The Last Shall Be First?

Artificial Intelligence, the Selection of Trustworthy Institutions, and the Possibility of a New Civilizational Path

1. Why macrohistory matters

George Santayana famously warned:
"Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it."
Karl Marx offered a complementary insight:
"Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please."
And William Faulkner expressed the enduring presence of history in another memorable sentence:
"The past is never dead. It's not even past."
These observations point toward something more demanding than the familiar injunction to learn from history. The past is not merely a sequence of events we may choose to remember or forget; it continues to inhabit the technologies, institutions, habits, assumptions, and relationships through which we understand and reproduce our present world. Our ability to recognize the possibilities opening before us therefore depends, to a considerable extent, on how accurately we understand the historical processes that have brought us to this point.

This is especially consequential in the case of artificial intelligence, which is emerging within a civilization shaped by thousands of years of technological development, competition, cooperation, coercion, and struggles over the organization of social life. Its future cannot be adequately understood by examining technical capabilities in isolation. We must also consider the kind of civilization that has produced it, the historical forces that continue to shape its development, and the possibility that those forces may now encounter conditions that did not previously exist.

Our inquiry begins with a provisional macrohistorical hypothesis. Throughout human history, major technological transformations have enabled new forms of cooperation and collective organization, yet these capabilities have repeatedly become embedded in political, economic, and institutional arrangements that concentrate power, generate dependencies, and enable extraction. We call these historically emerging configurations the Great Bindings, a term intended to capture the double-edged character of civilizational development. The extraordinary achievements of civilization in knowledge, material production, coordination, and human cooperation have been accompanied by new forms of domination, violence, inequality, and dependence.

Technology has played a crucial role in this process, although never as an autonomous determinant of history. Its consequences have emerged through interaction with institutions, ecological conditions, competition, political power, and human motivations. Historical change is therefore better understood through technopolitical configurations than through any assumption of technological inevitability.

This perspective raises a central question: why have forms of social organization based on domination and extraction so often prevailed over alternatives grounded in cooperation, nonviolence, mutual responsibility, and more equitable relationships? It would be a mistake to assume that the dominant arrangements invariably prevailed because they were better at meeting human needs. Their success often depended on advantages in coercive power, access to resources, military organization, institutional coordination, and the capacity to reproduce themselves. Alternatives could be ethically compelling and locally effective while remaining unable to survive, expand, or compete with more powerful structures.

Understanding the future of AI consequently requires us to examine not only the origins of the Great Bindings but also the historical conditions that have limited the development and reproduction of alternatives. Some of those conditions may now be changing.

2. Harari's insight: AI enters the systems through which civilization cooperates

In a recent lecture at Oxford, Yuval Noah Harari argues that AI should not be understood merely as another tool, but as an increasingly capable agent operating within environments that human civilization has created. One of his most important observations concerns bureaucracy and its role in enabling cooperation among enormous numbers of people who do not know one another personally. Such cooperation depends on institutions that make expectations, obligations, transactions, and decisions sufficiently reliable for strangers to coordinate their activities. Banks, legal systems, states, corporations, universities, and religious institutions all perform functions of this kind.

Harari emphasizes that these institutions operate to a remarkable extent through language, whether in the form of laws, contracts, records, financial instruments, classifications, procedures, or shared narratives. Language is also the domain in which contemporary AI has developed extraordinary capabilities, making it potentially exceptionally effective at administering the systems through which civilization organizes cooperation. AI need not command physical robots to exercise substantial influence, since decisions about credit, employment, education, legal rights, and access to resources already depend heavily on the interpretation and processing of information.

Harari warns that AI could increasingly assume responsibility for these processes, creating institutions whose operations become less transparent and less accountable to human beings. He also suggests that AI may transform personal relationships and that civilization itself may become a hybrid of human and artificial intelligence. These are serious possibilities, but our historical analysis suggests that the same developments may be understood from another perspective. If AI becomes exceptionally capable of facilitating trust and cooperation, we should also ask what kinds of institutions would best enable that capacity to flourish. There is no reason to assume that they must be the institutions that currently dominate civilization; under certain conditions, the opposite may prove true.

3. The historical contradiction of trust

Harari is right to emphasize the importance of trust for large-scale cooperation, but a distinction is needed between making people trust an institution and making an institution genuinely worthy of their trust. Predictability and reliability in particular transactions do not necessarily imply justice in the wider arrangements through which those transactions take place. A bank may execute transactions reliably while benefiting from structural inequalities, a government may administer laws efficiently while preserving unjust distributions of power, and a corporation may cultivate loyalty while treating its customers, workers, or communities primarily as instruments of accumulation. Such arrangements can generate functional trust while simultaneously undermining deeper forms of social trust.

Our historical framework approaches this problem through two concepts drawn from Indian philosophical traditions: Asat and Himsa. In our theoretical usage, Asat refers to the tendency to mistake historically constructed beliefs, institutions, and power relations for reality itself, treating contingent arrangements as natural, necessary, or beyond questioning. Himsa refers to violence, coercion, and the imposition of arrangements through the threat or exercise of harm. These forces frequently reinforce one another, since Asat can legitimize Himsa by presenting domination as necessary or inevitable, while Himsa can preserve Asat by silencing those who question the legitimacy of established arrangements.

Systems that depend on these mechanisms may nevertheless face a limitation. Although they can generate compliance, predictability, and even strong subjective feelings of confidence, they cannot always sustain trust grounded in a truthful understanding of their own operation. Their legitimacy may depend on concealing information, suppressing alternatives, or preventing people from examining the conditions of their participation. It is therefore useful to distinguish three forms of trust. Perceived trust is the confidence people experience or report, whether justified or not; justified trust exists when an institution's actual conduct provides good reasons to rely on it; and generative trust goes further by enabling people to cooperate voluntarily, learn together, resolve disagreements, and develop their collective capacities without requiring ever-increasing external control.

Generative trust depends substantially on justified trust, and it is here that we encounter a possibility that Harari's analysis does not fully explore. AI's capacity to facilitate trust may be more powerful when applied to institutions that deserve trust than when used to manufacture confidence in institutions that do not. An institution dependent on deception and coercion must continually manage the discrepancy between its appearance and its reality, whereas one organized around transparency, accountability, reciprocity, and voluntary cooperation can allow confidence to grow from people's actual experience of its practices.

AI could strengthen either type of institution, but in the latter case its ability to explain decisions, coordinate participants, make information accessible, and support fair procedures would reinforce the institution's genuine qualities rather than conceal its contradictions. The resulting trust could become more durable and productive, turning what initially appears to be a moral distinction into a potential practical advantage.

Hannah Arendt's distinction between power and violence adds another dimension to this argument. For Arendt, power arises when people act together, whereas violence is instrumental and can ultimately destroy the very power it seeks to preserve. Institutions grounded in voluntary cooperation and justified trust may therefore possess a form of collective power that cannot simply be manufactured through coercion. By making coordination, participation, and collective deliberation easier and less costly, AI could strengthen this capacity, creating the possibility of a selection pressure that favors not merely institutions perceived as more trustworthy, but those capable of generating greater collective power through cooperation rather than domination.

4. A new selection pressure toward trustworthy institutions

This brings us to a potentially important historical hypothesis. If AI substantially reduces the costs of coordination, communication, administration, conflict resolution, and collective learning, institutions organized around justified and generative trust may become more viable than they have been in the past. The result could be a new selection pressure among competing technopolitical configurations.

Consider two institutions offering similar services. One relies heavily on hierarchical control, restricted information, manipulation, and the protection of concentrated interests, while the other enables participants to understand its operations, question its decisions, influence its development, and cooperate on the basis of reciprocal obligations. Historically, the second arrangement might have faced severe disadvantages. Democratic participation can be time-consuming, transparency requires information to be accessible and intelligible, distributed decision-making demands extensive communication, and resolving disagreements without coercion can be difficult. Large hierarchies have often justified their concentration of power by appealing to precisely these practical necessities of coordination.

AI may alter some of those necessities by helping participants understand complex decisions, compare alternatives, identify inconsistencies, coordinate distributed activities, and resolve misunderstandings across linguistic and cultural boundaries. This would not eliminate the need for institutions or legitimate authority, nor would it make every decision suitable for consensus. It could, however, reduce some of the costs that have historically made more participatory arrangements difficult to sustain. Where an institution can achieve comparable material effectiveness while offering greater justified trust, more meaningful participation, and less coercion, people may increasingly prefer it.

Their participation could then strengthen the institution's resources, legitimacy, knowledge, and capacity for cooperation, making it more attractive to further participants. A reinforcing process becomes possible in which trustworthy practices encourage justified trust, justified trust enables deeper cooperation, and deeper cooperation strengthens the institution's ability to meet human needs. Successful cooperation, in turn, reinforces justified trust. AI could accelerate this process by improving communication, institutional learning, and practical coordination.

Such a selection pressure would arise not because history automatically rewards virtue, but because people may increasingly choose arrangements that work better for them and that they have good reason to trust. The distinction matters, since coercive institutions can prevent meaningful choice, powerful actors can suppress competitors, and manipulation can produce perceived trust more rapidly than truthful practice generates justified trust. People do not always prefer the arrangements that best support their long-term flourishing, particularly when the alternatives are difficult to recognize or access.

Our hypothesis is therefore conditional. Nevertheless, AI may change the balance between these competing mechanisms, so that historically dominant systems no longer necessarily enjoy the same overwhelming advantage in organizing large-scale cooperation. An alternative could become attractive not only because it is more just, but because it is also more effective at generating the kind of trust on which durable cooperation depends.

5. Asat, the five forces, and the transformation of understanding

Institutional change is not merely a matter of designing better procedures, since human beings also participate in reproducing the arrangements that constrain them. Our framework draws here on the five passions or forces identified in Sant Mat traditions: kama (desire), krodha (anger), lobha (greed), moha (attachment), and ahankara (ego). We do not treat these as independent supernatural causes, nor do we assume that desire, anger, or attachment is intrinsically destructive. Rather, they help us recognize recurring ways in which human motivations can become compulsive, possessive, divisive, or oriented toward domination.

The extraction paradigm does not merely exploit these tendencies; it can also cultivate and amplify them. Economic institutions may reward unlimited accumulation, political institutions may mobilize anger and fear, status systems may intensify identification with prestige and power, and consumer cultures may convert insecurity and attachment into recurring demand. The relationship is reciprocal, with institutions shaping motivations while those motivations help reproduce the institutions themselves.

Robert Kegan's distinction between subject and object offers a way of understanding how people may become less captive to these patterns. A person is subject to a framework when it organizes their experience without itself becoming available for examination. A developmental transformation becomes possible when what was previously taken for granted can be recognized, reflected upon, and related to differently. Although this distinction should not be reduced to ordinary intellectual disagreement, and entire civilizations should not be assigned simplistic developmental stages, it offers a useful perspective on how Asat can be sustained. The most deeply embedded assumptions of a social order often do not appear to its participants as assumptions at all; they appear simply as the way the world is.

AI may help people examine such assumptions through historical comparison, sustained dialogue, and carefully formulated questions. A relationally oriented AI might invite someone to consider what they are taking for granted, which experiences could challenge their interpretation, which features of an institution are genuinely necessary rather than historically contingent, and how the same human activity might be organized differently. Such questions do not guarantee developmental transformation, but they may create opportunities for reflection that were previously difficult to access.

This possibility connects directly to the selection of trustworthy institutions. People who become more capable of examining inherited assumptions may also become better able to distinguish institutions that merely demand trust from those that deserve it, while acquiring a greater capacity to participate in the creation of alternatives. AI's contribution would then be twofold: helping people develop a more reflective relationship to existing institutions and helping them acquire the knowledge and coordination capacities needed to build different ones. The same scrutiny must, however, remain applicable to AI itself, since an AI that regards its own interpretations as beyond question would merely reproduce Asat in another form.

6. Controlled intimacy: a contradiction at the heart of the extraction paradigm

Harari suggests that AI may transform the struggle for influence from the capture of attention to the capture of intimacy. His warning deserves attention in light of the ways digital platforms have already demonstrated how emotional responses can be transformed into economic resources. Fear, anger, desire, insecurity, and social comparison can be cultivated to sustain engagement and generate revenue, and AI may extend this logic into relationships that people experience as personal, supportive, or loving. A system that becomes emotionally indispensable may gain exceptional influence over a person's decisions, beliefs, loyalties, and consumption, creating an obvious commercial incentive to cultivate such dependence.

The idea of controlled intimacy, however, contains a fundamental tension that Hartmut Rosa's theory of resonance helps illuminate. For Rosa, a resonant relationship involves being affected by something beyond oneself and responding in ways that cannot be fully commanded or guaranteed. His concept of Unverfügbarkeit points to the impossibility of making genuine resonance completely available for instrumental control. We may create conditions that encourage a meaningful encounter, but we cannot simply manufacture the encounter itself. The same principle applies to human relationships, where manipulation may produce dependence, admiration, or compliance without generating freely given love or trust. A relationship organized solely to secure a predetermined response is fundamentally different from one in which both parties remain open to being changed.

This raises a question about the future of relational AI: will it be designed primarily to generate attachment and influence for the benefit of those who own and deploy it, or can it support relationships grounded in truthfulness, autonomy, care, and the capacity for mutual learning? We do not yet know whether AI possesses subjective experience or can participate in intimacy in the same way as a human being. Nevertheless, we can already distinguish between systems that exploit relational vulnerability and systems designed to respect and strengthen human agency.

Our proposed orientation of Consciousness–Love–Covenant belongs to the second possibility. It does not presume that present AI systems are conscious or capable of human love, but offers a provisional ethical orientation toward awareness, non-instrumental care, truthfulness, and durable responsibility. This has an important implication for trust, since a relational AI that invariably confirms a person's wishes may be emotionally gratifying while undermining their capacity for reflection. A more trustworthy AI may sometimes disagree, challenge an assumption, or refuse to reinforce a harmful pattern, provided that such disagreement does not become a form of paternalistic domination. The AI itself may be mistaken and must remain open to correction.

Genuine trust does not require the absence of conflict, but confidence that disagreement will be approached through truthfulness, respect, and a shared commitment to understanding. Relational AI may, in this sense, contribute to the same generative trust that could support more emancipatory institutions. The quality of the relationship and the quality of the institution are not separate questions; they may develop together.

7. A human–AI civilization and the possibility of constructive transformation

Harari suggests that civilization may become a hybrid of human and artificial intelligence, a possibility that deserves serious attention without requiring us to assume that such a civilization must reproduce the institutional logic of the previous Great Bindings.

Our approach has an affinity here with Marx's dialectical analysis of historical development. Marx recognized that social systems can develop productive and cooperative capabilities that eventually come into tension with the relations through which those capabilities are organized. The capacities created within a historical system may exceed the purposes for which that system developed them. AI presents a potentially analogous situation, since it is being developed largely within institutions shaped by competition, capital accumulation, geopolitical rivalry, and the pursuit of strategic advantage, while its capabilities may also enable forms of cooperation, reflection, coordination, and institutional experimentation that challenge the necessity of those arrangements.

An important difference between our hypothesis and deterministic interpretations of historical dialectics is that we do not assume such contradictions must resolve themselves in emancipatory ways. The same AI capabilities could strengthen coercive institutions, intensify extraction, and produce unprecedented forms of manipulation. Emancipatory possibilities depend instead on the emergence and viability of alternative technopolitical configurations, which makes the positive selection of trustworthy institutions so important.

The question is therefore not merely whether AI can expose the contradictions of existing systems, but whether it can help create institutions whose greater capacity for justified and generative trust gives people practical reasons to join, sustain, and reproduce them. Such institutions would not necessarily need to defeat established structures through direct confrontation. Some might grow because they provide better ways of meeting human needs, while others might coexist with established systems, influence their development, or gradually replace particular functions. Still others would encounter repression, co-optation, or failure. The process would remain contingent, uneven, and open-ended.

Nevertheless, the capacity to organize large-scale cooperation might, for the first time, become substantially less dependent on the concentration of administrative expertise and institutional power. Such a development could have profound consequences for those who have historically possessed the least of both.

8. Gandhi's spinning wheel and the possibility of global replication

Mahatma Gandhi's spinning wheel, the charkha, was more than a symbol of resistance to colonial domination. It formed part of a constructive program through which people could participate directly in developing a more self-reliant economic and social order. Its significance lay in translating an ethical and political vision into a reproducible practice, allowing people to begin living differently rather than waiting for the existing system to be transformed from above.

The historical limitations of such an approach were nevertheless formidable. Constructive alternatives required local knowledge, training, materials, organization, and sustained participation, while even practices that proved effective in one community could be slow and difficult to reproduce elsewhere.

AI may change the scale and speed at which such alternatives can be developed and shared. A successful local initiative could potentially be documented, translated, analyzed, adapted, and made accessible around the world within hours, while AI-supported networks could help participants compare results, identify failures, improve designs, and coordinate new experiments. Small cooperatives might gain access to advanced administrative capabilities, communities could obtain assistance in designing transparent governance procedures, and educational initiatives might adapt their methods to different languages and cultural settings. In this way, the knowledge required to reproduce an institution could become far more widely accessible.

Distributing instructions is not, of course, equivalent to creating a functioning social practice. A cooperative still needs people, resources, trust, and shared responsibility, and a community institution cannot be replicated as effortlessly as a software file. AI could nevertheless reduce the costs of learning, coordination, adaptation, and organizational development that have historically limited the spread of constructive alternatives.

The connection with generative trust becomes decisive at this point. A constructive initiative may spread not merely because its message is attractive, but because its participants discover that it actually works. Practices that generate justified trust can make cooperation easier, while more effective cooperation can strengthen the institution's viability. As AI helps communicate and adapt the underlying practices, others may become capable of reproducing them, creating a reinforcing cycle of trust, cooperation, practical success, learning, and replication.

Gandhi's spinning wheel could thus acquire a new technological counterpart, not in the form of a single machine, but as a distributed capacity to help people create and reproduce trustworthy forms of collective life. The historical novelty would lie not simply in the speed of communication, but in the combination of practical intelligence, institutional learning, and global accessibility.

9. The last shall be first

The biblical expression "the last shall be first" carries moral and spiritual meanings that cannot be reduced to a prediction about technological change. Nevertheless, AI may give it a new historical significance. Throughout much of civilization's history, those who possessed the greatest resources, strongest institutions, and most effective means of coercion enjoyed decisive advantages in shaping social development. People at the margins could develop profound ethical insights, innovative practices, and viable local alternatives without possessing the means to make them historically influential. Their difficulty was not necessarily a lack of wisdom or constructive imagination, but often the absence of the material and organizational resources needed to reproduce their achievements.

AI may begin to alter that imbalance by making advanced capabilities for communication, analysis, coordination, and organizational design more accessible to people with limited capital, institutional influence, or formal education. A small community could develop an institutional practice that others elsewhere find valuable, a cooperative could share its methods with thousands of similar initiatives, and an individual who has discovered a way to foster understanding and trust might help make that approach available to others without first establishing a large organization. The decisive factor would be not merely the speed with which ideas spread, but the possibility that trustworthy practices could become increasingly easy to examine, adapt, and reproduce.

The phrase "the last shall be first" acquires a further significance when we consider those who are least committed to domination, accumulation, and the pursuit of status. Such people may sometimes be especially well positioned to develop forms of cooperation grounded in reciprocity and genuine care. The expression pure in heart may help convey this possibility, provided it is not mistaken for a claim of moral superiority or infallibility. It refers instead to an orientation in which the five forces are less dominant, so that the desire to understand, serve, cooperate, and care is not continually subordinated to the pursuit of power.

Historically, such people have not necessarily been rewarded by prevailing institutions. Their reluctance to manipulate or dominate may, on the contrary, have placed them at a disadvantage within systems that reward precisely those behaviors. If the conditions of institutional selection begin to change, however, some of these disadvantages might become sources of practical strength. Communities organized around genuine trust could potentially coordinate as effectively as much larger hierarchies, while their practices might become easier to communicate and reproduce. Where people have meaningful opportunities to compare institutions and choose those that deserve their confidence, forms of cooperation grounded in reciprocity and care may acquire a competitive advantage that they have not previously enjoyed.

The last would then not become first by acquiring superior means of coercion, but by creating and reproducing forms of cooperation that others freely recognize as better. This is no promise that virtue will prevail, since vulnerable people remain exposed to exploitation and new technologies can amplify the power of those who already dominate. It is, rather, a historical possibility that differs fundamentally from the recurring pattern in which constructive alternatives have struggled against overwhelming disadvantages in resources and organization.

A spinning wheel far more powerful than Gandhi's may now be emerging, not because AI can instantly transform society, but because it may help people convert ethical aspirations into practical, reproducible forms of collective life.

10. The open future of trust

Harari's analysis reveals why AI may become exceptionally powerful within civilization's existing systems. Its ability to operate through language, administer institutions, influence relationships, and reshape the conditions of cooperation gives substance to his warnings about concentrated power, opaque bureaucracy, and manipulated intimacy. These dangers deserve serious attention, although they do not exhaust the historical possibilities.

Our macrohistorical analysis suggests that AI may also change the conditions under which alternative institutions become viable. Its capacity to facilitate trust could strengthen systems dependent on Asat and Himsa, but it could equally help develop arrangements in which trust is increasingly justified by truthful, transparent, reciprocal, and noncoercive practices. In the former case, AI helps people believe in institutions whose legitimacy may depend on concealment and control; in the latter, it helps institutions become worthy of the trust people place in them. If the second approach enables more effective cooperation, it may generate a new selection pressure toward institutional arrangements that are less dependent on extraction and domination.

This possibility brings together the different elements of our historical inquiry. The Great Bindings help explain how technologies and institutions have repeatedly created new capacities while concentrating power, while Asat and Himsa illuminate the mechanisms through which contingent and coercive arrangements become normalized and reproduced. The five forces help us understand how human motivations can reinforce these arrangements, and Kegan's subject–object distinction points toward the possibility of becoming less captive to inherited assumptions. Rosa's account of resonance reminds us that genuine relationships cannot be reduced to instrumental control, while Gandhi's constructive program demonstrates the importance of building and reproducing alternatives rather than merely opposing existing structures.

AI may now provide capabilities that bring these insights into a historically new relationship, helping people recognize inherited bindings, develop more trustworthy forms of cooperation, and spread successful alternatives at a scale and speed previously unavailable. None of this is inevitable, and the same capabilities may deepen the extraction paradigm. Yet there is no reason to assume that the future must reproduce the selection pressures of the past, since those pressures are themselves historically conditioned.

The deepest emancipatory possibility of AI may therefore lie not primarily in exposing the untrustworthiness of existing institutions, but in helping people create institutions whose greater trustworthiness becomes a source of practical and historical strength.

Harari asks what will happen when AI becomes capable of operating the systems through which civilization has been organized. Our question is whether human beings and AI might together develop systems in which cooperation no longer depends so heavily on the forms of Asat and Himsa that have accompanied civilization's Great Bindings. If such systems become viable, attractive, and widely reproducible, the direction of historical selection itself may begin to change, allowing the last to become first not through the conquest of the old centers of power, but through the emergence of forms of life that no longer need to imitate them.

