kaliyuga, to roughly 3201 BCE is quite 
interesting in this regard. This is roughly the time at which tributary structures 
replaced communitarian and archaic forms throughout much of Eurasia (Lenski 
1982: 145). Redemption will come with the tenth incarnation of Vishnu as the 
Brahmin Kalkin, who will restore the rule of the wise and just (Thapar 2002: 
310). There is, in other words, ample reason to believe that Puranic Hinduism, 
while it served to legitimate the rule of classes which were often quite 
exploitative, also served to restrain their rapacity and to redirect surplus towards 
civilization building activities. 

We turn finally to Europe and the Mediterranean Basin, the region most 
important for our argument if only because it is the metaphysical systems 
developed in this region which are the real target of the political-theological 
critique. And yet it is here that our case is strongest. On the one hand, the early Silk 
Road empires which emerged in this region –the Hellenistic states and especially 
the Roman Empire—were among the most brutal and exploitative known to 
humanity. It was in the Mediterranean Basin, and especially in the Western part of 
the Roman Empire, that chattel slavery became most widespread as a means of 
organizing labor and extracting surplus. And the Roman Empire had what was 
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almost certainly one of the most regressive taxation systems known to humanity. 
All areas under Roman rule were subject to the tributum in the amount of 1/4 of 
the harvest (Freyne 1980: 174). Those regions directly under Roman 
administration were subject as well to the annona or “yearly produce” to support 
the Roman population, and the annona militaris, paid in kind or forced labor to 
support the Roman garrisons (Belo 1981: 63) and to various tolls, excises and 
duties, known collectively as the publicum, whence the name “publican.” The tax 
burden would have been further compounded by the exactions of the indigenous 
ruling classes, at least some of which had historically derived their revenues from 
taxes and tithes rather than from the exploitation of latifundia. In some regions, 
such as the land of Israel, rates of taxation may have been as high as 80-90% (Belo 
1981: 82). Large sections of the ruling class –members of the Senatorial order and 
some Equestrians—for example, were exempt from taxation, so that the burden 
fell even more heavily on the poor and on those sections of the ruling classes 
which did not enjoy exemptions. This was especially true of the decurions, the 
members of local city councils who were obliged to collect taxes from their people 
–and pay out of pocket what they could not collect.  

There is, furthermore, clear evidence that the metaphysical schools which 
emerged from the axial age, both independently and in association with Judaism 
and the other the prophetic religions deriving from it, attempted to reform this 
structure, especially as its injustice became more apparent.  

The most important development in this regard is the elaboration of a 
synthesis between Judaism and Platonism on the part of Philo of Alexandria. 
Writing during roughly the period of Jesus’ life, Philo explicitly identified the 
Jewish and the Platonic concepts of God. For Philo, God exists eternally, apart 
from the material world. We can know God either indirectly, through reason, or 
directly, on the basis of what amounts to a kind of intellectual intuition. This 
knowledge of God, however, is limited to his existence. The essence of God, 
according to Philo, remains ineffable.  

The ideas, or the forms of things, exist in the mind of God as a kind of 
intelligible world. In their latent form Philo called these ideas σοφια or the divine 
wisdom. In their active, creative form, they became the λογος, the word through 
which all things came into being. Unlike the Hellenic tradition, however, Philo 
rejects the eternity of matter, and teaches that matter itself was the product of divine 
creative activity. Thus, while he retains the form/matter dualism which is 
characteristic of philosophy in all pre-industrial societies (mark of the low level of 
development of human organizing capacities), he takes an important step towards 
the recognition of the material world as a realization of, rather than a falling away 
from, the divine will. 
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According to Philo, the Law of Moses is nothing other than the law of the 
cosmos itself, fully accessible to reason and binding on all humanity. On this basis, 
Philo develops a harmonizing ethics which integrates Jewish and Greek elements, 
arguing that authentic freedom consists not in citizenship in Rome or some 
reconstituted Greek city-state, but rather in service to the one true God who alone is 
authentically self-existent. It is the Jews, who know and follow this law, and not the 
Greeks and Romans, with their devotion to wealth and earthly political power who 
are the true cosmopolitans. Knowledge of the law flows out from the Jews to the 
other peoples of the earth who will eventually be united as in a single city, under 
the one law of the living God (Borgen 1987).  

The progressive potential of this vision should be apparent. It may well 
represent the first claim that it is possible for human beings to fully realize the will 
of God, and the first call for a unitary world state, which was argued in rational 
terms accessible to human beings of any nation or religion. It certainly offered 
humanity a theoretically powerful account of its place in the universe, and a 
compelling vision of its potential for future growth and development.  

Neo-Platonism also played a role in rationalizing and introducing ethical con-
cerns into the traditional religions of Europe and the Mediterranean Basin. Perhaps 
partly in response to the growing popularity of Judaism and Christianity, Neo-
Platonic philosophers such as Plotinus and Proclus elaborated what amounted to a 
monotheistic religious philosophy in which the traditional gods of the Greeks, Ro-
mans, Celts, and other peoples of the Empire were understood as imaginative ways 
of talking about lesser celestial powers. Under the emperor Julian (the so called 
“apostate”) this pagan Neo-Platonism became the centerpiece of an effort to reform 
the empire. Julian, who understood himself as a kind of philosopher-king on the 
Platonic model and who was himself a Neo-Platonic philosopher of some modest 
import, carried out land and tax reforms, and restored the rights of the city councils. 
Julian struggled to show that all of the institutions of human society are sacred 
and a real participation in the divine. It was through participation in the institu-
tions of civic life, including the civic cults that one started out on the path of 
spiritual development, not by participation in some special religious society. 
Julian understood himself as first and foremost pontifex maximus, and only sec-
ondarily as Augustus and Imperator.  

Ultimately the Neoplatonic reform program failed. The reasons for this are 
not hard to find. No matter how hard a visionary Emperor like Julian might try 
to reform it, the imperial system was, at its base, not only exploitative but 
actually rapacious. It existed in order to permit a small class of landowners to 
systematically extract wealth from the rural masses. Attempts to make it 
something other than that could only undermine the support of the ruling classes 
and were inevitably too modest to inspire effective support of the exploited 
classes who had, in any case, been largely depoliticized for many centuries. It 
thus became increasingly difficult to mobilize support for resistance to the 
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Germanic invasions, which little by little eroded the authority of the Empire in 
the West. In the East, which was less exposed, the Empire was able to hold on 
until the Arab invasions of the seventh century, and in a much-reduced form, 
until the Ottoman triumph of 1453. There a Christianized Neo-Platonism 
legitimated an imperial authority which often chided large landowners for their 
greed and rapacity, but which was itself hopelessly marred by corruption. 

The states which succeeded the Roman Empire might well have been every 
bit as rapacious as their predecessor. Certainly there was a very substantial 
“warlord” element in their constitution. Both Dar-al-Islam and the states which 
composed Christendom came about through a process which might legitimately 
be described as one of invasion or conquest, and warlordism remained 
fundamental to their structures. In both cases, however, religions which derived 
from Judaism, and which were significantly influenced by Neo-Platonic and 
eventually Aristotelian metaphysics served to transform their structures in a far 
more benign and even progressive direction. In the case of Islam much more of 
this progressive potential was embodied in the religion itself. Islam self-
consciously understood itself as an attempt to unify the Arab tribes by redressing 
both the internal injustices of Arab society and the injustice which had been 
visited on the Arabian peninsula as a whole when the Romans directed trade 
through Alexandria in the second century of the common era, effectively 
impoverishing the entire region. Islam carried over from Judaism the idea that 
we know God first and foremost in the just act, and made just taxation one of its 
five “pillars.” Unlike the Roman tax system which taxed income, and imposed 
the greatest burdens on the poor, the zakat is a tax on wealth, which by its very 
nature falls more heavily on the rich, while providing an incentive for economic 
rationalization.  

Even so, there were elements in Islamic doctrine which might well have fa-
vored warlordism. Islam had from the very beginning a very high doctrine of 
God and reinterpreted the Jewish focus on fulfillment of the law as “submission 
to the will of God.” This tendency was reflected in the development of Asharite 
doctrines which stressed the radical sovereignty of God –reflex, no doubt, of the 
sovereignty of the caliph or later of the sultan or amir. It was interaction with 
Neo-Platonic and especially Aristotelian metaphysics which softened this doc-
trine and for at least several centuries contained the authoritarian potential it 
harbored. Following Philo and the Christian apologists thinkers such as al-
Farabi and ibn Sina identified Allah with the Platonic transcendentals and even-
tually with Aristotle’s unmoved mover. Eventually, in ibn Sina this yielded the 
idea that God is first and foremost the Necessary Existent –the power of being as 
such, and that that is why all things in heaven and on earth seek Him. This in 
turn grounded ethics in the divine nature rather than the divine will. The good 
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consists in seeking Being. For human beings this means the full development of 
our intellectual and moral capacities, something which terminates in a mystical 
union with God. It is little wonder that the caliphs who patronized this synthesis 
between prophetic religion and dialectics not only pursued a just tax policy, con-
taining exploitation, but also invested so heavily in the arts, sciences, philoso-
phy, and religion, that in the space of a few short centuries Islamic civilization 
rivaled Chinese as the planet’s most advanced! It is also not surprising that 
gradually authority tended to shift from the caliph, who was in reality a politi-
cal-military more than a religious leader, to the legal scholars who advised him, 
and from the legal scholars to philosophers (themselves often also legal schol-
ars) who understood the principles behind the law. It also tended to favor Shi’a 
doctrines which looked forward to the unconcealment of the hidden twelfth 
Imam who was regarded as possessing the esoteric meaning of the Koran, some-
thing which was increasingly identified with Greek philosophy.  

In Europe the pattern was rather different. While Christianity also conserved 
important elements of Jewish ethics, the focus on human excellence and social 
justice was significantly blunted by the introduction of the whole Pauline prob-
lematic centered around radical human sinfulness and substitutionary atonement, 
a problematic which was carried over, through the works of Augustine, into me-
dieval Christianity. This pessimistic anthropology and soteriology in turn led to 
the development of a very conservative political theology, which treated politi-
cal authority as at once an expression of and a means of containing human sin-
fulness, and which ruled out the possibility of building a just social order. This 
political theology was especially attractive to the Germanic warlords who be-
came the new European ruling class after the collapse of Roman authority, since 
it afforded them a measure of legitimacy without requiring of them particularly 
high standards of conduct. The Church, meanwhile, became the means of grace 
by which alone a sinful humanity could be saved –a notion which served to le-
gitimate the old Roman elites who came to dominate the upper echelons of the 
hierarchy.  

Rapid technological innovation and economic development in both Chris-
tendom itself and through borrowings from Dar-al-Islam soon made pessimistic 
doctrines of this sort increasingly incredible. Christian monasteries, initially 
formed to flee the world, became as they had in China important centers for 
technological innovation and economic development as well as democratic 
communities of scholars who vested authority not in military might but in the 
actual capacity for intellectual, moral, and spiritual leadership. In the cities, new 
organizations of skilled workers emerged which not only formed their members 
in a particular art and regulated wages, prices, and working conditions, but 
which also began to come together as organs of political power, so that in some 
cities seigneurial power gradually gave way to the power of the guilds, in a kind 
of workers democracy. The universities, originally simply a collective composed 
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of the guilds of practitioners of the liberal arts, law, medicine, and theology, was 
the pinnacle of this system, providing knowledge of the ways in which the uni-
verse worked and access to the principles by and to which it was ordered. In-
creasingly the old Augustinian pessimism seemed unwarranted, and a resurgent 
Aristotelian dialectics –borrowed in the case of Europe form Dar-al-Islam—
catalyzed a reconfiguration of Christianity which focused new attention on the 
goodness of creation and thus of matter, and the role of humanity generally, and 
human labor and creativity in particular, as a real participation in the life of God. 
This in turn provided religious legitimation for investment in the development of 
human capacities. The peak of this development was the Thomistic metaphysics 
of esse which made explicit ibn Sina’s identification of God with Being as such, 
and then drew out the conclusions for ethics and spirituality. Law for Thomas is 
essentially a rule which orders human action to the common good. The law is 
ultimately embedded in the nature of God –in Being as such, but we humans 
have the capacity to understand a part of that law –the part he calls natural law. 
What legislators do is not so much to make laws as to interpret the natural law 
and apply it to concrete situations. Furthermore, while some may be better suited 
for that work than others, everyone, because they possess an intellect, has the 
capacity and thus the right to participate in political deliberations. The Church, 
in addition to helping cultivate the supernatural capacities which made it possi-
ble for human beings to know and love God in essence, also serves as a kind of 
guardian of natural law, exercising an indirect jurisdiction even in secular mat-
ters, declaring invalid laws which were unjust and removing rulers who op-
pressed their people (Gregory VII, Letter to Hermann, Bishop of Metz; Innocent 
III, Novit Ille).  

As in the case of Dar-al-Islam, the regime which resulted from the synergy 
of Neo-Platonic and Aristotelian metaphysics with the prophetic religions deriv-
ing from Judaism, made it possible for a backward periphery to become, within 
a few short centuries, a new center of civilization and one in which at least some 
of the people –especially those involved in crafts production, which allowed 
Europe to enter the Silk Road networks as an exporter of dyed wool cloth—a 
degree of protection and democratic participation unknown since the advent of 
the warlord state some 4000 years earlier. Metaphysics, far from being an in-
strument of oppression, turned out to be a means of liberation and a catalyst for 
human development and civilizational progress.  
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Metaphysics and Modernity 
 
The question, of course is why, if metaphysics played such a powerfully pro-
gressive role in the human civilizational project, it has been subjected to such a 
vigorous attack. The answer has to do with certain developments peculiar to 
Europe –developments which in fact reach back all the way to the twelfth or 
thirteenth century. We have already noted that Europe underwent rapid techno-
logical development during the Middle Ages. This included significant im-
provements in agricultural technology. This in turn led to population growth 
and, by the middle of the twelfth century if not earlier, to land shortages. These 
were not so much absolute shortages in the sense that the carrying capacity of 
the land was being pushed, but rather relative shortages engendered by feudal 
landholding patterns. The law of primogeniture, followed in varying degrees by 
most European warlord families, meant that nearly the whole of a lord’s land 
was bequeathed to his eldest son. Dowries were provided for daughters and per-
haps for a second son who chose to enter a monastery or who was able to obtain 
a senior clerical post. The other sons were sent to be trained as knights and to 
serve as retainers for other lords. The lived in their lord’s castle as “knights 
bachelor” until such time as their lord was able and saw fit to grant them a fief, 
after which they could settle down, marry, and have children. The difficulty is 
that as the land under cultivation was extended so too was the land which was 
already enfoefed. This meant more knights bachelor –and what amounted to a 
sort of aristocratic gang problem, as these armed, unmarried young men did 
what such men have always done, preying on women and peasants and generally 
undermining the social order (Anderson 1974).  

Many aspects of medieval culture can be traced to efforts to address this 
problem. The codes of chivalry were no doubt in part, at least, an attempt to 
control these men by ideological means. But a shortage of land and a surplus of 
armed men in the long run could only mean one thing: pressure for conquest. 
This dynamic was already becoming significant in the eleventh century with the 
beginning of the crusades and with the Norman conquest of Britain. These 
“greater crusades” were eventually extended to al-Andalus, to Africa, to the 
Americas, and to Asia.9

These conquests had two results. First, they gradually improved the position 
of Europe in the global trade networks and provided the “first installment,” as it 
were, in the primitive accumulation of capital, which led eventually to the emer-
gence of an authentic bourgeoisie and to the industrial revolution. Second, wars 
of conquest helped bring into being strong monarchies which gradually put for-
ward claims to sovereignty which were hitherto unheard of in Europe. Indeed, it 
is only in those regions of Europe which were touched significantly by these 
conquests that we see early developments in the direction of the sovereign na-
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tion states: England, which was formed by the Norman Conquest of Great Brit-
ain, France, where the monarchy played a leading role in organizing the cru-
sades, and Spain, which was the product of the Reconquista. Elsewhere state 
formation lagged, sometimes well into the nineteenth century! 

It was above all the emerging bourgeoisies and the emerging monarchies 
who undertook what eventually became the critique of metaphysics for the sim-
ple reason that, as we have seen, it was rational metaphysics which grounded 
natural law ethics and natural law ethics which restrained both the behavior of 
the bourgeoisie in the marketplace and the sovereignty of kings. Initially, how-
ever, this attack did not take the form of a direct assault on rational metaphysics 
as such, but rather, on the one hand, of a defense of the sovereignty of God 
against the rationalism of the Radical Aristotelians and, on the other hand, an 
increasingly secularizing defense of reason against clerical attacks.  

The first line of attack was carried out by sectors of the clergy close to the 
emerging monarchies and reflected their interests. Thus the attack by Stephen 
Tempier, who was allied with the emerging French monarchy, on both the Radi-
cal Aristotelians and on Thomas; thus Scotus, whose Franciscan movement was, 
we must remember, objectively aligned with the Empire and against the Popes. 
To the extent that the clergy participated in its own right in the struggle it was 
largely because of a fear that an over-reaching rational metaphysics of the sort 
represented by the Radical Aristotelians would undercut the place of revealed 
wisdom and thus the place of the clergy as its guardians. This danger was em-
bodied for the clergy in several key Averroist doctrines. First, the Averroists 
advocated a rationalist hermeneutic according to which everything which can be 
known is accessible to philosophy. Religion captures the same truths less ade-
quately, in imaginative form, for the benefit of the masses. This tended to un-
dermine the magisterium of the church in favor of the university professor who 
alone could adequately grasp the meaning of what the priest taught to the peo-
ple. Second, they taught the eternity of the world, which seemed to compromise 
divine sovereignty; and the unity of the agent intellect, which seemed to under-
mine the promise of personal immortality. The whole complex of doctrines, fur-
thermore, stressed the ordering of matter, and thus of the entire material uni-
verse, to God, who drew forth the potential for organization which is latent in 
matter through the operation of secondary causes, of which human reason in 
both its theoretical and practical-technical dimensions were among the most 
important. For many Augustinians this was tantamount to a materialist panthe-
ism which undermined divine freedom and sovereignty.10 In their more radical 
manifestations they raised the specter of a human ascent to God without benefit 
of priestly mediation—a claim made by the followers of the radical Averroist 
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Amalric of Bena.11  

The result was a series of condemnations and a resurgence of Augustinian 
theology which ultimately culminated in the Reformation. A whole host of “cor-
rective” strategies, from Bonaventurian exemplarism to Scotist voluntarism and 
Occamist nominalism was employed to reign in metaphysics and safeguard 
revelation and divine liberty.12 In this sense the Protestant Reformers, with their 
claims that we know God only on the basis of revelation and are justified only 
on the basis of faith, simply radicalize the Augustinian reaction of the Late Mid-
dle Ages. 

In response to this reaction, the secular intelligentsia of the urban communes, 
the original bearer of the new dialectics, became increasingly protective of its 
autonomy and began to produce a new anticlerical polemic stressing the inde-
pendence of the state from clerical control. Where earlier Aristotelian theories 
had, like the more moderate Thomist theory, grounded the autonomy of the state 
on its natural ordering to God, something which did not require clerical baptism 
or the trappings of cult, but which also made the state subject to natural law, 
later political Averroism, especially of the Padovan school, increasingly limited 
the state to creating the conditions for social order, and excludes it from higher 
order tasks such as cultivating virtue or promoting the Common Good—the only 
way in their mind of protecting it from clerical meddling (Goerner 1965). The 
result is close to later liberal theories in which the state is merely the guarantor 
of the market order.13  

What we have, here, of course, are the ancestors of what Lukacs calls the 
“indirect” and “direct” apologetics for capitalism. The Augustinian hierarchy 
and its Protestant heirs attack the Aristotelians for their undue optimism about 
human nature and for reducing God and humanity alike to mere moments in a 
universal, causal system which at once undermines freedom and fails to ac-
knowledge the reality of sin. The implication, of course, is that the “reality of 
sin” makes a just social order impossible, a refrain which differs only in form 
from the atheistic pessimism of a Nietzsche or a Freud and which in either key is 
music to the ears of the bourgeoisie. The secular intelligentsia, in the meantime, 
distances itself more and more from any “metaphysics”—even a dialectical 
metaphysics—which might give aid and comfort to the clergy, and makes com-
mon cause with the “democratic” bourgeoisie, anxious to present itself as a force 
for progress against the pretenses of prelate and peer alike. Both apologetics 
leave the working classes ideologically disarmed. The secular intelligentsia, now 
agent of the bourgeoisie’s direct apologetic, draws progressively away from the 
sort of metaphysics which might ground ethical claims against the market order. 
The Augustinian reaction, preparing the ground for the indirect polemic, charges 
that any attempt to access that ground in order to leverage such a critique repre-
sents an assault on divine freedom and thus a negation of the divine love which 
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alone can rescue humanity from its misery. The bourgeoisie laughs. 
The immediate result of this dynamic was not so much the death of rational 

metaphysics as such, but rather, as John Milbank has pointed out, a shift from 
the analogical metaphysics which had characterized most medieval thought to 
the univocal metaphysics which has been characteristic of both liberal modernity 
and its fundamentalist critics (Milbank 1991, 1999). Thomas and most of his 
Platonist and Aristotelian predecessors had understood the difference between 
God and the universe as qualitative. God is esse, the power of Being as such; 
contingent or created beings participate in this act of Being. This at once ren-
dered everything sacred—because everything participates in the divine act of 
Being—and rendered impossible and even ludicrous the idea of a human assault 
on the throne of heaven. If, however, the difference between God and the uni-
verse is quantitative –if both exist in the same way, and differ only in that God 
is infinite and everything else finite, then it is quite possible for human beings 
(and especially for humanity collectively) to become divine simply by means of 
building power. There is thus a contradiction, which is foreign to the Thomistic 
tradition, between divine transcendence and human self-development. For those 
who continue to uphold the idea of a transcendent, pre-existing God, human 
self-development, if not in itself wrong, can easily over-reach itself and become 
rebellion against divine sovereignty, and thus cannot become the basis for an 
ethics. Thus the turn, which we see in marked form in Scotus, towards a divine 
command ethics. For those less concerned with divine sovereignty (even if they 
remain theistic in some sense) the human drive to become God by understanding 
and gaining control of the universe becomes the basis for a new civilizational 
ideal. This is, in fact the civilizational ideal of modernity, liberal and socialist. In 
this sense, the turn towards a univocal metaphysics defines the modern alterna-
tive between fundamentalism and (liberal or socialist) modernism. From this 
point of view modernity (and postmodernity) are not so much about a rejection 
of metaphysics as they are about a shift from an analogical to a univocal meta-
physics. 

This is the real key to what truth there is behind the postmodernist claim that 
“metaphysics” is all about understanding the universe in order to control it. It 
would be more adequate to say that modern, univocal metaphysics is all about an 
attempt to understand the world in order to control it. Indeed, it is quite possible to 
trace a line of thinkers from later Averroism, through the rationalists (especially 
Spinoza), up through Hegel who made increasingly audacious claims regarding 
the capacity of human reason not merely to rise to knowledge that God exists or to 
demonstrate the convertibility of God, understood as esse with the transcendental 
principles of value, but actually to exhaustively comprehend the divine essence. 
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Regarding this metaphysics the postmodernists are quite correct. On the one hand 
univocal metaphysics is a reflex of humanity’s increasing control over “nature” 
(now understood as something distinct from humanity) and “history” (now 
understood as if it were something we do, ultimately subject to complete rational 
control, rather than what we are). On the other hand univocal metaphysics serves 
to advance the hegemony of those classes which carry this project: the bourgeoisie 
and the secular intelligentsia with which the bourgeoisie ultimately finds itself in 
competition for leadership of the modern project. Since it is the whole which is 
sacred, rather than the act of being in which each thing shares, particular systems –
physical, biological, or social—are fully and completely subject to rational control 
and manipulation. Indeed, in the full, industrial form of the modern project they 
are subject to disintegration or combustion, literal or figurative, in order to release 
energy, and reorganization in accord with a rational plan imposed from the 
outside.  

From here it is only a small step to abandon metaphysical language altogether 
and to replace metaphysics with a materialist “theory of everything.” This is the 
step taken most famously by dialectical materialism (Engels 1880/1940), which 
remains a “metaphysics” in the sense criticized by the postmodernists (a universal 
explanatory deductive system), but it is a step which, we should remember, was 
taken first by Laplace (Laplace 1799-1825) when he told Napoleon that God was 
“an hypothesis of which we have no need,” and which has been taken many times 
in ways which favor the market order as well as in ways which favor socialism.14 
The result of this move is to undercut the leading role of both the priest and the 
philosopher. Since it is the whole which is sacred, rather than the act of Being in 
which all things share, there is no longer any need for a sacramental priesthood 
which shows that act of Being and thus points the people towards God. Since it is 
the whole which is sacred rather than the act of Being in which all things share, 
there is no longer any need for a philosopher who can lead people rationally to 
knowledge of Being as such. It is sufficient to try to unify the special sciences in a 
theory of everything. Leadership belongs to those who understand how the world 
works and who can use that knowledge to organize and direct.  

Modern metaphysics and its scientific successors are, as the postmodernists 
quite correctly point out, all about power. Indeed, once one sees the question from 
this point of view, the great wonder is not why the working classes and the 
peasantry have been so reluctant to embrace modern revolutionary ideologies, 
capitalist or socialist, but rather the fact that they have embraced them at all, when 
they have generally speaking been more the objects than the subjects of modernist 
manipulation. 

This said, we must also point out that—even with the qualifications we have 
added—there is something profoundly duplicitous about the postmodernist 
critique. Once one has collapsed the analogy of Being and opted for a univocal 
metaphysics there is, in fact, only one alternative to understanding how the world 
works in order to control it. That alternative is submission to whoever or whatever 
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is building and exercising power. And it is fundamentally, either an unbridled will 
to power or an unconditional submission that is counseled by the various 
advocates of the political-theological critique of metaphysics. Let us examine 
briefly the works of the principal advocates of this thesis in order to demonstrate 
this claim.  

The political-theological critique, we have shown, can be traced back to the 
medieval Augustinian reaction. But it is not until the middle of the nineteenth 
century, with Kierkegaard (Kierkegaard 1846/1941), that we find philosophers 
beginning to make arguments against philosophy as it has historically been un-
derstood—not simply restricting the scope of human reason, but actually argu-
ing that the via dialectica is itself a path to perdition. For Kierkegaard the very 
attempt to construct a system excludes the possibility of discovering God, be-
cause in rendering the universe intelligible it rules out in advance the encounter 
with another free personality—human or divine. God is known only in the radi-
cal inwardness of human subjectivity, only after we have despaired of the effort 
to comprehend and organize the world on the basis of some principle accessible 
to reason.  

What we have here, of course, is simply an attempt to draw out fully and 
completely the implications of traditional Lutheran doctrine, a doctrine which 
itself, as we have already shown, is simply an attempt to draw out fully and 
complete the implications of the Augustinian critiques of Aristotle developed in 
the Late Middle Ages. And we already know what Luther counseled with re-
spect to the political authorities: submission. And this is not just the result of 
some failure of nerve on the part of an otherwise heroic rebel. It is a necessary 
logical implication of his larger theology. God freely offers forgiveness to those 
who will humbly accept it in faith. Any attempt to build a just society will cor-
rupt the Christian message of divine forgiveness; any attempt to make the state 
more “Christian” in the sense of being more forgiving will let evil run amok. 
The authority of the state thus remains unaccountable to any higher authority.  

Kierkegaard is one font of the political-theological critique of metaphysics; 
the other is Nietzsche (Nietzsche 1889/1968). At first no two figures could seem 
more different: the radical Christian and the prophet of the anti-Christ. And cer-
tainly their explicit reasons for rejecting metaphysics are nothing if not diametri-
cally opposed. Kierkegaard (who continues in the tradition of the Augustinian 
reaction) rejects metaphysics as a manifestation of human pride and the will to 
power; Nietzsche rejects it precisely because it represents a retreat from the raw 
struggle for power which, in his mind, is the only real principle which governs 
the universe—an attempt on the part of the weak-spirited to hide from “the 
world as it is” in the name of “the world as it should be,” a search for some pre-
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existing pattern of organization on which to depend rather than a bold struggle 
to organize the universe ourselves, as best we can, in full knowledge that our 
efforts will, in time, be swept away. 

What is rejected by Kierkegaard and Nietzsche both, however, is the pres-
ence of a meaning immanent in human activity and in the universe generally 
which, however, points beyond itself to an intrinsically meaningful ground. Both 
ultimately regard meaning as a function of power. For Kierkegaard this power is 
always and only the power of God before which the only proper human response 
is one of radical submission. Nietzsche, on the other hand, scorns such submis-
sion and counsels us to join the eternal struggle in which meanings are created 
and destroyed.  

These two strains flow together in the work of Martin Heidegger, where we 
find the first really complete and rigorous statement of the political-theological 
critique of metaphysics. Heidegger’s work is notoriously complex and obscure 
and has been buried in layer upon layer of commentary, so that it becomes diffi-
cult to say anything about him without risking exposure for some scholarly faux 
pas. This complex of defensive ramparts, however, in fact conceals a cluster of 
relatively simple claims. Heidegger’s early critique of metaphysics, set forth in 
Problems of Phenomenology (Heidegger 1927) and Being and Time (1928) fo-
cuses on the failure of thinkers, beginning with Plato, to grasp the distinction 
between Being and beings, and instead attempts to theorize Being as the being-
ness of beings—i.e. it thinks Being in entitative terms. Where the pre-Socratics, 
according to Heidegger, were able to think the self-manifestation of Being, 
something he associates with the term φψσις or nature, Plato and Aristotle in-
creasingly use the language of μορφη (form) and ενεργεια (actuality). Form, 
and especially the Good or the “form of forms” is, for Plato, what really is and 
that in terms of which this world of appearance must be explained and judged. 
Aristotle goes even further down this road, arguing that it is form which actual-
izes matter, bringing things into being. Rather than simply allowing Being to 
manifest itself, to present itself as a question, it is reduced to something other 
than Being, something which can be comprehended—and once comprehended, 
used to ground our own process of making, our own process of bringing into 
being. Indeed, as Heidegger points out, the very notion of μορφη derives from 
the language of the craftsman: it is the look or appearance given to something by 
its producer. Ενεργεια, similarly, is rendered in German as Wirklicheit, from the 
root for work. Metaphysics thus grounds technology, and the larger technologi-
cal mode of relating to the world. 

Later (Heidegger 1941) Heidegger modified both his historical analysis and 
his philosophical position. Increasingly identifying ancient Greek and German 
romantic thought, he claimed to hear in Plato and Aristotle echoes of the earlier 
Greek αλεθεια or unconcealment of Being and located the crystallization of 
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metaphysics in the “translation” of Greek thought into Latin, the language of 
road builders and empire makers, a crystallization which is completed in the 
Middle Ages when Being is identified with the supreme maker, the Christian 
Creator God. This process culminates, of course, in Thomas, who is the supreme 
philosopher of the “ontotheologic,” the universal causal-explanatory system in 
which Being is simply an instrument for explaining and ultimately manipulating 
entities. Modern metaphysical theories, such as those of Descartes and Hegel—
or for that matter Marx—differ only in giving human rather than divine subjec-
tivity or labor pride of place. Nietzsche’s claim that the world is just the “will to 
power” is simply the culmination of this long metaphysical tradition, and offers 
just one more formulation of the first principle.  

Being, for the later Heidegger, manifests itself in a people only through the 
voice of the few who help it to discover its “god,” a sort of mythos under which 
Being is revealed. 

 
 . . .the essence of the people is its “voice.” This voice does not, however, speak 
in a so-called immediate flood of the common, natural, undistorted and unedu-
cated “person.” The voice speaks seldom and only in the few, if it can be 
brought to sound  . . . (Heidegger >1934/1989: 319) 
 
A Volk is only a Volk if it receives its history through the discovery of its god, 
through the god, which through history compels it in a direction and so places it 
back in being. Only then does it avoid the danger of turning only on its own 
axis . . . (Heidegger >1934/1989: 398-399). 

 
In this regard Heidegger remains close to Kierkegaard, seeing humanity as a 

passive instrument of Being rather than an active creator of meaning. After the 
“turn” in his thought, however, Heidegger also becomes more interested in ana-
lyzing the historical process by which Being is unconcealed—or by which it 
“withdraws” leaving the world subject to τεχνη and to the will to power—than 
he is in the existential analysis of Dasein (human being or literally “being-
there”) as an opening to Being. While the historical process is treated here sim-
ply as a product of Being’s unconcealments and withdrawals, the effect is, none-
theless, to reinstate the Nietzschean focus on the nexus between power and 
meaning, while endowing this nexus with an ontological legitimation which 
makes the forcible irruption of meaning in history no longer the product of finite 
human organizing activity, but rather an epiphany of Being itself. It is this no-
tion of the historical destiny of the people as an unconcealment of Being, by 
Being, which made Heidegger vulnerable to the appeal of Nazism, which ap-
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peared to him as the possible occasion of just such an unconcealment. 

After its first complete formulation in the work of Heidegger, the political-
theological critique of metaphysics developed in a number of apparently very 
different directions. Levinas (Levinas 1965) argued that Heidegger’s continued 
use of the language of Being perpetuated the effacement of the Other in the in-
terests of power and domination which had characterized the whole Greek phi-
losophical tradition, which he refers to as “ontology” and advocates a new 
“metaphysics” rooted in confrontation with the radically Other, the victim, in 
which alone we can discover—but never conceptually possess—God. This line 
of reasoning has been taken up by Latin American liberationists, explicitly by 
Miranda (Miranda 1972, 1973) and Dussel (Dussel 1998), and more loosely and 
eclectically by others, for whom the encounter with the poor and oppressed be-
comes the unique privileged hermeneutic key for reading the scriptures—and 
reality in general.15

The “democrat” Hannah Arendt does not frame her argument in terms of a 
critique of metaphysics, but the link to the thought of her fascist lover (Heideg-
ger) is readily apparent. At the very core of Arendt’s political theory is a sharp 
distinction between labor, work and action. By labor she means the physical, 
biological, and economic processes which are necessary to sustain life. Labor 
leaves nothing behind except life itself, and perhaps the freedom of another (the 
master) to engage in work or action. By work she means the process of produc-
ing objects which possess some permanence, serve some purpose beyond them-
selves, and which are executed in accord with some pre-conceived plan. Work is 
an intrinsically teleological process. By action she means the disclosure of the 
subject in relationship with other subjects—a process which unlike labor or 
work directly presupposes the presence of others, which, consequently has a 
characteristic frailty, and the outcome of which is always uncertain (Arendt 
1958). Arendt criticizes the entire tradition of Western political philosophy from 
Plato though Marx, which, she says, understands politics as a form of fabrication 
or work rather than as the quintessential form of action.  

 
Plato and Aristotle elevated lawmaking and city building to the highest rank in 
political life  . . . because they wished to turn against politics and against action. 
To them, legislating and the execution of decisions by vote are the most legiti-
mate political activities because in them men “act like craftsmen:” the results of 
their action is a tangible product, and its process has a clearly recognizable end. 
This is no longer, or rather, not yet action (πραχις) properly speaking, but 
making (ποεσις) which they prefer because of its greater reliability. It is as 
though they had said that if men only renounce their capacity for action, with 
its futility, boundlessness, and uncertainty of outcome, there could be a remedy 
for the frailty of human affairs (Arendt 1958: 195). 
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The tradition which Arendt criticizes, of course, reaches its consummation in 

the work of Marx, for whom the transformation of the working class from mere 
makers of physical objects, into the conscious makers of history, constitutes the 
highest possible level of human development.  

The link between making and metaphysics is located for Arendt as for Hei-
degger in the Platonic doctrine of forms or ideas, though Arendt focuses on the 
term ειδος rather than μορφη. She notes that according to Aristotle, Plato him-
self was the one to introduce this term into philosophical usage and that Plato 
(Republic X) explicitly uses an analogy with craftsmanship to explain the doc-
trine.  

Is there any difference between the critiques of metaphysics advanced by 
Heidegger and Arendt? Absolutely. For Heidegger the critique of metaphysics 
makes way for the disclosure of Being, something which he makes quite clear 
takes place first and foremost in the historical destiny of peoples. This is espe-
cially true after the “turn” in his thinking, when he becomes less and less con-
cerned with the existential analysis of Dasein and more and more concerned 
with the historical conditions for a new unconcealment of Being. For Arendt, on 
the other hand, the critique of metaphysics clears the way for a disclosure of the 
subject in action, to other like subjects, from whom there is some possibility of 
recognition. Thus the pull in Arendt’s theory towards a broadly “democratic” 
politics. Note, however, that both share a common rejection of work, and of the 
historical movements which have regarded work or creativity as a privileged 
opening to understanding Being itself: i.e. Catholicism and dialectical material-
ism. We should note as well that Arendt’s “democratic” politics is fully as elitist 
as Heidegger’s fascism: it is only those who have been freed from the necessity 
of labor and from the obsession with work who are really capable of public life. 

The most radical expression of the political-theological critique of metaphys-
ics is, of course, that advanced by the postmodernists. There are many varieties 
of postmodernism, but for our purposes the most relevant is undoubtedly the 
deconstructionism of French philosopher Jacques Derrida (Derrida 1967/1978). 
Derrida develops his position dialectically, accepting the Heideggerian critique 
of all earlier metaphysics and Levinas’ critique of Heidegger. But he then goes 
on to point out that Levinas, as well, is unable to escape the “violence” of meta-
physics. In finding God in the face of the Other, do we not efface the difference 
and specificity of the Other as surely as if the Other (and his suffering) were 
reduced to a necessary expression of the divine first principle, an object of di-
vine providence, of a vanishing moment of the human historical process? What 
Derrida suggests is that violence is unavoidable: there is no escape. The best that 



 In Defense of Metaphysics 109 
 
we can do is to unmask the violence embedded in our own discourse and that of 
others in an effort to contain the damage.  

How should we understand the social basis and political valence of the fully 
developed political-theological critique of metaphysics? We must distinguish 
here between the religious and atheistic variants of the critique. Religious think-
ers such as Kierkegaard, Jaspers, Levinas, and Dussel16 represent the interests of 
various clerical groups threatened by the secular intelligentsia, and especially 
the organized secular intelligentsia represented by the Communist Party—but 
also deeply alienated by a capitalism which, they increasingly understand, is the 
real agent of secularization. Their doctrines allow them to distance themselves 
from the brutality of the market order but, as Lukacs pointed out, at the same 
time legitimate the market by arguing that the alienation it generates is, in fact, 
an ineluctable characteristic of the human condition. They aim their main ideo-
logical blows against the left, which persists in attempting to find at least limited 
and conditional meaning in human history, and scrupulously avoid answering 
critiques from the Thomistic center, which they simply pretend does not exist.  

The atheistic variant of the critique has a similar social basis. From its origin 
the Augustinian tradition derived from a dualism within the ruling classes be-
tween those who (like Augustine himself) had become frustrated with the end-
less αγον and sought rest in God, and those who found the struggle still a source 
of joy. Nietzsche and Arendt represent the latter group: the first a full-blown 
apologist for imperialist conquest and war, the latter a theorist of the more tem-
perate αγον of the democratic polity in which peer tests strength against peer. 
Nietzsche is the theorist of the imperialist upsurge of the late nineteenth century, 
Arendt of the imperialist stabilization of the postwar period. These ideological 
trends also, however, have an hegemonizing function. Even in periods of capi-
talist stabilization there remain those for whom the progress of the market sys-
tem represents a degradation of economic independence, power, and social 
status. This is true for leaders of nonmarket, especially religious institutions, as 
well as most of the “humanistic” as opposed to the technocratic intelligentsia 
and broad layers of the traditional petty bourgeoisie. These sectors naturally 
gravitate towards the left and towards socialism which alone (among existing 
systems) can answer their concerns for an ethical reflection on the allocation of 
resources. What an ideology such as Arendt’s does is to disarm these sectors, 
branding over-arching ethical claims as “ideological” or even “totalitarian” and 
to engage them in a form of political activity which flatters their desire to func-
tion as “leaders” concerned with “values” in a restored “public arena” while 
short-circuiting any critique of the underlying social structure. Indeed, Arendt’s 
work, along with Nietzsche, provides much of the ideological infrastructure for 
the “institutionally based organizing” of Saul Alinksy’s Industrial Areas Foun-
dation (Mansueto 1995).17 The appeal of an ideology like Arendt’s is strength-
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ened by the fact that most of the religious and secular-humanistic intelligentsia 
is already powerfully determined by irrationalist ideologies which undermine 
their confidence in the possibility of any rational public discourse on value. In 
the case of religious leaders this usually means some form of Augustinianism. 
Those who reject authoritarian legislation of morality grounded in divine revela-
tion have little alternative but to accept a politics of democratic negotiation.18 
Much of the secular humanistic intelligentsia, on the other hand, is directly 
formed in a milieu where “hermeneutic” theory influenced by Heidegger and 
Weber is already dominant.  

Heidegger stands—sociobiographically and ideologically—between these 
two groups. An ex-seminarian who more or less consciously rejected Thomism 
for a conservative Augustinian variant of Catholicism at a time when Neo-
Thomism was ascendant (Caputo 1982), Heidegger’s mature philosophy re-
mains scrupulously ambiguous on the religious question. On the one hand, “Be-
ing” for Heidegger remains finite in the sense of being radically dependent on 
Dasein (human being) for its unconcealment. At the same time each historical 
order is itself a specific unconcealment of Being which functions in his system 
in a way which is not too different from the Augustinian God. Radical openness 
to God, for Heidegger is, however, not associated with a retirement from the 
αγον, something which he accepted only when forced to by the failure of his 
attempt to exercise ideological leadership over the Nazi movement—to become, 
in effect the Nazi pope to Hitler’s emperor, and later by the collapse of the 
whole Nazi project.  

Deconstructionist postmodernism of the sort represented by Derrida derives 
from a social base similar to that of the other atheistic variants of the political-
theological critique, but articulates the standpoint of those who choose to retire 
from the αγον, but without finding rest in God. It is the ideology of a section of 
the secular intelligentsia—the section most jealous of its autonomy and least 
interested in trading some of that autonomy in order to have an impact on the 
real world. Deconstructionists are, more specifically, drawn from those sectors 
of the intelligentsia (i.e. people trained in the humanities and the theoretical so-
cial sciences) who have been most subjected to the pressures of proletarianiza-
tion in the postwar period, who fought and lost a struggle against this dynamic 
in the 1960s, and who then cut a deal with the bourgeoisie, which has agreed to 
provide them with comfortable academic sinecures provided they disarm, and 
provide specialized ideological disarmament services for the bourgeoisie should 
any new movements of resistance arise. 

In all cases the political valence of the critique is the ultimately the same. 
Where modernism attempts to enlist the people in the great project of 
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understanding the world in order to control it, postmodernism counsels what 
amounts to either active participation in or submission to the inevitable violence of 
history, whether understood as reflecting the mysterious hand of God, some new 
unconcealment of Being, or simply random configurations of power relations. All 
variants of postmodernism are, furthermore, based on a false identification of the 
univocal metaphysics of modernism with the historic rational metaphysics which 
emerged from the Axial Age and the Silk Road Era and which, we have seen, have 
a very different import. There are other options besides the false alternative 
between control and submission –between the vain and ridiculous claim to 
comprehend exhaustively the divine essence and the radical rejection of meaning 
characteristic of postmodernism. We need now to explore those options.  

 
 

Beyond Postmodernism? 
 

This is a useful point at which to stop and consider briefly a cluster of perspectives 
which sometimes call themselves “postmodern” or “postmodernist” but which do 
not share all of the characteristics of the postmodernisms criticized above, as well 
as the most important recent attempt to reground a rational theistic metaphysics. 
The two most important examples of the first sort of doctrine are Alisdair 
MacIntyre’s narrative virtue theory (MacIntyre 1984, 1988), and John Milbank’s 
radical orthodoxy (Milbank 1991, 1999). Franklin Gamwell’s reformed liberalism 
(Gamwell 1990, 2000) represents the most influential recent attempt of which we 
are aware to reground a theistic metaphysics. What these alternative theories all 
share is a commitment to an ethics informed by a substantive and ultimately 
transcendental doctrine of the Good; they differ in the ways in which they attempt 
to ground that doctrine.  

MacIntyre locates the source of all understandings of the Good in culturally 
specific narratives which present distinctive, compelling visions of human excel-
lence and social justice. These narratives develop by means of a dialectical 
process catalyzed both by debates within traditions and encounters between 
them. This dialectic draws out the implications and limitations of existing views 
and drives towards increasingly more adequate formulations. Narratives com-
pete with each other in an ongoing dialogue. Those which are able to incorporate 
the insights of other narratives without compromising their own integrity tend to 
win out; those which are incorporated or which cannot find adherents lose. He 
makes no attempt, however, to ground his ethics in a rational metaphysics, the 
impossibility of which he seems to accept, even as he embraces “narratives” 
developed by thinkers who, like Augustine and Thomas, were nothing if not 
metaphysicians.  

MacIntyre sees his theory as an extension of Socratic, Platonic, and Aristote-
lian dialectics. Indeed, he claims to represent the vanguard of a Thomistic re-
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vival. Nothing, in fact, could be further from the truth. What we have here, 
rather, is a return to the moderate sophism of a Protagoras against the extremism 
of a Gorgias or a Callicles—a moderate, “constructive” postmodernism pitted 
against the deconstructive radicalism of Derrida and his allies. In the final analy-
sis the ground, such as it is, remains the same: tradition and social convention.

 

Indeed, in the light of MacIntyre’s attempt to join Thomistic philosophy with 
Augustinian theology on the basis of an epistemology and (absent) metaphysics 
which both would have rejected, it is probably most accurate to it regard him as 
an intellectual heir of the French traditionalist Joseph de Maistre, who in the 
wake of the French Revolution gave a rightist spin to the same conventionalist 
morality which, in the works of Rousseau, had been one of the touchstones of 
the Revolution.  

This return to traditionalism is made explicit in the work of John Milbank 
(Milbank 1990, 1999). Milbank, as we have seen, shows a profound and subtle 
grasp of just what it is that is actually wrong with modern metaphysics –i.e. its 
univocal rather than analogical doctrine of Being—which makes it a philosophy 
of power and of violence. At the same time, however, he rather treats this uni-
vocity as the inevitable characteristic of any autonomous metaphysics. The only 
way to transcend metaphysics, and thus modernity, is theologically. Indeed, 
Milbank is quite explicit in claiming that only Christian theology offers ade-
quate safeguards against modern nihilism. Writing in the shadow of Heidegger 
and Derrida, Milbank regards the whole dialectical tradition as ultimately 
grounded in an ontology of violence in which will is pitted against will. This is 
illustrated for him not only in modern theories of class struggle, but also in the 
older dialectical ethics of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. Even Plato’s ideal state, 
he claims, is an armed camp, and Aristotle’s whole concept of virtue is really 
just transformation of a fundamentally military ethic of heroism. Indeed, Aris-
totle counsels his students to be haughty to those beneath them in station and to 
make sure that others depend on them.  

Against this ontology of violence, Milbank proposes an ontology of peace, 
the carrier of which is the Christian Church which, following Augustine, he calls 
the “Other City,” founded on different loves. Milbank argues that when we rec-
ognize Being as difference, we learn a nonpossessive love which at once cancels 
and preserves the distance between persons. This is the creative love of God, 
who brings into Being creatures different from Himself and authentically free, 
and who calls us to love each other in the same way. There is, Milbank argues, 
no way to ground this ontology dialectically; indeed to try to do so is to yield to 
the very ontology of violence which seeks truth through struggle and contradic-
tion.19  
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There are a number of difficulties with Milbank’s approach. First, he seems 
to us to fundamentally misread Plato, Aristotle –and indeed most ancient and 
medieval metaphysics whether “Western,” Indian, and Chinese. As we demon-
strated earlier in this chapter, these doctrines represent an authentic attempt to 
ascend to a first principle which is always acknowledged to be radically beyond 
exhaustive rational comprehension. The resulting ethics is, furthermore, very far 
from that of an armed camp. On the contrary, the metaphysical traditions we 
have analyzed are uniformly optimistic about the possibility of knowledge and 
habituation to promote right conduct and give the leading role in human society 
not to the strong but rather to the wise. Second, Milbank’s approach fails to ad-
dress the radical skepticism engendered by both the spontaneous dynamics of 
the market system and by the conscious polemics of the bourgeoisie. In short, 
while it might be satisfying to those who already believe, it does nothing to 
combat the hegemonic nihilism and despair of our time.  

Both MacIntyre and Milbank clearly offer visions which are informed by an 
ethos radically at odds with that of capitalism and modernity generally, but like 
the religious existentialists and postmodernists they leave the people ideologi-
cally disarmed. They represent the perspective of clerics disillusioned with capi-
talism and modernity but disconnected from and perhaps a bit frightened of the 
only forces which might actually bring about real change: the organized working 
class and peasantry. 

We turn now to a consideration of Franklin Gamwell’s reformed liberalism. 
Gamwell’s position is, in many ways, closest to our own, precisely because he 
argues for both a teleological approach to ethics and for the necessity of ground-
ing ethics in a theistic metaphysics. His approach to metaphysics is, however, 
radically at variance with our own, and we need to consider its merits. 

Gamwell approaches the problem of metaphysics from within the transcen-
dental tradition which traces its lineage to Kant. By a transcendental approach to 
metaphysics, we mean any approach which argues by means of an analysis of 
the conditions or presuppositions of human subjectivity. Thus Kant, for exam-
ple, argued that human subjectivity was inconceivable apart from what he called 
the “forms of intuition” –space and time—and the “categories of the understand-
ing” –quality, quantity, relation, and mode. Kant, however, regarded the idea of 
God, along with the ideas of the self and the world as what he called transcen-
dental ideals –ideas we naturally use to organize our experience of the world, 
but which are not actually preconditions of any possible experience. For this 
reason he ruled out rational metaphysics in the traditional sense of the word. 

Transcendental theism accepts Kant’s basic approach, but argues against him 
that the idea of God is, in fact, a precondition of or implicit in all acts of human 
subjectivity. There are many different types of transcendental theism. The most 
important is undoubtedly the Transcendental Thomism represented by Karl 
Rahner and Bernard Lonergan. According to Rahner for example every existen-
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tial judgment we make –every judgment that some particular thing exists, con-
tains a “nonthematic preapprehension” of esse as such and thus of God (Rahner 
1958). Lonergan (Lonergan 1958), similarly, argues that God as Being is the 
object of our constitutively human unrestricted desire to know.  

Gamwell, while he occasionally makes gestures in the direction of the onto-
logical argument and Thomas’ third way (Gamwell 1990: 165-168, 176-178), is 
actually closer to Kant than most transcendental theists, in that he looks for the 
foundation of his argument in an analysis of practical reason. He begins from the 
fact that every human choice, simply because it involves a judgment of better or 
worse, makes implicit reference to some “comprehensive variable in accord with 
which all actualities may be compared (Gamwell 1990: 168),” or some principle 
against which their relative worth can be measured (Gamwell 2000: 13-58). 
Such a comprehensive variable, in turn, “implies a comprehensive actuality of 
which all other things are parts (Gamwell 1990: 168).” Following Hartshorne 
(Hartshorne 1949) he calls this actuality the “divine relativity” a term which, he 
shows, is convertible with creativity (Gamwell 1990: 169, 178ff, 2000: 122-131, 
139-149). 

Where Gamwell differs from the Transcendental Thomists is in his charac-
terization of the nature of God. While his argument closely tracks Thomas’ 
fourth way and while he makes some reference to the Thomistic principle of the 
convertibility of the transcendentals, he rejects the idea that God is outside of 
space and time on the grounds that this is a purely negative determination and 
thus not, strictly speaking, comprehensible Gamwell 1990: 175-176, 2000: 107-
122). For Gamwell, as for Hartshorne, God is the supremely temporal individ-
ual.  

On the basis of this metaphysics, Gamwell is able to derive a well-defined 
moral imperative: act in such a way as to promote the divine good, understood 
as maximum future creativity. He follows the Platonic and Aristotelian tradition 
in tracing wrong action to the limited character of human knowledge, which 
means that lesser goods are sometimes known more vividly than higher goods, 
but he rejects the Aristotelian identification of virtue and happiness, arguing that 
there may well be a contradiction between our own future creativity and that of 
others and ultimately the maximal future creativity of the universe (Gamwell 
2000: 59-104, 131-139). 

There are a number of difficulties with this approach, two of which analyzed 
in the previous chapter. First, we have already shown that transcendental argu-
ments for the existence of God are not really decisive. The fact that the idea of 
God (whether understood as the Thomistic esse or as Hartshorne’s divine crea-
tivity) is in fact a condition of any possible knowledge and is implicit in each 
and every human choice, does not necessarily imply that God in fact exists. Sec-
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ond, attempts to rise to the idea of God in a way which, like the transcendental 
argument, evade rather than passing through cosmology, are inevitably relig-
iously unsatisfying and lead to otherworldliness of a sort which leaves them 
open to the critiques of Feuerbach, Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud.  

Here we would like to note two additional problems. First, in spite of its oth-
erworldliness, the transcendental approach fails to challenge fundamentally what 
is arguably one of the principal characteristics of modernity: the notion that hu-
man subjectivity is the proper point of departure for all philosophical reflection. 
By taking subjectivity as its starting point, transcendental theism (classical or 
neoclassical) implicitly imports into its system the whole complex of principles 
and values which constitute modern liberalism. To put this another way, by us-
ing subjectivity as the foundation for theology and ethics, transcendental theism 
rules out in advance the possibility that subjectivity might be called into ques-
tion.20

Second, Gamwell’s concept of God as “supremely temporal” reflects a simi-
lar failure to subject modernity to serious criticism. Gamwell’s failure to engage 
the issue of analogical predication means that he not only fails to understand 
what is meant by the claim that God is eternal, but also and more seriously that 
he (perhaps accidentally) falls into the trap of a univocal metaphysics. This is 
reflected above all in his claim that virtue and happiness are not the same in hu-
man beings. This is because a univocal metaphysics implies, more or less neces-
sarily, a “zero-sum” view of the world in which the maximal future creativity of 
one person or system may detract from that of others or even of God. It is just 
precisely this zero-sum worldview which is shared by both the liberal and the 
Augustinian traditions which are constitutive of modernity. As we will see, if 
God, and thus “Being” or “creativity,” is understood analogically, then the moral 
imperative is not so much to maximize creativity or Being (our own or others) 
but rather to maximize our participation in an indivisible and uncreated power 
of creativity of Being. Our own authentic participation in this power is never in 
contradiction with the similar power of others nor does it take away from the 
Power of God who draws all things to Herself.  

This brings us to the problem of the social basis and political valence of 
‘transcendental’ theism. What this trend does is to recognize the fundamental 
necessity of an ontological ground to any coherent science, ethics or religion—
and thus to the full development of human capacities. They argue further that, 
contra Kant, God is a condition for any possible experience and for any act of 
human choice, and not merely, as Kant claimed, a moral postulate. But they fail 
to transcend the realm of the subject which is first and foremost the realm of the 
marketplace and the bourgeoisie.21 It is little wonder that at the political level 
the resulting theologies tend, on the one hand, to legitimate action to restrict and 
modify the operation of market forces in accord with general moral principles 
without, however, advocating a real break with the market order. For this reason 
it is legitimate to speak of ‘liberal’ Protestantism and ‘liberal’ Catholicism. Put 
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differently, transcendental theism makes room for God in bourgeois society, on 
the condition that God not call the basic structure of that society into question. 
This is reflected in Gamwell’s political theory, which opens up the possibility of 
democratically-directed state intervention in the market, but which also makes 
agnosticism about fundamental questions of value the cornerstone of the politi-
cal order, providing effective constitutional protection for bourgeois right.  

 
 

Towards a New Metaphysics 
 

Our analysis suggests that metaphysics plays a critical leading role in those hu-
man societies which have crossed the threshold marked by the Axial Age –by 
the emergence of market relations. It is rational metaphysics, product of dialec-
tical reasoning, which allows us to rise to the transcendental principles of value 
which alone can ground our critique of the market order—and our proposal for 
an alternative allocation of resources. At the same time, we have also identified 
some characteristics of a “just” metaphysics –one which leads well and does not 
make either unwarranted concessions to those who would oppress or unwar-
ranted claims on its own behalf. First, such a metaphysics, if it is to lead human 
beings to God must begin with the senses, which is where all human knowledge 
begins. Second, it must lead human beings not around, but rather through cos-
mology. It must demonstrate the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe and its 
ordering to God, showing how we can build a better world, not how we can es-
cape from this one. Finally, it must recognize that its language about God is al-
ways and only analogical –that the ground of meaning to which it points cannot 
be exhaustively comprehended, and thus cannot be used as a sort of key to con-
trolling the universe. Rather, it grounds a respectful effort to help all beings 
grow towards God, but in their own ways, in accord with their own unique and 
only partly comprehensible participation in the one act of Being which draws all 
things to itself.  

What will such a metaphysics look like? It must be said, that there will not 
be just one metaphysics which meets the criteria outlined above. In this sense 
John Milbank is quite wrong to lump together all non-Christian metaphysical 
systems under the heading of “impersonal religions which celebrate fate or the 
void” and to identify them with the nihilism of modernity (Milbank 1999:32). 
Metaphysics, while it is indeed a science, in the sense of offering a principle 
which, among other things, explains the world, is hardly an exact science. There 
may be many different ways of capturing partly and roughly, but still in a way 
which promotes human development and civilizational progress, the first princi-
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ple which Thomas called esse, which Chu Hsi called T’ai Ch’i, (the Great Ulti-
mate) and which Nagarjuna called sunyata (emptiness) but also prajnaparamita 
(surpassing wisdom). What follows is merely an outline, an attempt which is 
frankly rooted in the dialectical tradition which emerges from Socrates, Plato, 
and Aristotle, and in the originally Jewish understanding of God as äåäé 
(YHWH) (as the power of Being as such), but which has also attempted to learn 
from other traditions. Hopefully it will seem credible; a complete argument will 
have to await a later work.  

The possibility of such learning is perhaps best illustrated by analyzing what 
at firsts seems like an irreducible conflict between the metaphysics of substance 
developed by Aristotle and his followers and the metaphysics of relation advo-
cated by most of the Buddhist systems and by Nagarjuna’s Madhyamika school 
most especially. In the one hand we have an attempt to explain –and ground—
the reality of the things we experience in a first principle which is its own 
ground, a project which is completed in the identification by ibn Sin and Tho-
mas of the Aristotelian unmoved mover with the God revealed in Exodus. In the 
other hand we have in Nagarjuna a ready acceptance of the infinite regress of 
causes which to the Aristotelians seems so abhorrent and a conclusion that, be-
cause everything is ultimately dependent on everything else, that nothing has 
inherent existence in the sense which Thomas, for example, assigns to God. And 
these are, taken at face value, two incompatible doctrines which cannot and 
ought not to be harmonized.  

At the same time, they can also be seen as two ways of coming to terms with 
a common reality: the fact that what Thomists call contingent being is always 
and only dependent on and ordered to something outside itself. Put differently, 
we might say that being, in the sense of contingent being, means being related. 
And once we have recognized this, we also recognize that the Thomistic meta-
physics of esse is quite incompatible with any notion that form or structure gives 
things being. Rather, each of the various grades of being –mineral, vegetable, 
animal, rational—and each of the specific forms of these grades of being are 
merely ways of being related, ways of seeking Being as such. 

This leaves, of course, what looks like a more fundamental difference and 
one not so easily susceptible to resolution, between the Thomistic claim that 
Being Is, and the Madhyamika claim that nothing has inherent existence –a dif-
ference which would seem to entail a whole complex of practical differences, 
between, for example, an ethics centered on the cultivation of virtue and an eth-
ics of detachment. But if we were to counterpoise earlier variants of the Socratic 
tradition with the Madhyamika doctrine of sunyata the difference might seem 
less. Plato and several of the Neo-Platonists talked about the Good or the One as 
“beyond being” in part, we would suggest, because they did not yet have a co-
herent doctrine of Being as such. The Christian Neo-Platonist Dionysus the Are-
opagite went even further, stressing the need to complement the via positiva 
which ascends to God rationally by means of affirming things of Him, with a via 
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negativa which ascends by means of denying things of God. Aristotle, in could 
be argued, did not have a coherent doctrine of Being at all, and so is unable to 
specify for us just why the Unmoved Mover is so profoundly attractive. One 
might argue that while the Western tradition has emphasized the via positiva, 
and the Buddhist tradition has emphasized the via negativa, both represent an 
attempt to capture in inadequate human language a reality which far transcends 
the capacity of any such finite vehicle. The Thomistic doctrine of esse represents 
a significant advance in the positive description of the first principle, but even so 
we must be careful to stress than in speaking of God language is being used ana-
logically. And even for Thomas and for Thomistic mystics such as Meister Eck-
hardt the philosophical and theological wisdom which uses these categories is 
surpassed by the caritative wisdom in which we know God wordlessly and non-
conceptually in the just act.  

What follows is clearly more Thomistic than Buddhist, but it reflects an at-
tempt to incorporate insights from the Madhyamika tradition –especially a focus 
on the relational character of being. It also reflects an attempt to anticipate 
somewhat the results of the teleological research program which we proposed in 
our chapter on cosmology and it thus differs from traditional Aristotelian and 
Thomistic metaphysics in that it understands the universe as a whole, and not 
merely individual organisms as growing and developing towards God. In this 
regard it reflects the influence of Errol Harris’ vastly under-appreciated work, 
which shows that the whole universe develops along what he calls a dialectical 
scale towards God.22 It is presented not as something definitive, but rather as an 
opening to further discussion.  

We consider first the shift from a metaphysics of substance to a metaphysics 
of relation. It is one of the ironies of history that an economic system marked by 
the most rapacious egoism should teach us about the radical interdependence of 
all things, but this, precisely is the great lesson of the capitalist era. Markets 
emerged spontaneously as a result of the development of new specialized tech-
nologies, first in agriculture and later in handicrafts; ancient slavery and later 
capitalism developed when those who were profiting in the marketplace used 
coercion to try to liberate themselves from the imperative of serving the Com-
mon Good, something which, Marx demonstrated, is quite impossible in the 
long run. As first goods and services, then labor-power, and finally capital have 
become commodified, humanity has been forced to recognize the principle 
(which certainly holds with equal force in nonmarket societies) that everything 
depends on everything else. Petty commodity production, under which goods 
and services which would have been produced anyway were brought into rela-
tion to each other created the basis in experience for the recognition of the ex-
ternal relatedness of all things—that everything depends on everything else for 
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its behavior. Generalized commodity production, under which market forces 
determine what commodities are produced, created a basis in experience for the 
recognition of internal relationality, the fact that the cosmos is a system not only 
in the sense that the behavior of its constitutive elements is radically dependent 
on the behavior of all the other elements in the system, but also in the sense that 
the essential nature, indeed the very existence, of these elements is determined 
by their interrelationships with each other, so that they are best conceived not as 
elements at all, but rather as relations. Being is, at the most fundamental level, a 
system of relationships, from which it is possible to abstract certain nodes which 
therefore appear particular, but which exist, and can thus be comprehended, 
only as part of the general system.  

The second shift which is required has three dimensions. First, it entails a re-
valuation of the ontological significance of finite systems generally, and of hu-
man beings and human society in particular, in the light of technological devel-
opments which have shown us to be active participations in the creation of new 
forms of organization. Second, both as a direct result of technologically induced 
change and as a result of organized revolutionary action it has become increas-
ingly apparent that being is not static but dynamic and in fact (if the arguments 
of the last chapter are to be believed) progressive in character. A metaphysics 
which allows only the realization of potentials latent in a certain form of organi-
zation, and not the development of qualitatively new forms of organization, is 
ruled out. Finally, these two dimensions taken together imply a third: namely 
that human beings have a conscious, leading role in the cosmohistorical evolu-
tionary process. It should be noted that both the technological and the revolu-
tionary-democratic dynamics predate the modern period, reaching back through 
the medieval guilds and communes to the revolutions of the late-bronze and 
early iron ages and the brief but important periods of technological innovation 
which they ushered in.  

A recent proposal by Roy Bhaskar (Bhaskar 1993) suggests one way to ac-
commodate these changes. According to Bhaskar, the difficulty with all hitherto 
existing dialectics, including those of Hegel and, to some extent Marx, has been 
an insistence on the positivity of being—i.e. on the priority of Being over Non-
Being. Even where the category of contradiction is introduced as a determina-
tion of being itself, as it is in Hegel and Marx, the priority of the positive leads 
inevitably to closure of the cosmohistorical process and the collapse of Being 
into an undifferentiated expressive unity. In the case of Hegel, because of his 
idealism and spiritual monism, this lead to a reconciliation with the status quo of 
a still semifeudal Germany. In the case of Marx it led to the claim that history 
terminates (or, what is the same thing, that prehistory terminates and history 
begins) with the achievement of communism, a doctrine which was easily mobi-
lized by the Stalinist state to close off further progress not only beyond, but ac-
tually towards communism. Bhaskar proposes instead to give priority to the 
category of absence which he claims is the condition for the possibility of physi-
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cal systems of any kind, being implied by spatio-temporal extension, physical 
interaction, and thus motion, and which is the driving force of human society 
from the demanding cry of an infant distressed at the absence of the mother, 
through the most sophisticated demand for the “absenting of constraints on the 
absenting of constraints” and thus for the full development of human capacities.  

It should, first of all, be said of Bhaskar’s proposal that it does indeed repre-
sent the completion (or at least one possible completion) of the Hegelian-
Marxist project. Specifically, it is the completion of the whole line of reasoning 
within the dialectical tradition (a line of reasoning which goes back to Heracli-
tus) which gives priority to chaos, change, and contradiction. Historically this 
trend has scored points by attacking the opposing Parmenidean trend which 
gives priority to unity and stasis. But this whole way of framing the debate is 
anachronistic. Long before Hegel and Marx the dialectical tradition transcended 
this duality. Indeed, the Aristotelian concept of teleological causation is, first 
and foremost, an attempt to resolve the problem in a way which does justice to 
both stability and change, unity and difference (Garrigou-Lagrange 1938). One 
cannot address the enduring inadequacies in the theories of Aristotle, Hegel, or 
Marx by attacking Parmenides! More importantly, however, Bhaskar misses the 
fact that it is not the category of totality by which Hegel legitimates the Prussian 
or Mitin the Stalinist state. It is, on the contrary, precisely the category of con-
tradiction (ancestor of Bhaskar’s “absence:) which plays this role. It is the cate-
gory of contradiction which allows Hegel to represent “the slaughterhouse of 
history” as rational necessity, and it was by arguing for the priority of the cate-
gory of contradiction (and negating the negation of the negation) that Mitin le-
gitimated the triumph of the Party over the independent philosophical authority 
represented by the Bogdanovite and later the Deborinist Academy. Absence, 
furthermore, implies something which is absent and which is desired, or at least 
physically required. It implies the teleological attractor. In the final analysis 
Bhaskar’s metaphysics is simply a way for secular Marxists to hide from them-
selves the invincibly teleological and religious character of their doctrine. Ab-
sence, in other words is a “hidden God.” And if it is not—if it is merely nothing, 
then Bhaskar’s approach violates the principle of sufficient reason, for nothing, 
and certainly not a progressive cosmohistorical evolutionary process pregnant 
with ever richer and more complex forms of organization, can come from Noth-
ing. 

The alternative which we propose builds on the insights of Errol Harris (Har-
ris 1965, 1987, 1991, 1992) on the Hegelian side and A.M. Deborin and Alex-
andr Bogdanov (Bogdanov 1928/1980) on the Marxist side, while insisting with 
traditional Thomism (Garrigou-Lagrange 1938) that the category of finality be 
given pride of place. Being, we would like to suggest, is organization. Imagine 



 In Defense of Metaphysics 121 
 
for a minute something which is stripped of all organization: it has no purpose, 
no structure, and no relation, either internally or externally. Then the thing, quite 
simply, doesn’t exist.  

In order to illustrate the usefulness of this idea, which is really all we can do 
in the present context, we begin with some distinctions. First, we should note 
that both “being” and “organization” are used in a variety of different ways. It is 
important, on the one hand, to distinguish between mere existence (what Tho-
mas calls possible being) and Esse as such, the actual power of Being, which no 
finite system has in itself. On the other hand, it is important to distinguish be-
tween the various dimensions of the concept of organization:  

 
a) relation,  
b) form, order or structure, and  
c) purpose, end or τελος.  

 
To be related is to be, but only in the limited sense of being an element of a lar-
ger whole. Any system which has a definite structure, however can be said to 
have its own distinctive identity, and thus to exist in the much stronger sense of 
being something of which other things can be predicated. For a system to be 
organized, however, the structure must be ordered to some end or purpose. “Or-
ganization,” finally, may mean 

 
a) being organized, in the sense of being ordered to an end, 
b) having the capacity to organize, and thus create, or 
c) being an end to which things are ordered. 

 
With these distinctions in place, it is easy to show that our approach is able 

to complete the Hegelian-Marxist project—and to answer powerfully the objec-
tions of the political-theological critique. 

Relationship implies both unity and difference. Being realized as relationship 
consists neither in simple, undifferentiated unity nor in pure difference. Without 
difference there is nothing in particular, but only a One which is at the same 
time Nothing. Without a prior, underlying unity, difference is mere disintegra-
tion: the absence of any capacity to connect, to relate, and therefore potentially 
to act, have properties, etc. Being consists precisely in the capacity to unite 
things which differ—in the self-differentiating unity which we call “system.” 
The word “system” comes from the Hellenic roots sys- and histanai meaning “to 
put together.” At the very simplest level, therefore, system refers to the radical 
interconnectedness of all things, an interconnectedness so profound that the ex-
istence of the tiniest subsystem abstracted from the whole implies the system in 
its entirety. The most minute alteration at any point in the system affects the 
system as a whole. The fact that we are sitting here at our computer, thinking 
and writing, requires and implies, with iron clad logical necessity, everything 
else in the universe—not only the existence, but the precise disposition of every 
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particular system along every possible world trajectory in the cosmos, from the 
most intimate thoughts of a young woman on a corner in Bangkok waiting for 
her lover to the precise disposition of the atoms and molecules in some remote 
nebula in a galaxy far too distant for its light to ever reach us during our life-
time.  

Some important conclusions follow from this analysis. First, it should be 
clear that it is not really possible, given our scheme, to conceive of being as sub-
stance—as something that exists in itself. Finite systems clearly derive their 
being from each other and from the infinite; the αρχη, on the other hand, while 
it clearly is the Power of Being, exists precisely in drawing others into being. 
Because of this both Aristotelian pluralism and Spinozist monism (while each 
grasping a part of the truth) are fundamentally inadequate. Neither really under-
stands that Being is quite the opposite of self-possession.  

Nor should we really think of being as subject. Subjectivity, as a way of be-
ing ordered to others and to the infinite, is incipient and emerging in finite being, 
but it hardly makes sense to regard merely physical systems as subjective. But 
clearly such systems exist. Infinite being, on the other hand, while it can be 
shown to be an unlimited subjectivity and inwardness (a proof which will have 
to await a later work) does not exist in this subjectivity but rather precisely in its 
creative power, which is always and only directed outward, as the power of 
teleological attraction. 

Being realized as relationship, on the other hand, has the merit, first of all, of 
grasping the interconnectedness of being without negating difference. Indeed, it 
makes it fully possible for us to meet the objection of existentialists and post-
modernists who are concerned that any philosophical doctrine of God—or in-
deed any other totalizing metanarrative which attempts to describe or explain the 
universe as a whole—inevitably submerges difference into identity. And this is, 
indeed, a danger for both Spinozist and Hegelian monisms. When being is con-
ceived as substance, and we assert (as we must, once we have taken this first 
step) that there is only one substance, one system which exists in and through 
itself, and that that is the whole, we are, in effect, saying that particular systems 
don’t exist and that the rich difference which makes life interesting is, in fact, a 
mere difference of location in a single system—in effect, an illusion. When be-
ing is conceived as subject, similarly, one ends up reducing individuals to mere 
vanishing moments of the One subject, Absolute Spirit, which develops itself 
and becomes conscious of itself through them—and then casts them aside. Aris-
totelian pluralism—and more especially Thomism—avoids this problem only at 
the price of a certain inconsistency, arguing on the one hand that there are many 
substances, and that difference is therefore real, while at the same time arguing 
their dependence on the teleological attraction of the Unmoved Mover (for Aris-
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totle), and on the Single Pure Act of Being which is God (for Thomas), an ar-
gument which is tantamount to admitting that they are not really substances at 
all. By conceiving being as relationship we unify in a way which not only con-
serves, but in fact presupposes difference. One cannot, after all, be meaningfully 
ordered to, in the sense we have defined it, without being different. 

At the same time, we avoid the fall into an infinite expanse of difference, 
without horizon or point of reference, which the “postmodern” philosophy of 
difference celebrates but which in fact is nothing less than a willful option for 
death and loss. The difference of being is always and only a difference of rela-
tionship, a difference of being ordered to, a difference of sensing and imagining, 
of knowing and judging, of desiring and hoping and willing, which are never 
possible for the same, but which nonetheless make difference a principle of 
unity rather than of division. And this series of differences, even if it is itself 
infinite in the sense of extending without limit through space and time (and there 
are good reasons, both scientific and philosophical to believe this) nonetheless 
terminates in a principle which unifies (because it is the common τελοσ) but 
does so precisely by creating “infinite diversity in infinite combinations.”23

Thinking of being as relationship has profound implications for the way 
which we think about essence. It is no longer possible to understand the universe 
as a composite of immaterial forms and a passive material substrate, or as a set 
of interacting atoms which sometimes come together to constitute systems. On 
the one hand essence, which Aristotle understood as form imposed on passive 
matter, and in some places as what gives things their being, must be radically 
retheorized. At the same time, the atomism dominant since the eighteenth cen-
tury, for which what things are is purely accidental, the product of random inter-
action and natural selection, must also be rejected. The universe generally, and 
its various subsystems, appear to us as things possessing various properties. The 
underlying essence or nature of a system or subsystem, however, (what it is), is 
determined by its internal and external relationships, of which its appearance is 
merely the expression. Essence, in other words, is nothing other than structure, 
both a system’s internal structure and its place in the larger structure of the cos-
mos as a whole, which defines both its own trajectory of development, and its 
contribution to the development of the cosmos generally.  

Now the structures of various subsystems of the cosmos do not merely differ 
from each other. They are arranged in a kind of hierarchy or dialectical scale. 
We already know from the results of the special sciences the characteristics of at 
least several different levels on this scale. Specifically, it is possible to identify 
physical, biological, and social degrees of organization. Physical systems are not 
themselves organized in the full sense of possessing differentiated structures of 
the sort which we find in living organisms which carry out definite functions in 
the service of some global purpose. They are, however, structured, and in fact 
structured in just precisely the way necessary to make possible the emergence of 
complex organization, life, and intelligence. In this sense the physical universe 
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as a whole can be said to be ordered to the higher end of complex organization, 
life, and intelligence. We have shown that even physical laws, such as entropy, 
which seem to work against the survival of particular complex systems, ultimate 
serve the cause of progressive cosmohistorical evolution. Some physical systems 
are, furthermore, structured in ways which permit them to conserve their form, 
which constitutes the higher degree of participation in being which Aristotle 
called the mineral soul. Such systems are also characterized by a chemical ho-
lism which means that they have distinctive properties which make them more 
than the sum of their parts in a way which is not true of mere mechanical en-
sembles. Biological systems, on the other hand are actually organized, i.e. struc-
tured in such a way as to promote an end, namely their own survival and repro-
duction. In maintaining themselves in hostile environments which would 
undermine many mineral species, and in reproducing themselves, living organ-
isms achieve a higher degree of participation in being than mere physical or 
mineral systems. Social systems finally, are not only organized but also have the 
capacity to organize, i.e. through labor to contribute to the creation of new and 
more complex forms of organization.  

All of these various and sundry forms of organization are ordered to a com-
mon end, namely Being, which, however, they pursue in ways appropriate to 
their structure and under the form of specific goods which are accessible to 
them. For mineral species, and indeed physical systems in general, this good is 
the thermodynamic stability which allows them to persist in being. For living 
organisms the good is nutrition and reproduction—in the case of animals in the 
form of food and mates actively pursued and enjoyed. In the case of the social 
form of matter this good is creativity as such, which is known indirectly in the 
form of ordinary manual and intellectual labor, and directly when the intellect 
rises by transcendental abstraction or caritative wisdom to the knowledge of 
God.  

This approach to understanding being grasps not only internal relationality, 
but also the real participation of finite systems in the process of cosmogenesis 
and does so without violating the principle of sufficient reason. Everything, 
however humble, which participates in Being is, furthermore, itself a participa-
tion in the end or τελοσ and thus in a very real sense a natural sacrament in 
which God is really present, and an authentic way to the divine. In this sense 
people in tribal and communitarian societies were not wrong to offer worship to 
animals, plants, and even minerals, even if in the light of philosophy and of the 
revelation of the divine name äåäé (YHWH) we recognize that what is actually 
to be worshipped is the power of Being in which these finite systems have a 
share. 

At the end of this hierarchically ordered series we arrive, at long last, at the 
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real aim of transcendental abstraction: the transcendentals themselves. Histori-
cally, the transcendentals—the Beautiful, the True, the Good, and the One—
have been regarded as terms “convertible” with Being, meaning that they refer 
to the same thing as Being, but add some relation (Thomas Summa Theologiae, 
I, 5.1, 9.1, 16.3). What happens to this doctrine once we have recognized Being 
as itself relationship? Our approach to the problem of Being makes the transcen-
dentals into a window on Being’s own way of Being—i.e. the “essence” of Be-
ing, which is to be organization as such, the infinite end which draws all things 
out of potency and into act, out of their limitations and towards its own limitless 
perfection.  

Consider, for example, the nature of Beauty. By the beauty of a system, we 
mean simply its level of organization, understood as the object of (sensory or 
intellectual) perception. The greater the diversity of the elements organized, and 
the more perfect the harmony in which they are united, the more beautiful the 
system. This is true throughout the natural world, from simple harmonies of the 
night sky, through the more complex forms of the crystalline structures and liv-
ing organisms to the rich, lush diversity of complex ecosystems and human so-
cieties. And it is true as well of great works of art, which are nothing if not a 
complex manifold of relations harmoniously arranged. Thus, we find a land-
scape, natural or painted, beautiful, to the extent that it integrates a diversity of 
elements into a harmonious and purposeful whole. Not too many people are at-
tracted by scenes of pure, undifferentiated gray. Things of great beauty have, 
furthermore, the capacity to harmonize and integrate those that perceive them, 
and thus draw them closer to God. Thus the centrality of beauty in religious ex-
perience, in liturgy, etc. Beauty itself, as Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas 
taught long ago, is the capacity to bring things into being, and is thus convertible 
with Being itself, or God. 

Now because Beauty integrates diverse elements into a harmonious whole it 
also possesses claritas—it constitutes a window on the Truth. When we are in 
the process of forming an idea what we see first is a pattern, a harmonious inte-
gration of elements in our experience. The truth-value of a statement, a concept, 
or theory, is its capacity to organize large quantities of qualitatively diverse, and 
therefore highly complex experience. The concept or theory in question does 
this by explaining the experience in terms of a principle or principles. It is nec-
essary in this connection to focus equal attention on the complexity of the ex-
perience organized and on the level of organization of the experience in ques-
tion. Our experience is most highly organized when we identify highly compact 
“organizing principles,” knowledge of which permits us to derive logically all 
the rich particularity of the experience on which the principle was based. It is 
this organizing capacity of theories which leads us to speak analogously of their 
“power.” The most powerful theories are those which comprehend the widest 
range of experience in unique compact statements which are themselves preg-
nant with rich experiential content. The Truth itself is, as we have seen, the infi-
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nite, necessary, and perfect Being which alone completes our explanation of the 
universe and which grounds all other partial explanations. 

The Good, finally, is an end desired or willed or pursued. It is at once the ob-
ject of our desire or appetite, whether sensual or intellectual, and the actual ca-
pacity to organize, to draw things into being. While everything existing is good, 
in so far as it is capable both of being ordered to the End and of being an (inter-
mediate) end itself, there is a clearly defined hierarchy of goods, measured by 
the degree to which the system in question is ordered to God and can itself 
therefore participate in the divine organizing activity. The Good itself is the in-
finite, necessary and perfect End which alone has the capacity to draw some-
thing out of nothing.  

All three of these concepts—Beauty, Truth, Good—are ultimately determi-
nations of the concept of Value. The more highly organized a system—the 
greater its “ordering to” and its capacity to act as a secondary principle of or-
der—the greater its value. That which has an unlimited capacity to order things 
to itself, and thus bring them out of potency and to act is the principle and crite-
rion of Value as such.  

It is interesting to note the intrusion of quantitative language into our account 
of the transcendentals. This is unavoidable, but it is a bit deceptive. One may 
attempt to quantify value, by means of a return from transcendental abstraction 
to formalism, and this move is often quite useful. Marx’s labor theory of value 
is, in effect, an attempt to quantify the degree of organization of products in 
terms of the quantity of organizing activity—the amount of average necessary 
labor-time—they contain. Charles Bennet’s “logical depth” approach to the or-
ganization of information systems, which quantifies organization in terms of the 
number of logical steps necessary to derive a system from its principle (Bennet 
1988), is similar in many ways. Other approaches to quantifying organization 
(and thus value) which focus exclusively on the number of different elements 
(e.g. information content) are more problematic for reasons we have already 
cited. But no quantification of value actually comprehends the fundamentally 
teleological character of the concept of value and thus the radical simplicity of 
the union effected among the complex elements of organized systems. And no 
quantification of value can comprehend the fact that the τελοσ, the End itself, 
far from negating difference when it unites, in fact multiplies it infinitely as it 
draws ever new and more diverse forms of organization into being.  

This is the significance of the fourth and last transcendental: the transcen-
dental One. While the numerical one derives from difference (as the “ratio” of 
“similar differences” and “different similarities” which defines the unit of a for-
mal system) and serves as a principle of identity, the transcendental One, in unit-
ing all things to itself, in fact distinguishes them from the infinite sameness of 
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mere possibility and draws them, in all their individual uniqueness, into the di-
vine light of Being itself. 

Let us turn from the darkness and towards the light, knowing that while our 
path is crooked, and that growth takes place only through struggle and contra-
diction, it always and only leads upward, towards an ever fuller development of 
human capacities in a society where, on the other side of the doubt and despair 
induced by the market order and fomented by the bourgeoisie and its ideological 
agents, we will once again find the universe transparent to its ground and our 
hearts ordered to the single Good in which they can alone find rest. 

 
 
 

Notes 

1.By “political-theological” we mean bearing on the ordering of human beings to the 
political and ecclesiastical authorities, and through them to any final end(s) which the 
system in question allows. Even radically secular systems such as dialectical materialism 
or postmodernism make political-theological claims in this sense, because they explicitly 
reject claims to legitimacy by ecclesiastical authorities and the higher ends to which they 
claim to order humanity in an ideological field in which other trends still advance such 
claims. They also set up secular authorities which play an equivalent role to the ecclesias-
tical hierarchy. In the case of dialectical materialism this is the party and especially its 
ideological apparatus which comprehends the “line of march, conditions and ultimate 
general result (Marx 1848/1978)” of the historical process and which orders humanity to 
its finite, historical end; in the case of postmodernism it is the critical intelligentsia which 
undermines all teleological claims and which thus undermines all such attempts to order 
human affairs. 
2.The terminology here is tricky. Most of the critics of a rational ascent to first principles 
of explanation and action have, at least since Heidegger, called the discipline they criti-
cize metaphysics or ontotheology, and used another term for their own doctrine of the 
self disclosure of Being, the laws of motion of matter, etc., (ontology, dialectics). A few, 
however, (e.g. Levinas) call the discipline that they criticize by some other name (e.g. 
ontology), and reserve the term metaphysics for their own doctrine. The Marxist tradition 
presents particularly difficult terminological problems. Some Soviet philosophy, for ex-
ample, explicitly rejects metaphysics on the grounds of one or another version of the 
cosmological critique, but advances just precisely the sort of universal explanatory-causal 
theory which critics call metaphysical. This is especially true of Bogdanov and Deborin 
who actually tended to a materialist pantheism. Other Marxists, (e.g. Bhaskar) use the 
term metaphysics in the disciplinary sense to describe a general inquiring into being, 
while eschewing the incipient materialist pantheism of the Soviets for an ontology cen-
tered on negativity, contradiction, and absence (Bhaskar 1993). Still others reject the term 
entirely, counterpoising it to dialectics (Mao 1937a/1971, Amin 1988/1989, 1999). 

For the purposes of this chapter “metaphysics” means any attempt to ascend rationally 
to a first principle of explanation and action. This includes immanent principles, such as 
the “laws of motion of matter” where they are conceived in such a way as to order all 
things to an end—e.g. the development of increasingly complex forms of organization, as 
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well as principles such as the Buddhist pattica sammupada (dependent origination) which 
are not themselves substantial but which give the universe a kind of order and meaning. It 
does not include doctrines which, while treating of being in general conclude that the 
universe ultimately has no meaning.  
3.Humanistic Marxism, especially that of Lukacs (Lukacs 1922/1971, 1953/1980), can be 
read as a defense of, and structuralist Marxism as an attack on, the sort of reasoning 
which makes metaphysics possible, i.e. a reasoning about ends. Scott Meikle and James 
Daly go even further in arguing that Marx was a committed essentialist (Meikle 1985) 
and natural law theorist (Daly 2000). But because this reasoning was never pursued by 
Marxists to an immaterial first principle there was never a motive to mount an empirical 
defense of metaphysics as such against the postmodernist critique. 
4.We call communitarian any society which has mastered horticulture and formed settled 
communities in which the land is held in common by the clans of the village community, 
either worked collectively or periodically redistributed to individual families for cultiva-
tion, and in which religious societies form bonds across clan lines, but in which there is 
no full-time priesthood. The Puebloan communities of New Mexico are the best surviv-
ing example. On the widespread formation of communitarian societies in which land was 
owned, and sometimes worked, collectively, see Mandel 1968: 32-36, Waters 1963: 125-
247. For evidence that these communitarian societies were also matriarchal or matrifocal, see 
Stone 1976. We call archaic societies in which several villages are grouped around a 
common sanctuary which uses noncoercive means to extract a surplus, part of which 
supports a full-time priesthood engaged in activities which promote the development of 
human capacities and part of which is redistributed. The Chaco Canyon system and 
Stonehenge may have been examples of this sort of structure. 
5.The identification of the transition to patriarchy in Europe with the arrival of the Indo-
Europeans –a claim still upheld by Stone—turns out to be problematic. The Indo-
Europeans do, indeed, seem to have been more pastoral and more patriarchal than their 
predecessors in Europe and Western Asia, but those that adopted agriculture or fused 
agriculture with pastoralism (the Slavs and Celts, and to a lesser extent the Hellenes and 
the Italic peoples) seem to have either retained or developed more matrifocal religions by 
comparison, for example, with the Germans or the Indo-Aryans. There is, at the same 
time, evidence for growing warfare among the pre-Indo-European peoples of Old Europe 
towards the end of the Neolithic, presumably as population density and competition for 
more fertile lands increased (Dumezil 1954). 
6.We call tributary any society in which a group of warlords uses at least partly coercive 
means to extract rents, taxes, and/or forced labor from dependent peasant communities, 
and in which a significant part of this surplus supports warfare and luxury consumption 
rather than activities which promote the development of human capacities.  
7.There is a vigorous debate regarding the point at which an integrated “world economy” 
or “world system” first emerged (Frank and Gills 1993). In its original form “world sys-
tems theory” attributed the formation of a world economy to the European conquest of 
Africa, the Americas, and Asia (Wallerstein 1974, 1980, 1989), a conquest which was 
regarded as the origin of the current poverty and underdevelopment of the “Third World.” 
Gradually, however, as scholars began to overcome their Eurocentrism, it became appar-
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ent that a world system incorporating all of Eurasia and much of Africa already existed 
long before the European conquests (Abu-Lughod 1989). Andre Gunder Frank, originally 
a proponent of the view that the creation of a unified world system was a result of the 
European conquests in the sixteenth century, now argues that the existence of global (i.e. 
Eurasian) trade networks can be traced back some 5000 years (Frank and Gills 1992) and 
has argued that the Chinese in fact retained a dominant role in the system until roughly 
the time of the Industrial Revolution (Frank 1993). He also rejects the notion of “capital-
ism” as a useful way of distinguishing the modern world system from its predecessors. 
While we think Frank does a good job of showing the long history of global trade, we 
also believe that he misses three important transitions. First, beginning around 800 BCE 
we see the development of local and regional trade networks which actually begin to 
shape what is produced. This is apparent in the recognition of the laws of supply and 
demand by thinkers such as Thales of Miletus. By around 200 BCE these networks have 
effectively linked together all of Afro-Eurasia, from Mali, Iberia, and Britain all the way 
to China (Bentley 1993). These two transitions represent the advent of local and regional 
petty commodity production: i.e. a system in which resource allocation is shaped by the 
existence of a global market in luxury goods. Finally, between 1500 and 1800 we witness 
the gradual emergence of a new system, capitalism, in which not only goods and services 
but also labor power itself has become a commodity. The construction of capitalism can-
not be said to be complete, however, until the full development of capital markets in the 
twentieth century, which makes capital a commodity as well. 
8.Puranic Hinduism is a term used to distinguish the religion which emerged after the 
collapse of the Mauryan Empire and most especially under the Gupta dynasty (319 CE 
ff), as a synthesis between Vedic Brahmanism, the ideology of the Upanishads, and devo-
tional cults centered around Vishnu, Shiva, etc. Strictly speaking, these developments fall 
outside the scope of the axial age proper, but some note is made of them in order to an-
swer those who would hold up later, more ossified versions of Hindu social ethics as 
evidence that at least one of humanity’s principal wisdom traditions was unconcerned 
with social justice (Thapar 2002: 317-319).  
9.The institutional and ideological continuity between the crusades, the Reconquista, and 
the conquest of the Americas is well established. Ramon Gutierrez (Gutierrez 1990) for 
example points out that the office which financed pacification of the Indians in New 
Mexico in the seventeenth century was called la cruzada and that the Spanish regarded 
the indigenous peoples of the Americas as “Moors.” 
10.According to the Aristotelian epistemology intellectual knowledge comes about by 
abstraction from images garnered by the senses. Abstraction makes possible inference 
and thus a dialectical ascent to a first principle in terms of which the universe can be 
explained and action ordered. Because of this many medieval Aristotelians—Ibn Rusd 
and his followers among them, believed that the concept is always privileged with respect 
to the image or symbol and philosophy with respect to imaginative prophecy, which must 
be interpreted by the philosopher to release its intelligible content. Both this epistemol-
ogy itself, and the cosmological and metaphysical claims to which it gave rise challenged 
important aspects of Christian doctrine. Among the most important figures in this regard 
are Amalric of Bena and David of Dinant. The first taught that God is the formal cause of 
the universe, and that everything is, in a certain sense, at least potentially divine. The 
second taught that God is the material cause of the universe, the matrix from which all 
limited forms emerge and to which they return. From this point of view everything is 
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already divine. In either case the effect is to render unnecessary revelation, grace and the 
sacramental system and to displace the Catholic hierarchy with a secular intelligentsia 
which can discern the divine form in the material flux. It is also worth noting that Radical 
Aristotelian doctrine points back to the old cult of the Magna Mater, which always re-
mained a powerful undercurrent in Europe, and which had long ago articulated similar 
insights in a prephilosophical form. This link is strengthened by biographical associa-
tions. It can hardly be a coincidence that Dinant was an ancient Celtic shrine of the God-
dess or that the rise of Aristotelian philosophy in the Middle Ages tracked the resurgence 
of devotion to the Blessed Virgin. On Radical Aristotelianism cf. von Steenberghen 1980 
and Dahm 1988. On the cult of the Great Mother, and its associations with the philoso-
phical tradition cf. Stone 1976, Matthews 1991 and Mansueto 1995. 
11.Note that an ascent to God without priestly mediation is quite different from a passive 
reception of divine grace without priestly mediation. The first presupposes the natural 
ordering of the material universe, and human nature in particular to God, so that, in a 
very real sense, every act is always and already a sacrament. The second notion, which is 
characteristic of Protestantism, derives from the Pauline and Augustinian problematic, 
according to which grace does not so much create new capacities in us, or (in the Lu-
theran version) even repair the damage of sin, but rather merely overlooks our failings. 
Here the clergy is reduced to a ministerial role in the strict sense of the word, bringing a 
message of divine forgiveness but bearing no real transforming power.  
12.Exemplarism is the notion that everything in creation reflects in some way the divine 
nature. For Bonaventura this meant specifically the Holy Trinity. This may, at first, seem 
like a rather positive outlook on the material universe, but for Bonaventura this reflection 
of the divine nature is wholly and completely the product of God’s creative activity. The 
active potency of matter and secondary causes such as human labor play little or no role. 
The beauty of the natural world is simply an occasion for praising the greatness of God, 
the recognition of which seems to be the principal function of the human intellect. Thus 
the insidious link, in all Franciscan spirituality, between the romantic adulation of nature 
and the rigid repression of the whole upward drive of complex organization, life, and 
intelligence. John Duns Scotus and William of Occam go even further, making the or-
ganization of the material universe an expression of the divine will, something which for 
Occam in particular makes a dialectical ascent to first principles impossible. The will of 
God is a given, knowable only through empirical observation. Cf. Bonaventura, Quaes-
tiones disputate de Scientia Christi; John Duns Scotus, De Primo Principio; William of 
Occam, Ordinatio. 
13.This is apparent especially in the Padovan School. Fearful of legitimating clerical 
interference if they subjected the state to moral criteria of any kind, Marsiglio di Padova 
limited its functions to the defense of the realm and the administration of justice. This is 
by contrast to the older Aristotelian tradition, and to moderate Averroists such as Dante, 
who looked to the state to cultivate virtue and advance human civilization. Radical Aver-
roism thus inadvertently paved the way for the development of liberalism and the politi-
cal hegemony of the bourgeoisie, which depends on a limited state and the banishment of 
moral criteria from the marketplace and the public arena (Goerner 1965).  
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14. We need only think of the various Social Darwinisms of the past century and a half or 
of contemporary theories such as Frank Tipler’s which treat the universe as an evolving 
information system and favor the market as the most adequate mechanisms for accessing 
and processing information regarding resources (Hayek 1988, Barrow and Tipler 1986, 
Tipler 1994). 
15. It is often supposed that this hermeneutic is compatible with or even builds on the 
sociological reading of the scriptures advanced by Gottwald, Pixley and others, which 
points out the origins of many strains in the Jewish and Christian traditions in the strug-
gles of oppressed. Actually, however, the two hermeneutics are quite opposed. According 
to the sociological reading proposed by Gottwald, for example, the cult of YHWH 
emerged not out of some “encounter with the oppressed,” but rather out of an encounter 
by the oppressed with their own historical power, a power which, if we accept the theo-
logical reading proposed by Judaism and Christianity, was a real participation in the 
power of the living God. Gottwald’s reading is a reading from the standpoint of the op-
pressed, or at least one which attempts to recover something of this standpoint; the read-
ings proposed by the Latin American disciples of Levinas are readings from the stand-
point of a guilt-ridden elite. 
16. It may seem unfair to link thinkers such as Levinas and Dussel, who see themselves 
as deeply committed to the liberation of their own peoples from the most brutal forms of 
oppression, to the sort of rightist interests we have associated with religious phenomenol-
ogy and existentialism generally, and at least a bit of a stretch to call them clerical think-
ers. Movements of national liberation are, however, complex phenomena which do not 
always aim at the complete emancipation of the people in question, but may well stop 
short at freeing them from foreign imperial domination in order to open the way for in-
digenous exploiting classes. What we are suggesting is that Levinas, and his student Dus-
sel represent just precisely such an agenda with respect to the Jewish and Latin American 
realities respectively. Their ethics, centered as it is on an encounter with the oppressed, 
never actually achieves the standpoint of the oppressed, which is that of the working 
classes, and thus of creativity and development.  
17. The IAF is quite open about the influence of Hannah Arendt on their perspective. It is 
simply a mark of the profound intellectual deterioration of the Catholic Church it is no 
longer obvious to Catholic leaders that Arendt’s ideas are far less compatible with Ca-
tholicism than those of thinkers who have been repeatedly condemned over the course of 
the past 150 years. The influence of Nietzsche, who lacks Arendt’s “democratic” creden-
tials, is not so openly acknowledged, but should be apparent to anyone who has attended 
IAF leadership or organizer training, and who is also a careful reader of Nietzsche’s Will 
to Power (Nietzsche 1889/1968). The IAF appears to have actually borrowed from this 
text both specific ideas (the distinction between the “world as it is” and the “world as it 
should be”) and its basic understanding of the organizing process, as something which is 
radically independent of any rationally accessible principles of meaning and value, and 
which is therefore always and only about building power. 
18.The key figure here, of course, at least in the United States, is Reinhold Niebuhr (Nie-
buhr 1964) whose work has been used for decades to temper the revolutionary zeal of 
left-leaning Protestant clergy and to keep them in the capitalist fold. Niebuhr’s theology 
is, in effect, a Augustinian argument on behalf of democracy, understood in that distinc-
tively North American way first set forth in The Federalist as a system of checks and 
balances which obstructs the formation of a power bloc based in the majority—the work-
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ing classes—and thus guards against any real threat to the market order. This need to 
restrict the formation of power blocs is legitimated in terms of the Augustinian doctrine 
of original sin, thus concealing its class content and even allowing it to cloth itself in a 
diatribe against “the rich and powerful.” 
19. Graham MacAleer advances a similar ethics based on a reading of Anselm’s De casu 
diaboli, where the fall of the Devil is attributed precisely to his desire to become God—
precisely the motive behind the dialectical ethics of virtue, even in Thomas (MacAleer 
1996). One might see Levinas, who grounds ethics in an encounter with the face of the 
radically Other, as thinking in much the same vein.  
20. For a detailed consideration of this problem see Hans Urs von Balthazar’s Love Alone 
(von Balthazar 1968) or John Milbank’s work (Milbank 1990, 1999). Von Balthazar 
makes the same criticism, to be sure, of the cosmological approach favored in this work. 
The criticism applies, however, if and only if the God to which such a cosmological ar-
gument points exists in the same way as the world She explains, i.e. if the resulting meta-
physics is univocal, and cannot therefore call our assumptions about that world radically 
into question. This need not be the case.  
21. The standpoint of subjectivity is the standpoint of the bourgeoisie because for the 
bourgeoisie meaning and value are constituted by the individual human subject: they are 
ultimately grounded in individual preference.  
22. Harris is a British Hegelian and, like most Hegelians, was not in active dialogue with 
the Thomistic revival. As a result he fails, to the best of my knowledge, to take an explicit 
position in the debate between a univocal and an analogical metaphysics. It seems to me, 
however, that he develops Hegel’s ideas in a way which avoids at least the greatest dan-
gers of a univocal metaphysics –making it explicit, for example, that all finite systems are 
exemplifications of the organizing principle of the universe (God) but that no finite sys-
tem –or indeed even the whole at any given moment—is ever a fully adequate exemplifi-
cation of this principle. The result is at once to name what is sacred in each and every 
thing while at the same time to recognize that God transcends the universe in something 
more than a purely quantitative manner. See especially Harris 1964, 1991, 1992.  

Furthermore, regardless of how one evaluates his approach to this question, Harris 
stood for many years against the rising tide of nihilism and defended when it was most 
unpopular the idea that metaphysics must be grounded in –but also govern—the special 
sciences. Harris also developed considerably the idea of the relational character of being 
(Harris 1987). His work is not addressed explicitly in the critical sections of this book 
only because, some real differences notwithstanding, we have absorbed so much of it that 
–along with the contributions of Maritain, Lukacs, and Mary Daly, it permeates the 
whole. 
23. This phrase is put in quotations because it is a favorite slogan of Star Trek fandom. 
We are unsure of the origin. It speaks of the sort of popular ontology underlies this 
uniquely hopeful vision of humanity’s future. 
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