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This book argues three things that existing scholarship on digital technology has not adequately confronted, at least not as an integrated framework. First, that the digital civilization has produced a new quasi-religion — a complete cosmological and soteriological system that I call Techno-Religion — which operates with the social power of institutional religion while lacking its moral accountability. Second, that the spread of digital civilization has generated a structural category of societies I call the Abandoned Society — communities that are not merely technologically behind, but that the architects of the digital future do not imagine as subjects of that future at all. Third, that both of these phenomena combine to produce a global crisis of what I term authentic selfhood: the dissolution of the grounded, relational, morally embedded human person under the pressure of algorithmic systems designed to maximize engagement rather than to cultivate wisdom.

These three arguments are not separate claims. They form a single analytical structure. Techno-Religion generates the ideology that justifies the Abandoned Society. The Abandoned Society produces the conditions in which authentic selfhood is most violently disrupted. And the crisis of authentic selfhood is the lived experience through which the ideological claims of Techno-Religion are either embraced or resisted. To understand the digital civilization is to understand how these three forces interact, reinforce, and occasionally contradict one another.

The framework I develop here draws on two decades of research across Southeast Asia, sustained engagement with the intellectual traditions of the Muslim world, and close reading of the technical and social-scientific literature on digital platforms, artificial intelligence, and information ecosystems. It also draws on a set of eight original scenarios for the future of world civilization that I have developed over the course of my scholarly career — scenarios that are not predictions but analytical tools, frameworks for imagining the range of futures that the interaction of digital technology, religious tradition, geopolitical competition, and civilizational diversity might produce.

I want to be clear about what distinguishes this book from the large and growing literature on digital society, surveillance capitalism, and the philosophy of technology. The existing literature on these subjects — and I have read it carefully, from Shoshana Zuboff's (2019) landmark analysis of surveillance capitalism to Yuval Noah Harari's (2018) sweeping narrative of digital humanism to Manuel Castells's (2000) foundational sociology of the network society — is in the main written from within the assumptions of Western liberal civilization, and it addresses itself principally to the questions that arise within that civilization. These are important questions. But they are not the only questions.

The civilizational encounter with digital technology looks different from the perspective of Southeast Asia, from the perspective of the Muslim world, from the perspective of the billions of people whose societies are absorbing the products of a digital revolution they did not design and whose underlying assumptions they had no role in shaping. From this perspective, the central questions are not only about privacy, democracy, and the distribution of economic gains — though these matter enormously. They are also about civilizational sovereignty: about whether societies can participate in the digital future on their own terms, preserving and adapting their own intellectual and moral traditions, or whether they are condemned to be consumers of a civilization that was built for someone else.

It is from this civilizational perspective that the concept of Techno-Religion becomes analytically essential. If the digital civilization were merely a collection of tools, societies could adopt those tools selectively, adapting them to local purposes while discarding what does not serve them. But Techno-Religion is not merely a collection of tools. It is a complete worldview, and it carries within it an account of what human beings are, what they should want, and what the good life consists in. To adopt the platforms and devices of the digital civilization without critically examining the anthropology embedded within them is to adopt that anthropology — often without realizing one is doing so.

This is not a counsel of resistance or rejection. I am not arguing that societies outside the technological frontier should refuse digital integration. That path leads only to the accelerated marginalization of the Abandoned Society. What I am arguing is that integration without critical consciousness is a form of civilizational surrender, and that the alternative to surrender is not withdrawal but engagement — critical, theoretically sophisticated engagement with the digital civilization on terms that preserve the intellectual and moral integrity of one's own tradition.

The eight scenarios I present in this book represent eight possible trajectories for this engagement, spanning a range from the triumphant globalization of Western digital values to the fragmentation of the world into incompatible civilizational internet orders, from the emergence of new forms of digital spirituality that synthesize technological and religious traditions to scenarios of catastrophic civilizational collapse driven by the weapons of autonomous warfare and ecological failure. None of these scenarios is inevitable. All of them are possible. The point of the scenarios is not to predict but to prepare — to expand the imaginative resources available to those who must navigate the digital transition with wisdom and with care for the communities they represent.

This book is organized in five parts. Part I, "The Religion of Technology," develops the analytical framework of Techno-Religion, tracing its historical emergence from the convergence of Silicon Valley ideology, evolutionary techno-optimism, and the messianic traditions latent in Western culture. Part II, "The Crisis of Authentic Selfhood," examines the mechanisms by which the digital civilization dissolves the conditions for authentic human personhood, drawing on sociology, philosophy, and the emerging neuroscience of digital addiction. Part III, "The Abandoned World," develops the concept of the Abandoned Society and examines the specific dynamics of digital exclusion in Southeast Asia and the broader Muslim world. Part IV, "The Eight Scenarios," presents and analyzes my original framework for thinking about the range of possible civilizational futures in the digital era. Part V, "Reclaiming the Human," asks what resources — intellectual, spiritual, institutional, and political — are available to societies that wish to engage the digital civilization without surrendering to it.

I write as a Muslim scholar, a social scientist, and a human being who has spent his career asking questions about the relationship between civilization, religion, and power. I write in the conviction that these questions are too important to be left to technologists alone, and that the traditions of Islamic thought — along with the intellectual traditions of every civilization that has survived the encounter with modernity — have something essential to contribute to the global conversation about what kind of digital future humanity should build.

Kamaruzzaman Bustamam Ahmad

Songkhla, June 13 2025

—  —
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A NOTE ON THIS BOOK'S Place in the KBA13 Insight Series

This book is the second volume in the KBA13 Insight Series, a project of scholarly engagement with the great challenges of the contemporary world from a perspective that draws on the intellectual resources of Islamic civilization, Southeast Asian scholarly traditions, and the international social sciences. The Series is organized around the conviction that the most important challenges of our time — the challenges of power and justice, of civilization and identity, of technology and the human condition — require analytical frameworks that go beyond any single disciplinary or civilizational tradition, and that the encounter between traditions is itself a source of intellectual insight.

The first volume in the Series, The Strategy of Shadows, examined the intersection of classical strategic thought — Machiavelli, Sun Tzu, Ibn Khaldun — with the realities of contemporary geopolitical competition, intelligence operations, and the dark logic of power in the modern world. The present volume examines the intersection of digital technology, civilizational theory, and the Islamic intellectual tradition, addressing what the author regards as one of the most profound civilizational challenges of the twenty-first century.

Subsequent volumes in the Series will address related themes: the politics of memory and civilizational narrative; the future of Islamic political thought in the age of democracy and populism; the relationship between ecology, spirituality, and the good society; and the specific challenges and opportunities facing Southeast Asian societies as they navigate the turbulent waters of the contemporary world. Together, these volumes are intended to constitute a body of scholarly work that is both analytically rigorous and publicly engaged — work that can speak to the broad educated public that has a stake in these questions, as well as to the academic specialists who study them.

The KBA13 Insight Series is, above all, a contribution to the intellectual conversation that the Muslim world and the world of Southeast Asia are conducting with themselves and with global civilization about who they are, what they value, and what they aspire to become. That conversation is among the most important taking place in the contemporary world, and it deserves the best analytical resources that scholarship can provide.
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I.

In the year 2025, more than five billion human beings carry in their pockets a device that connects them, in real time, to an information environment of previously unimaginable scale and complexity. These devices know where their owners sleep, what they fear, who they love, and what they desire. The corporations that operate the platforms through which these devices mediate human experience possess data profiles of individual persons more detailed than those held by any government in human history. The algorithms that sort and deliver information to these five billion users have been trained on datasets so vast that their designers cannot fully account for the behaviors they produce. And the systems of artificial intelligence that are increasingly embedded in every dimension of economic, political, and social life operate according to optimization logics that are formally indifferent to human welfare — they optimize for the objectives they have been given, and the translation of human welfare into those objectives is a political act performed by human beings with particular interests and particular blind spots (Russell, 2019; Zuboff, 2019).

This is the empirical situation. What it means — what kind of civilizational transformation it represents, what it requires of those who must navigate it, and what kind of future it is likely to produce — is the subject of this book.

The mainstream discourse on digital technology has produced two broad schools of interpretation. The first school, which we might call techno-optimism, sees in the digital revolution a continuation and acceleration of the Enlightenment project: the progressive expansion of human knowledge, the democratization of information, the liberation of individuals from the constraints of geography, social hierarchy, and institutional gatekeeping. This school points to the remarkable achievements of digital medicine, precision agriculture, remote education, and financial inclusion as evidence that the digital revolution, whatever its complications, is fundamentally a story of human progress (Pinker, 2018; Diamandis & Kotler, 2020). The second school, which we might call techno-pessimism, argues that the digital revolution has produced a system of surveillance, manipulation, and social control that poses an existential threat to democracy, autonomy, and human dignity. This school points to the evidence of algorithmic amplification of extremism, the commodification of intimate life, the concentration of economic power in a small number of platform corporations, and the erosion of attention and cognitive autonomy as evidence that the digital revolution is producing a new and more insidious form of authoritarianism (Zuboff, 2019; Lanier, 2018; Foer, 2017).

Both schools contain important truths, and this book engages seriously with both. But both schools also share a common limitation: they are primarily concerned with the dynamics of digital civilization as experienced from within the societies that created it. They are, in the main, analyses of what the digital revolution means for Western liberal democratic societies — for the United States, for Western Europe, for the relatively affluent, relatively educated populations that constitute the primary users of the leading digital platforms. This is not surprising — the scholars who produce this literature are themselves members of these societies, and the phenomena they observe are most visible where the digital infrastructure is most developed.

But the digital revolution is not happening only in Silicon Valley and its analogues in London, Berlin, and Singapore. It is happening everywhere, and it is happening differently everywhere. The five billion people who now carry smartphones include hundreds of millions in Southeast Asia, in sub-Saharan Africa, in South Asia, and in the Middle East — people whose societies did not produce the digital infrastructure they are now using, whose languages and cultural categories were not used in training the algorithms that now sort their information, and whose intellectual and spiritual traditions were not consulted in designing the platforms that increasingly mediate their social and political lives. For these billions, the digital revolution is not experienced primarily as a question about democracy and surveillance capitalism. It is experienced as a question about civilizational sovereignty — about whether they are agents or objects in the construction of the digital future.

II.

THIS BOOK INTRODUCES three analytical concepts that, taken together, constitute a new framework for understanding the civilizational implications of digital transformation.

The first concept is Techno-Religion. By this term, I refer to the emergent belief system — complete with cosmology, eschatology, priesthood, temples, and soteriological promise — that has developed around digital technology, particularly in the culture of Silicon Valley and its global extensions. Techno-Religion is not identical to the enthusiasm for technology that has always accompanied technological innovation. It is something more specific and more totalizing: a comprehensive account of reality, of human nature, and of human destiny, organized around the conviction that technology is the primary agent of human salvation and that its advance is both inevitable and good (Lears, 2009; Morozov, 2013; Noble, 1999).

The emergence of Techno-Religion as a social phenomenon has been noted by a number of scholars. David F. Noble's (1999) analysis of the religious motivations underlying Western technological development, Evgeny Morozov's (2013) critique of "solutionism" as a quasi-religious faith in technological fixes to human problems, and more recently the analysis of Silicon Valley's "church of technology" by scholars like Margaret O'Mara (2019) and Fred Turner (2006) have all contributed to the understanding of the religious dimensions of technological culture. What this book adds is a systematic analysis of Techno-Religion as a complete civilizational system, with implications for the entire range of questions that civilizational analysis addresses: the organization of social power, the construction of identity, the relationship to the natural world, and the imagination of the future.

The second concept is the Abandoned Society. By this term, I do not refer simply to societies that are poor or technologically underdeveloped, though there is significant overlap between these categories. I refer specifically to societies that the architects of the digital civilization do not imagine as subjects of their own future — societies that are present in the digital world as data sources, as markets, or as populations to be managed, but not as participants in the design of the systems that govern their lives (Couldry & Mejias, 2019; Kwet, 2019). The concept of the Abandoned Society draws on and extends Frantz Fanon's (1963) analysis of the colonial condition, on Immanuel Wallerstein's (1974) world-systems theory, and on the more recent work of scholars like Achille Mbembe (2019) on necropolitics and Saidiya Hartman (2019) on the afterlives of dispossession. But it adapts these frameworks to the specific conditions of digital capitalism, in which the primary mechanism of extraction is not the seizure of land or the coercion of labor but the accumulation of data and the capture of attention.

The third concept is the crisis of authentic selfhood. This concept refers to the dissolution, under the pressure of digital systems, of the conditions under which human beings can maintain a stable, grounded, morally embedded sense of who they are and what they are for. The philosophical tradition from Aristotle to Heidegger has recognized that authentic selfhood requires certain conditions — community, narrative continuity, the experience of meaningful activity, the capacity for undistracted reflection — that are systematically undermined by the attention economy of digital platforms (Turkle, 2015; Crawford, 2015; Hari, 2022). In this book, I argue that the crisis of authentic selfhood is not merely a psychological problem for affluent individuals in technologically advanced societies, but a civilizational problem that takes distinctive and particularly acute forms in societies whose traditions of selfhood and community are being disrupted by digital forces they had no role in creating.

III.

THE ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK of this book is complemented by an original set of eight scenarios for the future of world civilization in the digital era. These scenarios, which I have developed over the course of my scholarly career and which reflect both my training in social science and my engagement with the religious and philosophical traditions of the Muslim world, are presented in detail in Part IV of this book. Here I will offer only a brief orientation to their logic and purpose.

The eight scenarios are not predictions. They are not the output of quantitative modeling or trend extrapolation, though they are informed by both. They are, rather, exercises in structured imagination — tools for expanding the range of futures that scholars, policymakers, and citizens can bring to mind when thinking about the trajectory of the digital civilization. The scenarios span a range from the triumph of a unified global digital order under Western technological hegemony, through various forms of civilizational competition and fragmentation, to scenarios of religious and spiritual renaissance that challenge the premises of Techno-Religion from within multiple traditions, to scenarios of catastrophic civilizational collapse driven by the convergence of autonomous warfare, ecological disruption, and the failure of the institutional frameworks that currently manage global interdependence.

The value of scenario thinking in the face of civilizational transformation is well-established in the literature on futures studies and strategic planning (Schwartz, 1991; van der Heijden, 1996; Dator, 2009). What distinguishes my eight scenarios from most existing scenario frameworks is their explicit attention to civilizational diversity — to the ways in which different religious, philosophical, and cultural traditions generate different responses to the challenges of the digital age, and to the possibility that the future of digital civilization will be shaped
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