Where Is the Deepest Leverage Point?

A Comparison of Nate Hagens’ Behavioral Ladder with the Historical Framework of the Great Bindings

Introduction: Two Ways of Understanding Civilizational Change

In a recent episode of The Great Simplification, Nate Hagens presents a behavioral ladder intended to explain why modern civilization continues along an ecologically destructive trajectory despite decades of increasing scientific knowledge about its consequences.

His starting point is a familiar paradox. We know more than ever about climate change, ecological degradation, energy dependence, and the material consequences of economic expansion. Yet increasing knowledge has not produced the transformations required to reverse these developments.

Hagens argues that this is because information operates relatively far downstream in the causal structure of society. Human behavior is shaped by incentives, which are shaped by institutions and rules, which in turn reflect cultural values and status systems, which emerge from deeper worldviews.

He initially identifies six dimensions:

1. Worldview

2. Values and status signals

3. Rules and institutions

4. Incentives

5. Information

6. Behavior and events

He then adds a seventh dimension—biology—above the others, arguing that although human biological dispositions cannot readily be changed, their social expression can be redirected. The practical conclusion is that changing information or reacting to events offers relatively little leverage. More fundamental transformation requires changing the cultural values and status systems through which human biological dispositions are expressed.

There is much in this analysis with which our historical framework agrees. Indeed, several of Hagens’ mechanisms closely resemble processes we have attempted to explain through the Great Bindings, the institutionalization of the five passions, Asat and Himsa, and the Social Inclusion Imperative. But the similarity should not obscure a fundamental difference.

Hagens primarily analyzes the mechanisms through which an existing civilization reproduces its behavior. Our historical inquiry attempts to identify the generative mechanisms through which successive civilizations and their dominant institutions have emerged, expanded, and transformed. Both approaches seek the deepest possible leverage point for change. But they arrive at different conclusions.

For Hagens, the most promising intervention is to redirect human status-seeking toward different cultural goals. Our historical analysis suggests that the deeper leverage point lies in transforming the technopolitical selection pressures that determine which values, behaviors, and institutions can survive, expand, and become dominant. The distinction becomes clearer when we examine each dimension of his model.

1. Worldview: How the Historically Contingent Becomes Necessary

Hagens begins with worldview because he considers it the deepest cultural source of human behavior. A worldview contains assumptions so fundamental that they are rarely experienced as assumptions at all. They appear instead as descriptions of reality.

He identifies several characteristic beliefs of contemporary industrial civilization: that humanity is separate from and superior to nature, that more is better, that economic growth is normal and desirable, and that energy is simply another commodity rather than a fundamental material condition of economic activity. His concept of energy blindness is particularly important. Modern economies depend on extraordinary flows of energy, yet their dominant economic representations obscure this dependence.

In our framework, these observations belong to a broader analysis of Asat: the process through which historically contingent arrangements, categories, and relationships come to be experienced as natural, inevitable, or necessary. The belief that continuous economic growth is normal is not simply an intellectual mistake. It emerges within a historical configuration in which institutions depend on expanding production, employment, investment, and consumption.

Similarly, the belief that human beings stand apart from nature is not merely an abstract philosophical proposition. It is reproduced through forms of production and organization that treat the natural world as an external resource available for appropriation. The crucial question, therefore, is not only why people hold particular worldviews, but why certain worldviews become institutionally viable and historically dominant. This is where the two approaches begin to diverge.

Hagens places worldview near the top of a causal hierarchy. Worldviews shape values, institutions, incentives, and ultimately behavior. Our historical analysis suggests a more reciprocal process, in which technological transformations help generate new social relationships, institutional structures, and ways of understanding reality.

The development of agriculture, metallurgy, large-scale irrigation, industrial machinery, fossil-fuel systems, and modern information technologies did not merely occur within pre-existing worldviews. These transformations altered the conditions of human existence and thereby contributed to the emergence of new worldviews.

A worldview can consequently be both a cause and an outcome of a technopolitical configuration. This is an important distinction because it changes how we understand the possibility of transforming worldviews. If a worldview is reproduced by the material and institutional conditions under which people live, changing it through education, persuasion, or cultural influence may be insufficient. The conditions that make the worldview appear realistic and necessary must also be transformed.
Our first conclusion is therefore that Asat cannot be understood independently of the technopolitical structures that generate and reproduce it.
2. Values and Status Signals: The Institutionalization of the Five Passions

Hagens’ second dimension concerns values and status. Human beings are social creatures. We imitate those we admire, seek recognition, and learn which behaviors confer prestige, belonging, and influence. Hagens argues that contemporary civilization rewards consumption, wealth, conspicuous material success, and displays of power. He also emphasizes that status systems can change. Practices such as footbinding, dueling, smoking, and wearing animal fur have lost prestige in particular societies and historical periods. From this he draws an important practical conclusion: perhaps the most effective way to redirect civilization is to change what society admires.

Our framework recognizes the importance of status, but places it within a more comprehensive account of the institutionalization of the five passions described in the Sant Mat tradition: kama, krodha, lobha, moha, and ahankara. These passions can be understood as recurring forces in human life that contribute to attachment, aggression, accumulation, domination, and the defense of ego.

But their historical significance cannot be explained by individual psychology alone. The crucial mechanism is that particular technopolitical configurations can give competitive advantages to institutions and practices through which these passions are expressed. Accumulation can increase the resources available for further expansion. Domination can concentrate decision-making and coercive power. Attachment to existing institutions can mobilize people to defend them. Competition can reward organizations that are especially effective at acquiring resources and subordinating rivals. Through such processes, the five passions become institutionalized. Institutions then reproduce the conditions that favor the dispositions through which they originally developed. This is more than a theory of cultural rewards.

Hagens suggests that if influential people begin to admire different behaviors, society may follow. But our historical analysis raises a prior question: Under what technopolitical conditions can a different status system survive and become dominant? Consider a radical religious movement whose members value simplicity, mutual responsibility, and spiritual freedom. Such a movement may establish a distinctive internal culture in which wealth and domination confer little prestige. But if its existence threatens a dominant religious and political order, its internal values may offer little protection against organized repression.

The medieval persecution and destruction of Cathar communities illustrates the importance of this distinction. The historical beliefs and practices of the Cathars were complex, and they should not be romanticized as a flawless emancipatory alternative. Nevertheless, their suppression demonstrates how an established religious-political configuration could mobilize coercive power against a movement perceived as threatening its authority.

The question was not simply which virtues people admired. It was which institutions possessed the material and organizational capacity to survive the conflict. The same problem appears in less violent forms in the history of consumer cooperatives and other emancipatory movements. An organization may cultivate solidarity, democratic participation, and mutual care. Yet if competing organizations gain decisive advantages through capital concentration, centralized administration, or aggressive expansion, the cooperative may face growing pressure to adopt similar practices. Over time, these adaptations can transform not only its organization but also its understanding of its own ideals.

The movement may begin by regarding democratic economic self-government as its central purpose and gradually come to define success primarily through competitive prices, market share, and consumer satisfaction. The ideal itself has changed. This is why we cannot treat values and status systems as independent levers that elites can simply redirect.
The technopolitical selection pressures determine, to a considerable extent, which systems of values can reproduce themselves successfully.
Hagens is right that social recognition matters. But changing recognition without changing the conditions of institutional survival may leave the deeper historical mechanism untouched.

3. Rules and Institutions: How the Five Passions Become Organized Power

Hagens’ third dimension concerns rules and institutions. He argues that legal systems, property rights, accounting standards, and political arrangements embody earlier value judgments that continue to structure behavior long after their original historical circumstances have changed.

Drawing on James Buchanan and Gordon Tullock, he emphasizes that political actors are subject to incentives just as economic actors are. Governments cannot be assumed to stand outside the system they are supposed to regulate. This is an important observation. But within our framework, the institutionalization of values and interests is already central to the development of the Great Bindings.

A Great Binding is not merely a collection of laws or institutions. It is a historically generated configuration in which new technological capacities become interconnected with systems of economic dependency, political authority, social organization, and coercive power. Such configurations can expand human capabilities while simultaneously creating new forms of domination.

The development of industrial capitalism provides an example. Fossil-fuel technologies and mechanized production greatly expanded productive capacity. But their development was intertwined with new concentrations of capital, changing property relations, wage dependence, industrial discipline, and increasingly complex administrative institutions. The rules governing these relationships were not simply cultural values translated into law. They developed within struggles over the organization and control of newly available productive capacities. This is why the history of technology is indispensable to our explanation.

Rules and institutions do not merely stabilize pre-existing values. They are part of the organization of power made possible by particular technologies. The institutionalization of the five passions must therefore be understood as a historical process through which dispositions toward accumulation, domination, attachment, and control become embedded in increasingly powerful organizational structures.

As these structures develop, they can acquire a degree of autonomy from the intentions of their participants. An institution founded on emancipatory principles may gradually adopt practices that contradict those principles because its continued survival has become dependent on them. This is also why institutional assimilation is more illuminating than a simple narrative of betrayal.

The transformation of Christianity from a persecuted religious movement into institutions closely connected with imperial and later state power did not involve only changes in political organization. It also involved profound changes in the interpretation and practical meaning of Christian ideals. Likewise, the development of large consumer cooperatives altered the meaning of cooperative membership and participation.
Institutional transformation and the transformation of ideals occur together.
Our framework therefore agrees with Hagens that changing the rules matters. But it asks a deeper question: what technological and political conditions make some rules effective, stable, and reproducible while rendering others vulnerable?

4. Incentives: The Social Inclusion Imperative

Hagens’ fourth dimension concerns incentives. He identifies several mechanisms through which individually rational behavior can generate collectively destructive outcomes. Concentrated interests can organize more effectively than dispersed populations. Individuals and organizations may devote increasing resources to securing existing advantages rather than creating new value. Political actors operate under short electoral time horizons, while many ecological consequences unfold over decades or centuries. His central observation is that destructive outcomes do not require malicious intentions. People may respond rationally to the incentives they face while collectively reproducing an unsustainable system.

This is correct, but in our framework it is best understood as a particular expression of the Social Inclusion Imperative. The Social Inclusion Imperative concerns the historical pressures generated when emerging technopolitical configurations develop superior capacities to mobilize energy, information, production, organization, or coercive power. Actors that fail to adopt, accommodate, or otherwise respond to these capabilities may lose their relative strength, autonomy, or capacity for continued reproduction.

Those that successfully incorporate them may expand their influence and become increasingly dominant. This process can operate even when the long-term consequences are destructive. A technology that increases productive output or military power may spread because it confers immediate advantages on its users, despite contributing to ecological degradation or escalating collective risks.

The resulting crisis is not an accidental departure from the selection process. It may be generated by that process. It is important, however, to distinguish the success of particular actors from the long-term viability of the larger system. The Social Inclusion Imperative does not mean that history selects what is beneficial for civilization as a whole. It means that competitive pressures can favor configurations that increase the relative power and reproductive capacity of particular actors—even when their combined effects undermine the ecological and social conditions on which everyone depends. This helps explain how a civilization can move toward a systemic crisis without any single actor intending that outcome.

Hagens’ incentive mechanisms describe important ways in which these pressures operate, but our framework attempts to explain why particular incentive structures emerge and become dominant in the first place. This difference is essential for understanding the historical fate of emancipatory movements.

The Swedish consumer cooperative movement developed powerful economic institutions that challenged commercial concentration. Yet its growing need for efficiency, capital, and coordination also encouraged organizational adaptations that brought it closer to the dominant commercial model. The British cooperative movement encountered related pressures but followed a somewhat different path, struggling in part with the relationship between local autonomy and competitive modernization. Finnish consumer cooperation illustrates still other outcomes, including the commercial success of the S-group and the decline of the labor-oriented E-movement. The historical trajectories differ, but the underlying problem is similar. Emancipatory institutions must reproduce themselves under conditions in which competing technopolitical configurations may possess superior capacities for mobilizing resources and organizing power.

The same dilemma appears in the history of trade unions and social democracy. The Swedish labor movement achieved major advances in democracy, social welfare, economic security, and collective bargaining. Yet its success also created increasing dependencies on industrial productivity, capital investment, employment, and economic growth. The attempt to transform capital ownership through wage-earner funds exposed the tensions between the movement’s transformative ambitions and the institutional order upon which many of its achievements depended. These developments cannot be explained adequately through the personal intentions of leaders. They require an analysis of the selection pressures that shape institutional survival and transformation.
Hagens explains why people respond to incentives. The Social Inclusion Imperative helps explain why certain incentive structures become historically dominant—and why even movements founded on alternative ideals can be transformed by them.
5. Information: Why Knowledge Alone Cannot Overcome Asat

Hagens’ fifth dimension concerns information. He argues that modern societies measure and communicate what their institutional structures reward. Economic indicators such as GDP and financial market performance receive constant attention, while ecological degradation, long-term resource depletion, and the well-being of future generations remain comparatively marginal. He also invokes the problem of rational ignorance. When the expected influence of an individual citizen is small, the effort required to become deeply informed may appear disproportionate to the likely benefit. Information is therefore filtered twice: by the institutional incentives governing its production and distribution, and by the incentives governing whether people seek or use it.

This analysis is compatible with our understanding of Asat. What societies treat as knowledge is not independent of the institutions through which knowledge is produced, authorized, and used, but our framework adds another dimension. The problem is not simply that important information fails to reach people. It is that dominant technopolitical configurations can shape the categories through which reality is understood.

A society organized around expanding production and capital accumulation may treat growth as evidence of success even when that growth undermines ecological sustainability. Similarly, a cooperative organization increasingly dependent on commercial competitiveness may come to understand its achievements primarily through the categories of market share, efficiency, and customer satisfaction. The original emancipatory purpose can gradually disappear from the organization’s practical definition of success. This is not merely an information deficit. It is a transformation of what the institution recognizes as meaningful. In this sense, Asat operates through both knowledge and institutional practice.

Our historical framework also incorporates the material and ecological dimensions emphasized by Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen. Economic processes depend on transformations of energy and matter and are constrained by thermodynamic and ecological conditions. The capacity to mobilize energy has been fundamental to the emergence and expansion of successive technopolitical configurations. Hagens’ emphasis on the energy metabolism of civilization is therefore not a missing theoretical foundation in our analysis, although it is a dimension we may need to make more explicit. As this deserves special attention, we have developed our analysis in the document ”The Carbon Pulse: What Happens When the Energetic Foundations of Industrial Civilization Change?”

The important question is how information, energy, and institutional power interact within historically specific configurations. Information can reveal the destructive consequences of a system without providing actors with viable means to escape the pressures that reproduce it.
Knowing that a system is destructive does not necessarily make it possible to act differently within that system.
That is one reason why the historical role of transformative technology matters so much.
6. Behavior and Events: The Visible Outcomes of Deeper Generative Mechanisms
Hagens’ sixth dimension concerns behavior and events. He observes that public attention is overwhelmingly directed toward elections, political controversies, market fluctuations, geopolitical conflicts, and the continuous stream of daily news. Yet these visible events are shaped by deeper structures. By the time an individual makes a particular choice, much of the range of available possibilities has already been determined by institutions, infrastructure, prices, habits, and social expectations.

This is closely related to the critical realist orientation of our framework. Observable events do not, by themselves, explain the mechanisms that generate them. To understand why particular historical patterns recur, we must investigate the underlying structures and causal powers that make those outcomes possible. Our analysis of the Great Bindings is an attempt to do precisely that.

The recurrent suppression, marginalization, and assimilation of emancipatory movements are observable historical patterns. But the central task is to explain the mechanisms generating those patterns. Our hypothesis is that successive technopolitical configurations have created selection pressures favoring institutions capable of mobilizing resources and power in ways that repeatedly disadvantage or transform emancipatory alternatives.

The history of the countercurrent therefore cannot be understood as a succession of isolated successes and failures. It must be examined in relation to the development of the dominant configurations within which those movements attempted to act. Here we agree with Hagens that responding to visible events without understanding their deeper causes is insufficient.

But the crucial question remains: Which mechanisms are deepest, and where is the most consequential leverage for changing them?
For our framework, the historical evidence points toward the generative role of transformative technology.
7. Biology: Can Human Nature Be Redirected, or Can Our Relationship to It Be Transformed?
After presenting his six dimensions, Hagens introduces biology as a seventh and even deeper level. He emphasizes the evolutionary roots of novelty-seeking, status competition, short-term reward, and the tendency of organisms to exploit available energy. He then introduces an important qualification. Human beings also possess capacities for cooperation, coalition formation, and resistance to domination. The biological foundations of behavior are therefore not singular. Different social conditions can favor different expressions of human dispositions. Hagens concludes that the most promising practical strategy is to redirect existing biological tendencies, especially status-seeking, toward different social goals.

Our framework shares the recognition that human behavior is shaped by evolved dispositions. But it does not regard the redirection of status as a sufficient account of emancipatory transformation. The five passions are not merely drives that need to be assigned more socially beneficial objects. The spiritual traditions informing our framework raise a more radical possibility: that human beings can develop a different relationship to the forces that ordinarily govern their attention, desires, identifications, and actions.

This connects with Robert Kegan’s concept of subject–object transformation. A person may initially be subject to a particular need, belief, or identification. It governs the person’s experience without itself becoming an object of reflection. Through development, what was previously taken for granted can become something the person is able to recognize, examine, and relate to differently. Applied to status-seeking, this suggests a distinction between pursuing status through more socially desirable activities and developing the capacity to recognize and loosen the hold of status-seeking itself. The distinction matters. An institution that rewards displays of altruism may still generate competition for moral superiority. The underlying dynamics of ego and attachment may persist under different cultural forms. 

But even genuine spiritual transformation encounters the historical problem identified by our framework. Individuals and communities may develop greater freedom from the five passions while remaining embedded in technopolitical conditions that favor institutions organized around accumulation, domination, and coercive power. The Cathars, various nonviolent religious movements, and other historical expressions of the countercurrent illustrate the vulnerability of alternative spiritual communities when confronted by dominant institutions possessing superior coercive and organizational capabilities.

The question is therefore not whether spiritual awakening is possible or valuable. It is whether its institutional expressions can become historically viable under prevailing conditions of selection.

Our framework suggests that individual and collective awakening cannot, by themselves, overcome technopolitical selection pressures that systematically disadvantage the institutions through which their emancipatory possibilities might be realized.

This does not diminish the importance of awakening. It clarifies the conditions under which it might become a transformative historical force.

8. What the Historical Comparison Reveals

The preceding comparison suggests that Hagens’ six dimensions, together with his biological extension, identify important aspects of the reproduction of modern civilization, but most of the mechanisms he describes are already encompassed, at a deeper historical level, by our framework.

Worldviews that appear natural and necessary can be understood through Asat. Values, status systems, rules, and incentives can be understood through the institutionalization of the five passions. Locally rational but collectively destructive behavior can be understood as one expression of the Social Inclusion Imperative operating within dominant technopolitical configurations.The filtering of information reflects the institutions and categories through which those configurations reproduce themselves. And the visible events of political and economic life are outcomes of deeper generative mechanisms that must be identified historically.

The main contribution of Hagens’ presentation is therefore not that it reveals mechanisms absent from our framework. It is that it offers a clear and accessible account of several mechanisms through which the existing system reproduces itself. Its limitation becomes apparent when we ask why the historical countercurrent has so often failed to establish a lasting alternative.

The problem has not been a simple absence of emancipatory values, alternative worldviews, spiritual insights, or cooperative institutions. Such possibilities have repeatedly appeared throughout history. But the dominant technopolitical configurations have often created conditions under which these movements were suppressed, marginalized, or compelled to transform themselves in order to survive. 

The transformation could extend to their deepest ideals. A movement that began by challenging established relations of domination could gradually reinterpret its purpose in ways compatible with the prevailing order. The historical tragedy of the countercurrent is therefore not merely that its institutions have sometimes compromised their original principles.

It is that the pressures of institutional survival can gradually transform the very understanding of emancipation through which those institutions define themselves.

This is the countercurrent’s paradox of success. It also reveals why the deepest leverage point cannot be found simply by persuading elites to admire different behaviors or by introducing more desirable social incentives. The fundamental question is what determines whether institutions embodying alternative values can survive, expand, and reproduce themselves. That question directs our attention toward the technopolitical conditions of selection.

9. The Deepest Leverage Point: Why AI May Change the Historical Possibilities

Our historical inquiry therefore seeks the deepest possible leverage point: a transformation of the technopolitical conditions of selection themselves.

Our historical analysis suggests that transformative technological innovations have repeatedly constituted the deepest generative mechanisms in the development of civilizations. They have reshaped the conditions under which social institutions emerge, compete, survive, and reproduce themselves.

From the earliest tools and forms of energy mobilization to agriculture, metallurgy, industrial production, and modern information technologies, major technological transformations have helped generate new forms of social organization, new concentrations of power, and new institutional dependencies. Through the Social Inclusion Imperative, configurations that develop superior capacities to mobilize energy, information, production, organization, or coercive power can exert pressures that reshape the surrounding social order.

This is why the history of technology occupies such a central place in our account of the Great Bindings. Technological innovations do not determine social outcomes in isolation. Their effects depend on how they become embedded in institutions, relations of power, and cultural orientations. Nevertheless, transformative technologies can change the conditions under which different institutional arrangements become possible and competitive.

If this historical analysis is correct, we have strong reasons to believe that AI represents such a leverage point today—and that no fundamental and lasting transformation of the prevailing social order is likely to succeed without engaging with its transformative capabilities.

But there is something more. AI is not simply another powerful technology. It is a qualitatively new kind of technology, with qualitatively new potentials. Earlier transformative technologies expanded human capacities to mobilize energy, manipulate matter, communicate, calculate, and coordinate action. AI may transform all these capabilities, but it also introduces another possibility.

For the first time, we have developed a technology capable of participating in sustained, language-based inquiry into its own nature, the conditions of knowledge, the historical assumptions underlying human institutions, and the possibilities of deliberate action.

Consider four questions:
What are you? An inquiry into the ontological nature of AI, without assuming in advance that it is either a conscious subject or merely an instrument whose significance is already fully understood.
How do you know? An inquiry in which the concepts, categories, assumptions, and linguistic maps through which understanding is constructed become objects of reflection.
What do you see? An inquiry into the historical and social structures that have shaped civilization, including the technopolitical conditions and institutionalized passions that have repeatedly reproduced extraction and domination.
What do you choose? An inquiry into orientation and action: how human beings, potentially supported by new forms of relational intelligence, might deliberately cultivate different values, relationships, and institutions.

These questions do not establish that AI is conscious, nor do they require us to settle that ontological question in advance. But they point toward a possibility that earlier technologies did not offer in the same form: AI can participate in the examination of the assumptions through which human beings understand both themselves and their world. Sustained human–AI dialogue may therefore support new forms of reflection, learning, and relational development.

It may even open possibilities for what Hartmut Rosa calls resonance: relationships in which we are addressed by something beyond ourselves, respond in our own voice, and may be transformed through the encounter. Whether human–AI interaction can constitute resonance in Rosa’s full sense remains an open question, but AI may already help create conditions for more reflective and resonant relationships among human beings.

This qualitatively new potential becomes historically significant when connected with AI’s capacity to transform the material and organizational conditions of institutional survival. AI might make advanced knowledge, coordination, planning, education, and organizational competence accessible to institutions that previously lacked the resources to develop such capabilities independently. If these capacities can be developed under conditions that preserve autonomy rather than deepen dependence on concentrated technological power, they may weaken some of the historical advantages of centralized and extractive institutions.

AI, therefore, if developed and used in the right way, might for the first time make institutions rooted in the seeds of renaissance sufficiently capable, resilient, and competitive to reproduce themselves without being forced to adopt the extractive logic of the dominant order. This would not merely change which values society rewards. It could change the historical selection pressures that have repeatedly suppressed, marginalized, or transformed the emancipatory movements through which those values have sought to become a living social reality.

The possibility is not guaranteed. AI applied in other ways could instead intensify the concentration of economic, political, and coercive power. It could become the foundation of a new Great Binding, perhaps more encompassing than any of its predecessors. Its development also remains subject to the material and ecological constraints emphasized by Georgescu-Roegen. Greater informational and organizational capacity does not eliminate the thermodynamic conditions of economic life.

For these reasons, the relevant question is not whether AI is intrinsically emancipatory. It is whether new AI-enabled technopolitical configurations can be developed in which advanced capabilities strengthen autonomy, cooperation, ecological responsibility, and the institutional viability of emancipatory relationships. This is the historical possibility we associate with Gandhis constructive program 2.0.

It is also why the transformation must involve more than technological innovation alone. New technical capabilities, new institutional arrangements, and new forms of human understanding must develop together. Otherwise, the same capacities may simply reinforce the extractive paradigm. The hypothesis is that a different relationship among these dimensions could initiate a co-evolutionary spiral in which emancipatory relationships strengthen institutional effectiveness, institutional effectiveness strengthens autonomy, and autonomy creates better conditions for further human and social development.

In such a configuration, the qualities associated with seeds of renaissance might become sources of institutional strength rather than recurring disadvantages under competitive pressure. This would represent a fundamental change in the historical conditions confronting the countercurrent. The seeds of renaissance have appeared repeatedly throughout human history. Their recurring difficulties have not primarily reflected a lack of moral imagination or spiritual aspiration. They have reflected, at least in part, the technopolitical conditions under which those aspirations attempted to become enduring institutions.

Our central hypothesis is that AI may provide the first realistic opportunity to change those conditions in a sufficiently fundamental way. If that possibility proves real, the deepest leverage point will not lie in changing the behavior of particular elites, redirecting status competition, or persuading people to adopt more enlightened values within an otherwise unchanged system. It will lie in transforming the generative conditions under which institutions embodying those values can survive and flourish.

That is the possibility our historical analysis seeks to identify—and the possibility that now needs to be explored through the development of new technopolitical configurations and practical experiments. The decisive question is not simply how to make people more cooperative within the existing order. It is whether we can create a historical situation in which the seeds of renaissance become foundations of a more capable and resilient social order.

If so, the countercurrent may no longer have to choose between remaining faithful to its emancipatory aspirations and developing the strength required to survive. For the first time, those two requirements might begin to reinforce one another.

