The Heretical Imperative
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Modernity as
the Universalixation
of Heresy

THE NATIONAL AIRLINE of Indonesia calls itself by the
name of Garuda, the mythological bird of the Ramayana. The
name, which is emblazoned on its airplanes, is appropriate. The
traveler flying over the Indonesian archipelago with its myriad

islands may well feel himself to be borne on the wings of the

original Garuda. Which makes him too a quasi-mythological
being, a god perhaps, or at least a demigod, soaring through the
sky with unimaginable speed and served by machines of un-
imaginable power. Down below are the mere mortals, in their
small villages and fields. They look up and they watch the gods
fly by. Occasionally the traveler will touch down among them,
but even then he rarely mingles with them. He has important
business in the big cities. Or he may stay a weekend on Bali,
once called the island of the gods, during which he can easily
spend the equivalent of the annual per capita income of In-
donesia.

The jet traveler in the Third World is a pretty good meta-
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phor of modernity. He moves on the same planet as those vil-
lagers, and yet he moves in an altogether different world. His
space is measured in thousands of miles, theirs by the distance
a bullock cart can go. His time is expressed in the controlled
precision of airline schedules, theirs by the seasons of nature
and of the human body. He moves with breathtaking speed;
they move in the slow rhythms set long ago by tradition. His
life hurls itself into an open future; theirs moves in careful con-
nection with the ancestral past. He has vast power, physical as
well as social, more or less at his command; they have very lit-
tle of either. And, while he is not a god in that he is mortal, his
life-span will very likely be much longer than theirs. Seen in
the perspective of such villagers, modernity is the advent of a
new world of mythological potency. Modemization, then, is
the juxtaposition of this new world over the old worlds of tradi-
tional man—a cataclysmic and unprecedented event in human
history.

But the jet traveler differs from the villager in another very
important way. It is not only that he is so much more privi-
leged and powerful. It is also that he has so many more choices.
In that too, of course, gods and demigods used to differ from
mere mortals. The jet traveler carries these choices on his per-
son in symbolic form. He can change his air ticket and fly to
Singapore instcad of Manila. He can convert his travelers’
checks into this currency or that. His passport and his credit
card open a multiplicity of doors. All these travel choices, how-
ever, represent only a small slice of an enormously larger array
of choices that are part of the taken-for-granted fabric of mod-
emn life. To be sure, a Javanese villager also makes choices, and,
anthropologically speaking, the capacity to choose is intrinsic
to human being. Also to be sure, not all modemn men have the
same range of choices; thus an upper-middle-class New Yorker
may choose to have his vacation in Asia, while his working- -class ,
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neighbor chooses to get on a bus and visit his cousin in Boston.
Still, compared to anyone in a premodern society, both have a
range of choices which, for most of history, would have been in
the realm of mythological fantasy—choices of occupation, of
place of residence, of marriage, of the number of one’s chil-
dren, in the manner of passing one’s leisure time, in the acqui-
sition of material goods. All these are choices, and very impor-
tant ones to most people, in the external arrangements of life.
But there are other choices too, choices that deeply touch the

inner world of individuals—choices of what is now commonly

called “life-style,” moral and ideological choices, and, last but
not least, religious choices.

The Modern Situation

Modemlty as a near—mconcewableuex'pansmn of the area of
human life open to choices=that is the central theme of this
book; or, rather, the central theme is the elaboration of the im-
plications of this situation for religion. This theme, needless to
say, cannot be argued at the hand of metaphors, however apt
they may be. It must be elaborated systematically; in the course
of such elaboration, a certain painstaking quality will at times
be unavoidable.

Marion Levy has rather Plthlly defined the measure of mod-
ernization as “the ratio 'of inanimate to animate sources of
power.”! One may not be altogether satisfied with this defini-
tion (and, incidentally, Levy has elaborated on it in enormous
detail in a number of books), but it has the merit of pointing
clearly to two aspects of the matter: One, that modernity
(which, within the context of this definition, would be a situa-
tion in which a high ratio of inanimate to animate sources of
power prevails) is not an either/or affair but rather comes in
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different degrees. And, two, that the essential factor in the
process of modernization, and ipso facto the core of modernity
(which is the product of the modernization process), is techno-
logical. Both of these aspects are very important, Historians, for
example, always like to point out to social scientists that this or
the other phenomenon in the contemporary world has its paral-
lel in previous periods of history. It is, indeed, intellectually sal-
utary to be aware of historical precedents and even to recognize
that one’s own situation is not altogether unheard-of in some
©of its characteristics. But at the same time one must not allow
oneself to be trapped into a perspective in which there is noth-
ing ever new in history—in which, in the last resort, no changes
can be perceived. Levy's way of defining modernization makes
one look upon it, so to speak, in a statistical manner: Moder-
nity is an aggregate of traits; these traits appear in history in
different frequency distributions. Also, although these traits
cover a wide range of human concerns (economic, political, so-
cial, and indeed psychological), the prime causal force that
aggregates them is technological. In other words, the juxtapo-
sition of airplane and bullock cart in the previous metaphor is
not a gratuitous one.

If one follows a phenomenon far enough back in time, one
invariably comes on a variety of causal factors. It follows that
what appears as a prime causal force in one period of history
was itself the product of other causes, some of them possibly of
a very different character. Thus the technology that has trans-
formed the conditions of human life for the last few centuries
did not fall from heaven at the beginning of the era now called
modern. It has often been asked why it was in Europe at a par-
ticular moment that the scientific knowledge that had been
“lying around” for centuries was, almost suddenly, transmuted
into a technological revolution. Why not in ancient Greece?
Or, for that matter, in India or China? Needless to say, there

Mopernrry As THE UNIVERSALIZATION OF HERESY 5

are different theories about this. These cannot be pursued here.
Suffice it to say that there is no intention here of assumin.g
some sort of technological determinism. On the contrary, it is
stipulated that the technological revolution of recent history
must be understood as the result of a confluence of multiple
and heterogeneous causes. Thus modernity, in the form known
today, was also caused by other specifically Furopean phenom-
ena—such as the capitalist market economy, the bureaucratic
nation-state, the ‘pluralistic metropolis, and the complex ideo-
logical configurations produced by the Renaissance and the
Reformation. Nevertheless, the one singly most important
transforming force was then, at the beginning, and continues
today to be technology. .

Human life and thought is always situated in history. One
may then say that anyone living and thinking today is in. the
situation of modernity; depending on the country or societal
sector at issue, one may modify this by saying that one lives
and thinks in a situation characterized by this or that degree of
modernization. This may at first appear as a banal statement,
but its implications are not banal at all. What needs to be
clarified is the notion of situation. It means, first of all, that an
individual’s existence takes place under certain external condi-
tions—in this case, under the conditions brought about by a
certain technology, certain economic and political arange-
ments, and so forth. But it also means that there is an in-
ternalization of at least some of these conditions—in this case,
conditions that can be summed up by saying that a contem-
porary individual finds himself afflicted or blessed by the
aggregate of psychological and cognitive structures commonly
called modern consciousness. Put differently, the situation of
contemporary life and thought is shaped not only by the exter-
nal forces of modemity but by the forces of modem con-
sciousness shaping the inner world of individuals. One of the
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most important areas of analysis is precisely this relation be-
tween the external and the internal aspects of modernity.2

Such a relation eminently prevails in the case of technology.
Thus, for example, an individual in contemporary America is in
a situation in which he frequently communicates with others
by telephone. The telephone, in the most obvious way, is an ex-
ternal fact in the individual’s life; indeed, it is a material fact,
embodied in innumerable physical objects, one or more of
which may clutter up the individual’s house. Equally obviously,
this external fact shapes many aspects of the individual’s every-
day life. Thus he can utilize his telephone, and the enormously
complicated and powerful machinery to which it is linked (in-
cluding underwater cables between continents and commu-
nications satellites orbiting the earth) to carry on a trivial
conversation with a friend vacationing in Indonesia. But that is
not the whole story. An individual who uses the telephone
must know how to handle this particular piece of machinery.
This is a skill, which after a while becomes a, habit—an exter-
nal habit, a bit of learned behavior. But the use of the tele-
phone also means learning certain ways of thinking—internal
habits, as it were. It means to think in numbers, to absorb a
considerably complex framework of cognitive abstractions
(such as the network of area codes covering North America),
to have some notion of what could go wrong with the machin-
ery (even if one must call on an expert for repairs). Anyone
who has ever used the telephone in a Third World country
knows that none cf these things can be taken for granted. But
there is more yet. To use the telephone habitually also means
to learn a specific style of dealing with others—a style marked
by impersonality, precision, and (at least in this country) a cer-
tain superficial civility. The key question is this: Do these inter-
nal habits carry over into other areas of life, such as nontele-
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phonic relations with other persons? The answer is almost
certainly yes. The problem is: Just how, and to what extent?

The example of the telephone can be replicated over the
whole spectrum of the technological apparatus of contem-
porary life. In consequence, the question can be enormously en-
larged: Does contemporary technological consciousness carry
over into other areas of life? Put differently: Does contem-
porary man have a technological mentality that corresponds to
the technological forces that shape his life externally? Again,
the answer is almost certainly yes. The problem of the quality
and the degree of this correspondence is far from solved. Mu-
tatis mutandis, similar questions may be asked with regard to
the other external facets of modemity: jIs; there a capitalist
mentality corresponding to the capitalist market economy? Is
there a bureaucratic mind corresponding to bureaucratic insti-
tutions? And so on.

Needless to say, the details of this vast problem are beyond
the scope of this book. The point of the foregoing consid-
erations is simply to bring out a simple but exceedingly impor-
tant empirical fact: Modern consciousness is part and parcel of
the situation in which the contemporary individual finds him-
self. Put differently, anyone today is not only situated in the

modern world but is also situated within the structures of “mod- :

e consciousness. Thus modern consciousness is given, is a
datum, for contemporary thought. It is, if one prefers, an em-
pirical a priori.

But now something else must be added immediately, to
avoid a fatal misunderstanding: To say that modern con-
sciousness is an individual’s situation is not to say that his expe-
rience and thought must irrevocably remain within the bounda-
ries of this situation. In other words, to understand the
sociohistorical situatedness of human life and thought is not
necessarily a deterministic understanding. If it were so, inciden-
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tallly, social change would be probably impossible. Homo sa-
piens is a situated being, but also a being forever driven to tran-
scend his situation. Certainly, individuals differ in their

capacity to transcend the situation into which the accident of

birth has thrown them: There are a thousand dull conformists
for every Socrates. Also, different sociohistorical situations en-
tail different probabilities that an individual will transcend the
boundaries of his situation: Athens was a more probable loca-
tion for a Socrates than a starving village in the mountains of
Thrace. Still, the principle remains that the situation in which
the individual finds himself is the starting point of his life and
thought; the end point of either is not inexorably predeter-
mined, even if it may be predicted with a measure of probabil-

ityd

If one understands modern consciousness in this way, a num-
ber of important consequences follow. Most important of all,
modern consciousness, even though it is recognized as the situa-
tion in which the contemporary thinker finds himself and with
which he must reckon at least as his starting point, loses its
quality of taken-for-granted superiority. Modern consciousness
is one of many historically available forms of consciousness. It
has specific characteristics, brought about and maintained by
specific sociohistorical forces. It is changing and, like all human
constructions in history, will eventually disappear or be trans-
muted into something quite different. Put simply, modern con-
sciousness is a fact, but not necessarily one before which one
must stand in awe. Of course modern man tends to think of
himself and of his thoughts as the climax of evolution to date.
In this he is no different from just about any preceding variety
of the species. But there is no compelling reason why his claims
should be given more weight than all the earlier ones.
These claims themselves can be understood as the outcome of
empirically ‘given forces (such as the mind-boggling achieve-
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ments of recent technology, which have something like a built-
in megalomanic factor). The disciplines of history and of the
social sciences can put modern consciousness in such a proper
empirical perspective. This perspective, of course, does not yet
provide a basis for deciding whether this or that claim of mod-
ern consciousness is finally valid or not. What it does provide is
an attitude of soberness in which these claims can be assessed.
Put differently, the empirical understanding of modemn con-
sciousness does not and cannot answer the philosophical ques-
tions as to the truth claims of modern man, but it is a highly
useful prelude for this philosophical enterprise.

Thus, for example, it has been asserted that modern man is
incapable of mythological thought—that is, of a perspective in
which the universe is permeated by various divine or otherwise
metahuman interventions. Let it be stipulated for the moment
that this assertion is correct, at least in a statistical sense: The
average middle-class American, upon having a vision jofra -
demon, is more likely to call a psychiatrist than an exorcist.
This probability is empirically available, and it can be ex-
plained in terms of the empirical determinants of this individ-
ual’s situation. The intervention of demons in human life is a
possibility excluded from the definitions of reality that have
dominated this individual’s socialization and education, and it
is also excluded from the reality that is posited by the major in-
stitutions that surround him every day. In other words, there is
no mystery about his probable reaction. Furthermore, the par-
ticular definitions of reality that govern his situation can be ex-
plained, in principle, by the history within which his own biog-
raphy is but an episode; it could well be, for instance, that the
role of technology in that history is one explanatory factor. So
far, so good. The question remains: Are there demons? And, if

. 50, did one sneak into Cleveland last night? The empirical

finding that this individual, in his time and place, cannot con-
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ceive of the possibility is no answer to these questions. It is,
after all, possible that the individual who cannot conceive of

demons is making a big mistake. Extending this observation,.it«

is possible that modern consciousness, while expanding man’s
awareness of some aspects of the universe, has made him lose
sight of other aspects that are equally real.

Modermn consciousness, for reasons that will be further elabo-
rated in a moment, has a powerfully relativizing effect on all
worldviews. To a large extent, the history of Western thought
over the last few centuries has been one long effort to cope
with the vertigo of relativity induced by modemization.
Different analysts may opt for different proof texts for the start
of all this. A pretty good one would be Pascal’s statement that
what is truth on one side of the Pyrenees is error on the other.
As this insight became more widespread and more profound,
the question as to who is right as between the two sides of the
Pyrenees attained a particular urgency, which is one of the
foremost characteristics of recent Western thought. An empiri-
cal understanding of the situation making for this cannot
deliver anyone from the vertigo of relativity. It may even, for a
while, increase the vertigo. Yet it also points to a way out—by
relativizing the relativizing processes. Modernity is then per-
ceived as a great relativizing caldron, But modemity itself is a
relative phenomenon; it is one moment in the historical move-
ments of human consciousness—not its pinnacle, or its culmi-
nation, or its end.

There have been two antithetical attitudes toward modernity
from the beginning. The one has been an exaltation of moder-
nity, celebrating it in terms of the idea of progress or some
comparably optimistic view of history. The other has been to
bemoan modemity as a vast degeneration, a fall from grace,
even a dehumanizing event. The attitude suggested by the
above considerations is different from either of these antitheses.
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It is neither a celebration nor a lament over modernity; thus is
neither “progressive” nor “reactionary.” Modernity is a histori-
cal phenomenon like any other. As such, it is inevitably a mix-
ture of admirable and deplorable features. And very likely it is
also a mixture of truths and errors. It may be well to keep this
attitude in mind throughout the following argument.

From Fate to Choice

Modern consciousness, like modernity in its external aspects,
is an exceedingly complex aggregate of elements. Some of these
are so closely connected with the institutions that form the
core of modernity that it is difficult if not impossible to “think
them away”’—that is, to conceive of modem consciousness
without these elements. For example, it is very hard to imagine
a modem society without the sort of consciousness that makes
telephonic communication feasible. Some other elements of
modermn consciousness are clearly not of this type. Rather, they
are accidents of history that can be “thought away” without
much trouble—such as, for example, the fact that the English
language (and with it, of course, its freight of semantic and
even poetic accouterments) has become the major vehicle of
international communications in much of the world.* Now,
one of the elements of modern consciousness that is very hard
indeed to “think away” is the one already mentioned—the
multiplication of options. Put differently, modern con-
sciousness entails a movement from fate to choice.

Premodern man lived in what was, for the most part, a world

of fate. This is so, of course, in the most obvious sense that a
wide array of choices opened up by modern technology did not
exist for him. Instead of a wide range of electrically powered
tools, for instance, the premodern putterer-around-the-house
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had but one single tool—say, the stone hammer handed down
ceremonially from father to son, either that very same hammer
or another shaped in exactly the same way. Instead of a wide
range of clothing styles, for another instance, the individual
had one single style, which was predetermined by the materials
anq the tailoring techniques available as well as by tradition.
Th‘xs last phrase, however, introduces another factor, which
while related to the technological possibilities, already goes be-’
yond the technological area proper. Thus an individual in a
premodern society would have been unlikely to vary his style in
cl'othing even if such an option were suddenly opened up to
him by this or that historical accident. This fact is precisely
what tradition is all about: One employs this tool, for a partic-
ular purpose, and no other. One dresses in this particular way,
and in no other. A traditional society is one in which the great
part of human activity is governed by such clear-cut pre-
scnptiqn__s. Whatever else may be the problems of a traditional
society, ambivalence is not one of them.

As modemity impinges on a traditional society, this world of
fate is shaken, often quickly and dramatically. This process can
still be observed in many places in the Third World today. No'
more dramatic case exists than that of birth control. For all the
centuries of history prior to the advent of modern contra-
ceptive techniques, sexuality and pregnancy were linked to-
gether in a relation of fate. To be sure, one could avoid preg-
nancy by avoiding sex, and there were various rudimentary
techniques to prevent conception. But none of these could
properly be called control. If not fate, then it was fortune that
r}:led in_this area of life.;,Modemn contraception, for the first
time, has made pregnancy or nonpregnancy a matter of deliber-
ate and reasonably reliable decision for millions of individuals.
In the most elementary way (and few things are as elemental
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as those that affect one’s.own body) what before was fate has
now_become a_choice. The difficulties of birth-control” cam-
paignsiinsmany Third World countries, incidentally, can proba-

bly be explained to a considerable degree by the difficulty

_traditional people have in grasping this truly Promethean

transformation. The birth-control advocate trying to propagate
this or that contraceptive technique in a traditional village is
not just peddling an interesting new gadget. Rather, he is
suggesting that the villagers rise in rebellion against what has
been destiny from times immemorial—and use their own bod-
ies as instruments in this rebellion!

Sociologically speaking, premodern societies are marked by
the fact that their institutions have a very high degree of taken-
for-granted certainty. This is not to say that this certainty is
‘total; if it were, there would never have been any social change.
But the degree of certainty, when compared to that in a mod-
ern society, is very high indeed. What was said before about
the material techniques of life can also be said about the widest
_range of institutional arrangements: This is how things are
done, and not in any other way. This is how one marries (and
whom ); this is how one raises children, makes one’s livelihood,
exercises power, goes to war—and in no other way. And, since
human beings derive their identity from what they do, this is
who one is—and one could not be anyone or anything clse. In
any human society there is a connection between the network
of institutions and the, so to speak, available repertoire of iden-
‘tities. In a traditional society this connection is very much
closer than in a modern society. What is more, traditional in-
stitutions and identities are taken for granted, certain, almost
as objective as the facts of nature, In other words, both society
and self are experienced as fate. & e Y

In human experience, an objective fact is one about which

i
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the individual has no choice, or, somewhat more precisely,
which narrowly determines his choices. Gravity is an inexorable
law of the objective world, and this fact cannot be ignored,
“thought away,” chosen to be nonexistent. To build a house
beneath a hanging rock is to expose it to this objective fac-
ticity. If and when the rock begins to fall, the individual can
try to run away, but the falling rock itself is an objective fact of
the universe which, even if he curses it, he must accept. Pre-
modern institutions and identities are objective in an anal-
ogous manner, in terms of how they are experienced. Their
objectivity too is rocklike, and they “fall upon” the individual
as fate or fortune decrees. To be bom in this village is to live
“under” these institutions, which “overhang” all of life from
cradle to grave. And it means to live as a human being with
highly profiled characteristics, which too are objectively given
and recognized as such by others as well as by oneself.

This experience of objectivity is pretheoretical—that is, it
precedes any systematic reflection about it. Quite simply, it is
part and parcel of the fabric of ordinary, everyday living. But
human beings do reflect, or at least some of them do. It is not
surprising that in premodem societies the fate that is experi-
enced in ordinary life also appears on the theoretical level. Put
differently, what is experienced as necessary is also interpreted
as mecessary. These interpretations may take very different
forms. In traditional societies most of them are rooted in my-
thology: The world is what it is because the gods have so
decreed it. But the interpretations may also go beyond the
mythological form and take on the quality of sophisticated
speculation. The unfolding of the Greek notion of fate, moira,
over several centuries of maturing thought is a fascinating in-
stance of this.5 Whatever their form, these interpretations
ground the objective reality of social experience in an alleged
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objectivity of the cosmos. In this manner they provide an ulti-
mate legitimation of the experienced necessities: What is must
be, and it could be no other.®

The process by which modemity disrupts these worlds of fate
is of key importance for the present argument and should
therefore be elaborated in further detail. It is not possible to do
this here with regard to the question whether technological
proliferation per se has this effect, though enough has already
been said to indicate that there is some connection between
having different tools and different courses of action to choose
from.” It is the proliferation of institutional choices that must
be considered here. Modernity enormously complicates the in-
stitutional network of a society. The basic cause of this is the
enormous complication of the division of labor, but the impli-
cations go far beyond the technological and economic areas of
life first affected by this. Modernity pluralizes. Where there
used to be one or two institutions, there now are fifty. Institu-
tions, however, can best be understood as programs for human
activity. Thus, what happens is that where there used to be one
or two programs in a particular area of human life, there now
are fifty. Not all of these new programs open up possibilities of
individual choice. The fact that a contemporary citizen may
now have to pay five different sets of taxes, while the subject of
a traditional ruler only had to pay one tax, can hardly be
looked upon as an opening up of options. But some of this in-
stitutional proliferation does have this consequence, and it is
very important to understand that.

Take the area of sexual relations as a rather basic instance of
this. A traditional society is almost invariably marked by a firm
and quite narrow institutionalization of this area of human
life: This is how things are done, and within this particular set
of possible partners, and deviance from this pattern is severely















































































