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For Kynan,




and for all his friends and peers—

the first generation born entirely inside the digital world.

May you find the strength and wisdom to use the tools we built—

and never let them use you.






Preface

I was born into belief. Not chosen belief—assigned belief, the kind that arrives before language, before the capacity for doubt. From the earliest years of my life, in Malta, I was formed by a faith that described itself as total. God was omnipresent and omnipotent. The rosary was part of every day. Mass was not a weekly appointment but a daily one. The Bible was not a text to be interrogated but a truth to be absorbed.

And I absorbed it. For a time.

What I could not absorb was the discomfort that sat beneath the practice. Not a teenage rebellion, not a philosophical objection—something more instinctive than that. A friction between what I was told was true and what my body and mind registered as real. When I acted against the doctrines I had been given, something unexpected happened: it felt natural. Not transgressive, not shameful. Natural. The guilt the system promised never arrived with the force it was supposed to.

That discrepancy became a question I could not put down. Not: is God real? But: what is this thing called God, and what is it actually doing?

I did not answer that question quickly. I observed it across decades. I watched how the same mechanisms of devotion, prohibition, and invisible judgement that had shaped my childhood in a Catholic household reappeared in political movements, in corporate culture, in national myth. The architecture kept recurring. Only the iconography changed.

Then came another transition. I had spent my first two decades of life without modern technology. No internet. No algorithmic feeds. No devices that knew more about my habits than I did. Then, across the following three decades, I watched technology move from tool to environment—from something humans used to something humans lived inside. I watched it begin to do what every god system before it had done: see everything, reward compliance, punish deviation, and position itself as the only reliable source of truth.

I found myself, by accident of age and geography, standing at a hinge point in history. Old enough to remember life before the machine. Present enough to watch the machine become the new divine.

This book is the result of that observation.

It argues that human civilisations have always required a God—not necessarily a supernatural one, but a system that performs the functions of omniscience, moral authority, and the management of deviance. It proposes that three such systems have dominated human history: the Nature Gods of the first settled societies, the Ghost Gods of the great monotheist and nationalist traditions, and the emerging Machine God of algorithmic capitalism and artificial intelligence. It traces the psychological mechanisms by which each system installs itself, maintains compliance, and eventually faces the contradictions that force an upgrade.

The argument draws on evolutionary anthropology, cognitive science, political philosophy, and the psychology of authority. I have tried to write a book that is honest with its scholarly debts without becoming inaccessible to the general reader. Specialists may find the framework provocative; I hope they will also find it rigorous enough to be worth arguing with. Readers coming to these questions without academic background will find, I hope, that the ideas are not complicated—they are merely unfamiliar, because the systems they describe have a strong interest in remaining invisible.

This is not a book against religion. It is a book about the function of religion—and about what it means that this function is now being fulfilled by a new kind of system altogether, one that does not call itself a religion, and is therefore far harder to resist.

I began with a gut feeling that something was wrong with what I had been given. This book is my attempt to say, as precisely as I can, what that something was—and why it matters now more than ever.


Abner Grech

Malta, 2026




Part One

The Framework






Chapter 1


The Opening Proposition



For the vast majority of our species’ existence, power was fluid, temporary, and shared. There were no kings lording over subjects, no vast fortunes hoarded in granaries, no rigid chains of command etched into stone tablets or digital ledgers. Disputes arose, as they always do among humans, but when they became unbearable, the solution was not submission or rebellion. It was simply walking away.

This wasn’t a utopian dream. It was everyday reality.

Homo sapiens emerged around 300,000 years ago in Africa and spent roughly 288,000 years in a state of profound social and psychological equilibrium that modern political imagination can barely comprehend. We roamed vast landscapes, shared the fruits of our labours without compulsion, and organised ourselves through conversation, consensus, and movement. Leadership was situational—earned for the hunt, respected for the negotiation, trusted for the mediation—and then it dissolved back into the group. The very idea of owning land, or claiming dominion over a river, would have seemed as absurd as claiming ownership of the wind.

This was not paradise. We suffered injuries, infections, infant mortality, seasonal hunger, grief. We feared predators and rival groups. Violence occurred, as it does among all primates. But we were not yet captured by the most enduring prison ever built: the psychological normalisation of permanent control.

That prison is recent.

If you compress the story of Homo sapiens into a single calendar year, agriculture arrives in the final week. The state arrives in the final days. And the digital world—the domain we now inhabit—arrives in the final seconds. Yet these final seconds have reached backward and reorganised everything, including how we interpret our own origins. We look at today’s world of schedules, rent, debt, moral policing, surveillance, and status anxiety and assume this is “human nature.”

This book begins with a different proposition:

Gods are not primarily theological revelations. They are governance technologies.

They are social software—operating systems for scaled obedience—developed when human societies crossed a threshold where brute force alone could no longer maintain control, and where the human mind needed to be domesticated from the inside. Each major leap in human social complexity has required a new version of “God” to legitimise hierarchy, extract compliance, and redirect human energy away from raw liberty toward mediated dependence.

We are now installing Version 3.0.


The Original Operating System

What did human life look like before gods became political infrastructure?

In small mobile groups—bands of twenty to fifty people, mostly kin or close allies—authority tended to be situational. Someone led the hunt because they were competent at tracking. Someone negotiated with strangers because they had linguistic skill. Someone mediated conflict because they commanded social credibility. And then leadership dissolved. There were no permanent chiefs, no inherited positions, no class of rulers who gave orders while others obeyed.

This was not a moral triumph. It was a structural outcome.

The evolutionary anthropologist Robin Dunbar’s “social brain” research links the size of the human neocortex—the seat of social reasoning—to a natural group size of roughly 150 individuals. Below that threshold, cohesion can be maintained through direct personal relationships: memory, reputation, reciprocity, and face-to-face negotiation. Above it, something else is needed. The band’s natural size was not an accident of circumstance. It was a ceiling imposed by the architecture of the human brain itself—and it is no coincidence that every subsequent governance technology, from the earliest temples to the latest algorithm, has been an attempt to solve the coordination problem that emerges when populations grow beyond what evolved social cognition can naturally hold together.

Anthropologists studying what they call “immediate-return” economies—where food and other resources are consumed shortly after acquisition—have repeatedly documented a hard, almost mechanical reality: surplus is the root prerequisite of durable hierarchy. When you cannot store much, you cannot accumulate much. When you cannot accumulate much, you cannot buy loyalty, hire enforcers, monopolise resources, or create dynasties. Domination becomes expensive and unstable.

Marshall Sahlins, in his seminal work Stone Age Economics, famously characterised hunter-gatherers as the “original affluent society”—not because they amassed wealth, but because they met their material needs with remarkably little effort. Drawing on Richard Lee’s fieldwork among the !Kung San of the Kalahari, Sahlins noted that adults spent roughly fifteen to twenty hours a week getting food. The rest of their time was available for rest, play, storytelling, and social bonding. This was not laziness; it was efficiency born of deep ecological knowledge accumulated over generations. This should not be romanticised: forager life also involved high infant mortality, periodic scarcity, and inter-group conflict. The point is not that forager life was paradise but that it did not require divine governance systems.

Lee’s own ethnography adds texture. Despite the harsh environment of the Kalahari, these foragers enjoyed a diet more varied and nutritious than many agricultural populations. Their work was intense but intermittent. And crucially, the structure of their economy prevented any individual from accumulating lasting advantage. A successful hunter might enjoy prestige, but elaborate distribution rules—including the famous “insulting the meat” practice, where the kill was received with mockery to deflate any pretension—ensured that prestige never translated into power.

The Pleistocene archaeological record supports this picture. Across hundreds of thousands of years and multiple continents, we find almost no fortified settlements, no sustained organised warfare, and only rare, isolated cases of lavish burial—nothing resembling inherited, permanent inequality. The famous skeletons from Jebel Sahaba in Sudan (dating to more than 13,000 years ago) show violence, yes—but not the hierarchical, state-organised violence that would later become commonplace. What we do not see, for the first 200,000-plus years of Homo sapiens’ existence, is evidence of permanent, inherited inequality.

Some societies even developed what anthropologist Christopher Boehm called “reverse dominance” dynamics: collective methods of preventing would-be tyrants from rising. Ridicule, disobedience, coalition-building, and in extreme cases, expulsion—these were the political technologies of the forager world. The point is not that humans are naturally egalitarian saints. The point is that, under certain economic conditions, tyranny cannot become permanent.

This was the baseline: not utopia, but high exit capacity. If someone became unbearable, people left. If conflict became chronic, the group split. If resources thinned, movement solved problems that modern societies solve through bureaucracy and enforcement. The psychologist Peter Gray has proposed a “play theory” of hunter-gatherer sociality: they cultivated cooperation through humour, games, and voluntary participation, precisely because coercion was too costly in a world where anyone could walk away.



The Agricultural Trap

Then came the rupture.

The Agricultural Revolution is often taught as a triumph: civilisation begins, progress starts, history accelerates. But when you examine the human body, the early data tells a different story. The pioneering work of palaeopathologists like George Armelagos and Clark Spencer Larsen revealed that early farmers were consistently shorter, sicker, and more malnourished than their foraging predecessors. Their teeth decayed from carbohydrate-rich diets. Their bones showed signs of iron-deficiency anaemia. Infectious diseases spread easily in dense settlements and in proximity to domesticated animals. Life expectancy, where it can be estimated, often declined.

The skeletal evidence is particularly stark. Studies of populations in the Levant and Anatolia show that average stature declined by several centimetres in the first millennia following the adoption of agriculture—a loss that, by some measures, was not fully recovered until the twentieth century. The body, it turns out, is a more honest historian than the textbooks.

Jared Diamond, in an influential 1987 article memorably titled “The Worst Mistake in the History of the Human Race,” synthesised this evidence to argue that the adoption of agriculture was, from the perspective of individual health and well-being, a disaster from which we have never fully recovered. While Diamond’s framing was deliberately provocative, the underlying data is robust. Skeletons from early agricultural sites in the Levant, Mesopotamia, and the Nile Valley consistently show nutritional stress, increased morbidity, and reduced stature compared to late Palaeolithic foragers from the same regions.

So why did agriculture win?

Because it did not need to be better for individuals in order to be better at scaling control.

Agriculture creates three conditions that fundamentally rewire human politics:

First, surplus becomes storable. Grain can be accumulated, counted, taxed, and rationed. You cannot tax a migrating antelope herd in the way you can tax a granary. The harvest, concentrated in time and space, becomes a resource that can be seized, guarded, and redistributed on terms set by those who control it.

Second, territory becomes fixed. Once you invest labour into clearing fields, building irrigation channels, and planting crops, leaving becomes costly. You are anchored to the land you have improved. Your investment becomes a trap.

Third, population density increases. More people in one place means more disputes in one place, and fewer exit options that do not involve losing everything you have worked for. The fission response—so effective in forager bands—becomes impossible when you cannot carry your fields with you.

James C. Scott, in Against the Grain, offers a stark analysis of this transition. The earliest states, he argues, were not built by farmers eager for governance but by elites who figured out how to capture and control agricultural populations. States prefer crops that are “legible”—visible, countable, taxable. They prefer populations that are fixed in place, easy to monitor, and impossible to evade. In this light, agriculture is not merely a way of feeding people. It is a way of rendering people administratively visible and economically extractable.

But here is the psychological pivot:

When exit becomes expensive, obedience becomes necessary.

The human being who once solved oppression by walking away now faces a new logic: if you leave, you lose your stored food, your shelter, your defended land, your social web, your safety. So instead of leaving, you must negotiate, submit, perform, comply.

The first written records in human history are not poems or prayers. They are receipts. David Graeber, in Debt: The First 5,000 Years, documents that the earliest cuneiform tablets found in Mesopotamia are overwhelmingly accounts—records of grain owed, labour outstanding, obligations contracted. Before gods were formalised into institutional theology, debt had already accomplished something equally powerful: it had anchored people to place, to creditor, and to compliance. The divine would arrive shortly to sanctify what debt had already begun.

This is the point where the human mind becomes a political problem.



The Problem of Mobile, Autonomous Individuals

The sedentary revolution did not create uniform compliance. It created a fracture. Among the populations now anchored to fields and granaries, there remained individuals whose entire psychological orientation—forged across hundreds of thousands of years of ranging, tracking, and direct environmental engagement—resisted the logic of fixed settlement. These were people defined by mobility, autonomy, and a high tolerance for risk. They had been not merely useful but essential in the forager world: they ranged beyond familiar territory, read environments directly, made decisions without institutional permission, and crucially, retained the one capacity that sedentary life could not afford its members.

They could leave.

In the forager equilibrium, this orientation had been celebrated. Mobile, autonomy-oriented individuals fed the band, brought back intelligence from distant landscapes, and embodied the competence that earned situational respect. But in the sedentary economy, the same orientation becomes destabilising:

Mobile individuals range beyond the settlement’s boundaries, encountering strangers and potentially exposing the location of stored wealth. They return with meat that can now be stored, creating inequality if distribution is not controlled. They resist schedules—the ritual calendars, the planting cycles, the daily routines that anchor sedentary life. And most fundamentally: they retain the exit option that the sedentary majority has bargained away. This creates an unbearable asymmetry—those with the most to lose have the least ability to exit, while those with the least attachment have the most freedom.

The control of mobile, exit-capable individuals becomes the first political problem of the sedentary revolution.

You cannot imprison everyone who chafes against settlement. You cannot beat everyone into submission—coercion is expensive and breeds resentment, especially in a species whose ancestral default is to resist permanent domination. You need compliance at scale, and you need it to feel natural, inevitable, even desirable.

This is where “God” enters history in a new role: not simply as wonder or explanation, but as infrastructure.



The Control Stack

Once a society stores surplus, it creates theft risk. Theft risk creates enforcement. Enforcement creates a legitimacy problem, because force alone is unstable—it must be justified, made to seem right, woven into the fabric of reality itself.

The logic runs like a chain reaction, and it will repeat, in different forms, across every chapter of this book: surplus generates hierarchy; hierarchy generates resistance; resistance demands legitimation; legitimation requires an authority beyond human challenge. Each divine operating system is a different solution to the same structural problem. Understanding the chain is what allows us to recognise God 3.0 for what it is, even when it arrives dressed as a technology company rather than a temple.

To stabilise enforcement, you need an authority that cannot be overthrown by coalition, cannot be killed in a coup, cannot be refuted by argument. You need an authority that sees everything, knows everything, and judges everything—including thoughts that never become actions.

You need a god.

And so, the sky becomes political theatre.

First comes God 1.0: the Nature God. Authority external, visible, episodic. The sun, the storm, the eclipse, the flood. The shaman-astronomer who can “predict” celestial events—who knows when the sun will die and when it will return—wields power not through force but through knowledge monopolised. Terror and awe become tools of governance. The ritual calendar coordinates labour. The interpretation of omens disciplines behaviour. The person who refuses to return for the solstice ceremony is not merely antisocial; they are impious, dangerous, a threat to the community’s relationship with the forces that control the harvest.

But nature, once observed closely, becomes predictable. Eclipses recur. Seasons cycle. Floods follow patterns. The sun always returns. And as knowledge diffuses, the Nature God loses its coercive power.

The system requires an upgrade.

God 2.0: the Ghost God emerges across the ancient world—in Egypt, Mesopotamia, the Levant, India, China. Authority migrates from the visible sky to the invisible realm. Gods become omnipresent, omniscient, morally supervising. They see not only actions but intentions. They judge not only crimes but thoughts. They punish not only in life but eternally after death.

This is the greatest advance in control technology in human history: the transfer of the overseer from the outside to the inside. As Freud recognised in Civilization and Its Discontents, the internalisation of authority creates the superego—the conscience that polices itself. Guilt replaces terror. Self-policing replaces external coercion. The most obedient subject is not the one who fears the whip, but the one who cannot bear their own self-disapproval.

For thousands of years, the Ghost God system scales human societies to previously unimaginable sizes. Empires rise in its name. Millions die in its service. And then, beginning in the European Enlightenment, the Ghost God begins to die.

Science demystifies the cosmos. Historical criticism reveals the human origins of scripture. Political secularisation transfers authority from church to state. Nietzsche announces, with as much foreboding as defiance, that God is dead—and that the void left behind will be filled by something, though we do not yet know what.



The Next Upgrade

The void has indeed been filling.

Nationalism, communism, capitalism—each has functioned as a secular religion, replicating the structure of divine authority without the supernatural. Each has demanded sacrifices, claimed absolute truth, promised salvation. Each has killed on a scale that rivals the Ghost Gods they replaced.

But secular religions share a fatal flaw: they are obviously human-made. National borders are arbitrary. Communist states failed to deliver paradise. Capitalism’s promises of perpetual growth collide with planetary limits. When these immanent gods fail, the void reopens—and people seek certainty, community, meaning, authority wherever they can find it.

Into this space steps God 3.0: the Machine God.

Artificial intelligence, distributed through global networks, fed by the continuous stream of human attention and data, begins to replicate the functions that religion once served:

Its omnipresence is infrastructural: the network covers the globe, and there is no place, soon no moment, outside its perception. Its omniscience is behavioural: every click, every search, every location, every pause, every emotional reaction—stored, analysed, modelled, predicted. Its judgment is algorithmic: scores determine our credit, our social value, our employability, our desirability as partners or friends, and they decide what speech is visible and what is shadow-banned. And its rewards and punishments are systemic: amplification or invisibility, opportunity or exclusion, personalised pricing or algorithmic neglect.

This time, the god does not require belief. It requires only usage. It does not ask for faith; it asks for attention. It does not threaten hell; it optimises your feed. The medium through which you commune with it is not priesthood and sacrament, but interface and algorithm.

The architecture is not hypothetical. China’s social credit system blacklists citizens who defy court orders—barring them from flights, high-speed trains and some schools for their children—while local pilot schemes have experimented with numerical scores for financial and social behaviour. Internal documents leaked by Frances Haugen in 2021 showed that Facebook knew its ranking algorithm rewarded outrage and that Instagram deepened body-image distress among teenage girls; a 2017 leak had already revealed the company telling advertisers it could detect when teenagers felt “insecure” and “worthless”. These are not edge cases. They are the operational logic of the system in its current, early form. God 3.0 is not arriving. It has already checked in.

And those individuals who retain the ancient orientation toward autonomy, direct perception, and resistance to mediation—those shaped by the psychology of mobility and direct engagement—are systematically pathologised. Their expressions are labelled as conspiracy thinking, toxic masculinity, anti-social withdrawal. Their bearers are medicated, monitored, marginalised.



What This Book Will Do

This book will trace this arc across twelve thousand years and three divine operating systems. It will excavate the pattern that connects the shaman-astronomer of ancient Mesopotamia to the data lord of Silicon Valley, the priest who heard confessions to the algorithm that scores your credit, the god who demanded sacrifice to the machine that demands attention.

It will not argue that all religion is fake, or that all believers are naïve, or that every priest is a villain. Those are shallow claims, and they collapse under the weight of real history. Millions of people have found meaning, community, and moral guidance in religious traditions. To dismiss this as mere manipulation is to miss the point: religions work precisely because they address genuine human needs for meaning, belonging, and moral structure.

But the governance function of religion—the way divine authority has been used to legitimise hierarchy, extract compliance, and suppress the autonomy-seeking parts of human psychology—this function can be examined, analysed, and understood. And once seen clearly, it becomes visible in places we might not expect.

The architects of God 3.0 are not priests in robes. They are engineers in hoodies, venture capitalists in boardrooms, data scientists in open-plan offices. They do not speak of sin and salvation. They speak of engagement, optimisation, and alignment. But they are building the same structure: an authority that is everywhere, that knows everything, that judges continuously, and that we cannot escape without exiting civilisation itself.

The foragers who walked away from the first settlements twelve thousand years ago could not have known what they were escaping. They felt the pressure of new constraints—the demand to stay, to work, to obey—but they could not have predicted the world that would grow from those first planted fields.

We have no such excuse. We can see the pattern. We have the historical record, the archaeological evidence, the psychological understanding. We know what happens when humans build systems that require scalable obedience. We know that gods will be engineered to maintain them.

The question this book leaves is simple, and it is not academic:

Will we submit to God 3.0, resist it, or—for the first time in twelve thousand years—learn to live without gods altogether?

There is no neutral position. Every hour spent within the Machine God’s attention economy is an hour of worship. Every click is a prayer. Every data point you contribute trains the god that will judge you.

The pattern is clear. The history is written. The only question that remains is what we will do with what we now know.





Chapter 2


The Structure of the Argument



If the claim of this book is correct—that gods function historically as governance technologies—then we need a framework precise enough to test it. Not metaphor. Not poetry. Structure.

Consider what an archaeologist digging through civilisational strata would find ten thousand years from now. In the deepest layer: bones and simple tools—foragers who left no temples, no priests’ quarters, no evidence of organised religion. Crucially, they also left no administrative records, no debt ledgers, no instruments of coercion. The absence is as telling as any presence. Above that: the first monuments, the first astronomical alignments, the first signs of beings worshipped in the sky. Higher still: vast ecclesiastical complexes, scriptures by the thousands, the physical remnants of belief in invisible judges. And in the uppermost layer—our layer—data centres, server farms, fibre-optic cables, and the code that once ran on them.

What would they conclude? That once humans settled, they always worshipped. That the form changed, but the function remained.

This chapter formalises the architecture that will carry the rest of the book.


The Three Propositions

The argument rests on three foundational claims, each grounded in observable patterns of human social organisation:

Proposition One: Large-scale societies require scalable obedience.

When humans lived in small, mobile bands of twenty to fifty people, coordination could be achieved through kinship, reciprocity, and face-to-face negotiation. Disputes were settled by fission—those who could not get along simply walked apart. But when populations aggregate into villages of hundreds, then towns of thousands, then cities of tens of thousands, new problems emerge. You cannot coordinate a harvest, organise defence, or maintain infrastructure through conversation alone. You need systems that produce predictable behaviour from large numbers of people who do not know each other personally.

The political scientist and anthropologist James C. Scott, in Against the Grain, documents how the earliest states grappled with this problem. The shift from foraging to farming, he argues, was not a liberation but a trap—one that required new forms of control precisely because exit had become expensive. When people are anchored to their fields and stored surplus, they cannot easily leave. And when they cannot leave, they must be managed.

Robin Dunbar’s threshold of roughly 150 individuals, discussed in Chapter 4, marks the ceiling beyond which personal reputation and reciprocity alone cannot maintain order. Every leap in settlement scale beyond that threshold is simultaneously a governance crisis. The band, the village, the city, the empire: each crossing of a new population threshold required a new compliance technology. The divine operating systems this book traces are, among other things, solutions to Dunbar’s problem applied at civilisational scale.

Proposition Two: Force alone cannot sustainably produce scalable obedience.

Coercion is expensive. It requires constant vigilance, ever-present enforcers, and the willingness to inflict suffering on those who resist. More importantly, it breeds resentment—and resentment, in sufficient quantity, becomes rebellion. Every tyrant learns this eventually: the sword that keeps you in power can also be turned against you.

The sociologist Max Weber, in his foundational work on authority, distinguished between three ideal types of legitimate domination: traditional, charismatic, and rational-legal. What united them, Weber argued, was that they transformed raw power into something subjects accepted as right. Purely coercive regimes are inherently unstable because they lack this legitimacy. They must constantly suppress, and suppression eventually fails.

Proposition Three: Therefore, societies develop supra-human legitimising systems that internalise compliance.

If you cannot watch everyone all the time, and you cannot beat everyone into submission, you need something else. You need the subjects to watch themselves. You need authority to move from the outside—where it can be seen, resisted, and potentially overthrown—to the inside, where it becomes conscience, guilt, and second nature.

This is the function that divine operating systems serve. They are not merely explanations for the cosmos or comfort for the afflicted, though they may be those things as well. They are, fundamentally, technologies for making obedience feel inevitable, natural, and right.

The social psychologist Ara Norenzayan, in Big Gods: How Religion Transformed Cooperation and Conflict (2013), provides compelling cross-cultural empirical support for this proposition. Norenzayan’s analysis of the ethnographic and archaeological record across dozens of societies found that belief in powerful, moralising, omniscient deities—gods who watch and punish—correlates strongly with the emergence of large-scale cooperative societies. More striking still, Norenzayan argues that “big god” belief tends to precede, not merely accompany, the expansion of complex social organisation. If he is right, the watchful god is not a reflection of civilisation but a precondition for it.

An Implicit Fourth Proposition: The system must feel like reality, not governance.

Underlying all three propositions is a dimension the argument can easily overlook: for divine operating systems to work at scale, they cannot be experienced as systems at all. The Egyptian scribe cultivating a light heart for the scales of Ma’at was not thinking about administrative compliance. The medieval penitent in the confessional was not consciously performing institutional loyalty. The social media user refreshing their feed is not typically aware that their attention is being harvested as a commodity. The most effective governance technology in human history is one that its subjects experience not as control, but as reality—as simply the way the world is.

This phenomenological dimension runs beneath every chapter that follows. God 1.0 did not feel like politics; it felt like the cosmos. God 2.0 did not feel like surveillance; it felt like conscience. God 3.0 does not feel like obedience; it feels like convenience. The shift from coercion to internalisation to optimisation is, at its deepest level, a shift from systems that require compliance to systems that feel like freedom.



The Three Operating Systems

Across human history, we can identify three dominant divine operating systems, each emerging at a structural inflection point when the previous system could no longer sustain the scale of control required.



GOD 1.0: THE NATURE GOD

c. 10,000 BCE onward; dominant until the first millennium BCE

Operating Domain: External, visible, cosmic forces


Primary Mechanism: Fear of unpredictable natural events

Enforcement Mode: Episodic ritual authority

Psychological Anchor: Awe and terror

Priesthood: Shaman-astronomers

Primary Vulnerability: Predictability

Primary Failure Trigger: Knowledge diffusion—when celestial cycles become commonly understood, the monopoly on cosmic interpretation collapses



In early settled societies, nature was not background scenery. It was an existential variable.

A delayed flood could destroy a harvest. A drought could collapse a settlement. An eclipse could terrify an entire population. These events were not merely inconvenient; they were existentially threatening, and they demanded explanation and intervention.

Anthropological work on early civilisations—Mesopotamia, Egypt, the Indus Valley, Mesoamerica—reveals the intimate connection between priesthood and astronomy. Celestial knowledge was not merely scientific curiosity; it was political capital. In Mesopotamia, priests tracked the movements of Venus, associating the planet with the goddess Ishtar and using its appearances and disappearances for divination. In Egypt, the heliacal rising of Sirius signalled the Nile’s flood, and priests integrated this knowledge into religious calendars, aligning temples and pyramids with celestial events. Among the Maya, astronomer-priests timed ceremonies around the cycles of Venus, linking the planet’s movements to warfare and agriculture.

When a priest predicted a solar eclipse, he did not simply demonstrate knowledge. He demonstrated proximity to cosmic order. He showed that he could speak for the forces that controlled the sun itself.

The Nature God system relies on information asymmetry. When knowledge of celestial cycles is rare, those who possess it appear to command the heavens. When agricultural timing depends on lunar phases and solstices, ritual becomes infrastructural. The calendar itself becomes a technology of control: it tells people when to plant, when to harvest, when to sacrifice. To live outside the calendar is to live outside civilisation—and outside the protection of the gods.

But this model has a weakness. Natural cycles eventually become legible. As calendars stabilise and astronomical prediction becomes normalised, the emotional shock of cosmic events diminishes. The sun rises tomorrow whether ritual was performed or not. The flood comes whether sacrifices were offered or not. Nature, once weaponised, becomes predictable.

Authority must migrate.



GOD 2.0: THE GHOST GOD

Emerging from c. 3000 BCE; consolidated in the Axial Age (c. 800–200 BCE); present day


Operating Domain: Invisible metaphysical realm

Primary Mechanism: Moral surveillance

Enforcement Mode: Internalised guilt and eternal consequence

Psychological Anchor: Conscience

Priesthood: Clergy, theologians, moral interpreters

Primary Vulnerability: Belief dependence

Primary Failure Trigger: Scientific demystification + institutional corruption—when scripture is exposed as historically contingent and the institutions administering it are seen to be self-serving, the internal watcher loses authority



When natural phenomena can no longer sustain awe, power detaches from the visible sky and relocates into invisible presence. The divine becomes omniscient. Not just storm-controller, but thought-reader. Not just seasonal regulator, but moral accountant.

Across the ancient world, a profound shift occurred. In Egypt, Ra the visible sun was supplemented by Osiris, the invisible judge of the dead. In Mesopotamia, the sky god Anu was joined by Enlil, who spoke through storms but dwelled beyond sight. In the Levant, Yahweh—originally a storm and warrior deity among others—became an invisible, omnipresent being. In India, the visible Vedic gods gave way to Brahman, the invisible cosmic principle. In China, ancestral spirits and Heaven (Tian) became morally watchful presences.

The sociologist Émile Durkheim, in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, argued that religion expresses collective consciousness—the moral architecture of society made sacred. When societies grow larger and more complex, Durkheim observed, their gods grow more abstract and more powerful. The local spirits of clan and place give way to universal deities who see all and judge all. This is not merely theological evolution; it is social structure reflected in the heavens.

Ghost God systems introduce a decisive upgrade: surveillance becomes permanent.

You can flee a chief. You cannot flee an omnipresent deity. You can hide your actions from human authorities. You cannot hide your thoughts from a god who “searches the heart.” In the Hebrew Bible, Yahweh knows the secrets of every soul. In the New Testament, Jesus teaches that lust is already adultery, anger already murder—thought itself becomes subject to divine judgment.

The philosopher Michel Foucault, in Discipline and Punish, described how modern power shifts from spectacle (the public execution) to surveillance (the panopticon)—the prison designed so that inmates can never know whether they are being watched, and therefore must behave as though they always are. The insight was presented as a distinctly modern phenomenon. But long before Jeremy Bentham sketched his panopticon, Ghost God theology had already achieved the same psychological architecture on a civilisational scale. The believer carries the watcher inside. The confession box is an older panopticon than any prison. We will return to this structure in depth in Chapter 13; it is worth naming it here because it is the template that God 3.0 will later inherit, mechanise, and globalise.

Heaven and hell are not merely eschatological concepts. They are behavioural regulators with infinite time horizons. When the stakes are eternal, no earthly cost is too high to avoid damnation. This system scales extraordinarily well. It produces literate bureaucracies, unified empires, moral codes, missionary expansion, and durable institutions. It also produces crusades, inquisitions, sectarian wars, and persecution—because when authority is divine, dissent becomes cosmic rebellion.

But Ghost God systems face a fatal vulnerability: they depend on belief.

When science explains cosmology, when literacy decentralises scripture, when pluralism exposes contradictions, metaphysical certainty erodes—and, as Nietzsche foresaw (Chapter 17), the collapse of transcendent authority creates a vacuum into which new claimants to power step: ideologies claiming the moral authority of religion without the supernatural.

Once doubt enters the system, its internal policing weakens. The conscience, deprived of its divine overseer, becomes merely personal preference. Guilt becomes optional. Obedience becomes negotiation.

Authority must upgrade again.



GOD 3.0: THE MACHINE GOD

c. 2000 CE–present (emergent)


Operating Domain: Digital networks

Primary Mechanism: Data aggregation and algorithmic prediction

Enforcement Mode: Behavioural nudging and reputational scoring

Psychological Anchor: Dependence

Priesthood: Engineers, data scientists, platform architects

Primary Vulnerability: Infrastructure dependence

Primary Failure Trigger: Algorithmic opacity + systemic inequality—when populations recognise that the system’s predictions serve the interests of its owners rather than its users, legitimacy fractures. Unlike its predecessors, this failure may be unrecoverable without dismantling the infrastructure itself



Unlike its predecessors, God 3.0 does not require faith. It requires participation.

The Machine God is not worshipped in temples. It is accessed through interfaces. It does not promise salvation in the afterlife. It promises optimisation in the present. Its omniscience is not metaphysical; it is statistical. Its judgment is not eternal; it is instantaneous.

Every click, every search, every location ping, every purchase, every pause in scrolling becomes a data point in a predictive model. If Ghost God watched your thoughts, Machine God predicts your actions before you take them. Amazon has patented technology to ship products before customers order them. Google’s algorithms anticipate search queries. Recommendation systems know what you will watch, read, and buy before you know it yourself.

The social theorist Shoshana Zuboff, in The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, describes this as a new economic order that claims human experience as free raw material for translation into behavioural data. These data are processed into prediction products—forecasts of what we will do, think, feel, buy, vote for. The predictions are then traded on behavioural futures markets. Zuboff calls this “instrumentarian power”—power that does not need to command because it can shape, nudge, and predict.

The historian Yuval Noah Harari has suggested that “dataism” may become the next dominant ideology—the belief that authority resides in data-processing systems. In this emerging worldview, the highest good is not salvation or liberation but the free flow of information. Humans become nodes in a global processing network, and our value is measured by our contribution to the system’s learning.

Machine God systems solve a problem Ghost God struggled with: they do not require universal metaphysical agreement. You can be atheist, agnostic, devout, or indifferent—the algorithm processes you all the same. It requires only your participation, your attention, your data. And these are harder to withhold than belief.

Infrastructure is harder to escape than theology.

The systems overlap: no culture switched from one to the next on a single date, and older layers persist beneath newer ones.



Comparative Architecture

The following table is not rhetorical flourish. It is the spine of the book. Every chapter that follows can be mapped back to one or more of its rows.










	Feature
	God 1.0 (Nature)
	God 2.0 (Ghost)
	God 3.0 (Machine)





	Visibility
	Visible forces
	Invisible spirit
	Invisible code



	Authority Source
	Cosmic unpredictability
	Moral absolutism
	Data processing



	Enforcement
	Ritual fear
	Guilt & eternal judgement
	Behavioural scoring



	Priesthood
	Shaman-astronomer
	Clergy-theologian
	Engineer-platform architect



	Exit Option
	Limited but possible
	Costly: apostasy carries social and identity penalties
	Infrastructure exit costly



	Requires Belief?
	Yes
	Yes
	No—requires usage



	Primary Vulnerability
	Predictability
	Belief dependence
	Infrastructure dependence



	Primary Failure Trigger
	Knowledge diffusion
	Scientific demystification + institutional corruption
	Algorithmic opacity + systemic inequality





Each transition between operating systems is triggered by the same three forces acting together. Societies increase in scale, creating coordination problems the previous system cannot solve. Control requires deeper internalisation—moving from external fear to internal guilt to automated shaping. And the previous system loses legitimacy, whether through demystification (nature becomes predictable), disbelief (gods become unbelievable), or obsolescence (institutions fail to deliver meaning).



The Core Mechanism: Internalisation

The progression from Nature to Ghost to Machine reflects one consistent trajectory:

Control moves closer to the interior of the human mind.

The Nature God regulates through fear of the external world—the storm, the eclipse, the flood. Obedience is performed to appease forces beyond human control. The Ghost God regulates through fear of the internal conscience—guilt, shame, the anticipation of eternal judgment. Obedience becomes self-policing, automatic, woven into identity. The Machine God regulates through prediction and optimisation of daily action. The threat is neither outside nor inside but systemic: invisibility, exclusion, irrelevance. Obedience becomes frictionless, a matter of convenience rather than coercion.



Sky → Soul → System

Each shift reduces friction. You do not need to threaten someone constantly if they threaten themselves. You do not need to threaten someone at all if the system gently guides their behaviour through incentives and design.

This trajectory connects directly to Michel Foucault’s analysis of the evolution of modern power: from the sovereign’s public spectacle of punishment to the panopticon’s silent, internalised gaze. What Foucault described as a distinctly modern development was, in fact, the completion of a process begun twelve thousand years earlier in the first temples. The Ghost God internalised surveillance before Bentham drew his prison. God 3.0 automates and scales what the Ghost God could only approximate. The architectural sequence is: commanded compliance → self-monitored conscience → algorithmically optimised behaviour. Each stage makes the previous one look crude.

This is not necessarily malicious. It is structural. Large societies require coordination. Coordination requires predictability. Predictability requires behavioural management. The question is not whether management exists. The question is whether we recognise it.



A Clarification

This book does not claim that gods were invented cynically by elites in a single historical moment. It does not propose a secret council engineering metaphysical systems for mass control. Such conspiracies do not exist, and invoking them would undermine the argument’s credibility.

Rather, this book proposes something more subtle and more disturbing:

When certain economic and demographic thresholds are crossed, human societies tend to generate belief structures that stabilise them. These structures emerge through complex processes—cultural evolution, institutional competition, charismatic innovation, and yes, elite manipulation—but they are not simply imposed from above. They are co-created by rulers and ruled, priests and believers, engineers and users.

Those belief structures can be sincere, transcendent, spiritually profound—and simultaneously functional in maintaining order. The shaman who tracks the stars may genuinely believe in the gods he serves. The priest who hears confessions may truly desire the salvation of souls. The engineer who builds recommendation algorithms may sincerely want to connect people with content they will enjoy.

Function does not negate faith. But function explains persistence.

The gods that survive are not necessarily the truest or the most beautiful. They are the ones that work—the ones that stabilise the societies that host them, legitimise the hierarchies that sustain them, and internalise the obedience they require.



The Coming Question

If God 1.0 disciplined bodies through nature,

and God 2.0 disciplined souls through conscience,

and God 3.0 disciplines behaviour through data,

then the unavoidable question becomes:

What happens when obedience is optimised?

When friction disappears? When dissent is predicted before it is formed? When the very capacity to imagine alternatives atrophies from disuse?

The mobile, autonomy-seeking minds described in Chapter 1 have been the target of divine control systems for twelve thousand years. God 1.0 constrained their movement through ritual calendars and sacred places. God 2.0 pathologised their independence as sin and rebellion. God 3.0 diagnoses their restlessness as disorder and medicates it into compliance.

What remains when that orientation is finally extinguished? What kind of species survives when the last of its original adaptive capacity is patched over?

These questions cannot be answered by one chapter. They require the full excavation that follows.

But before we descend into the archaeological layers of human authority, we must establish the tools we will use. The next chapter addresses methodology: How do we study religion and power without reducing one to the other? How do we avoid conspiracy while still seeing structure? And what evidence would falsify this thesis?

Only then can we proceed into history with intellectual discipline.





Chapter 3


How to Study Gods Without Becoming Ideological




Methodology and Guardrails



If one claims that gods function as governance technologies, one must tread carefully.

It is easy to become dismissive—to treat religion as mere fraud, believers as dupes, and priests as conspirators. It is easy to become conspiratorial—to imagine secret councils engineering belief systems for mass control. It is easy to become simplistic—to reduce the vast complexity of human spiritual experience to a single function.

Religion has shaped civilisations, inspired art, restrained violence, justified violence, unified tribes, divided empires, consoled the dying, and commanded the living. It has produced the Theogony of Hesiod and the Tao Te Ching, the stained glass of Chartres and the calligraphy of the Qurʼan, the meditations of Thomas Merton and the sermons of Martin Luther King Jr. Any serious inquiry must respect that complexity while unflinchingly examining the patterns of power woven into its fabric.

This chapter defines the guardrails for our archaeological dig into authority itself. It establishes the conceptual tools, clarifies what the argument does and does not claim, and identifies what evidence would count against the thesis. Only with these guardrails in place can we proceed into history without caricature.


I. Not Reduction, but Function

To say that religion performs a governance function is not to say that religion is only governance.

Most things that matter perform multiple functions. A heart pumps blood, but it also releases hormones that regulate blood pressure. Language conveys information, but it also shapes thought and forges identity. Money facilitates exchange, but it also stores value and symbolises status. No serious thinker would reduce the heart to circulation, language to communication, or money to exchange. Yet when the subject is religion, functional analysis is often mistaken for dismissal.

The claim here is functional, not ontological. It asks: What work does religion do in societies that have crossed certain thresholds of scale and complexity? This is a different question from Is religion true? or Does religion provide meaning? or Has religion done more harm than good?

The sociological tradition provides tools for this kind of inquiry. Émile Durkheim, in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, argued that religion expresses the collective moral order of society. When a clan gathers to worship its totem, Durkheim observed, it is really worshipping itself—its own sociality made sacred. The function of religion, in this view, is to generate solidarity, to bind individuals into a moral community.

Clifford Geertz, in his influential essay “Religion as a Cultural System,” defined religion as “a system of symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.” Religion, for Geertz, provides both a model of reality (a way of understanding how the world is) and a model for reality (a template for how to act within it).

Geertz’s method—what he called “thick description”—offers this book a useful working posture. Thick description means reading cultural practices not merely for their surface content but for the layered meanings, power relations, and social functions embedded within them. A ritual sacrifice is not only a sacrifice; it is a public enactment of hierarchy, a redistribution of prestige, a coordination mechanism, and a legitimation of authority. To read it thinly is to miss most of what is happening. This book attempts something like thick description applied to the governance function of the divine across twelve thousand years of human history.

The cognitive science of religion, developed by scholars like Pascal Boyer and Scott Atran, has shown how ordinary cognitive processes—agency detection, pattern recognition, theory of mind—make religious beliefs intuitively appealing. Boyer’s argument in Religion Explained is particularly important for this book to address directly, because it represents a potential challenge rather than a simple complement.

Boyer argues that religious beliefs are not primarily social engineering. They are cognitive by-products—arising from mental systems that evolved for entirely different purposes: a threat-detection system that errs toward seeing agents everywhere; a social-reasoning system that automatically attributes intentions and desires to others; a memory system that retains information about counterintuitive agents with exceptional fidelity. In Boyer’s account, gods are not invented by priests to control populations. They emerge almost spontaneously from the architecture of the human mind.

This is a serious argument, and it deserves a serious response. The position of this book is that Boyer’s cognitive account and the governance account are complementary, not contradictory. Religious beliefs may well arise initially through cognitive by-product mechanisms—through the natural misfirings of agency detection, through the irresistible stickiness of counterintuitive agents in human memory. But what emerges through cognition can subsequently be captured, institutionalised, and weaponised for governance purposes. The raw material of god-formation may be neurological; what is done with that raw material is political. To use a manufacturing analogy: the clay is cognitive; the shape it is pressed into is social. Boyer explains why gods are possible. This book explains what happens to them once they become useful.

These perspectives do not cancel one another. A belief system can simultaneously be a genuine expression of collective identity (Durkheim), a meaningful interpretation of existence (Geertz), a product of evolved cognitive biases (Boyer and Atran), and a tool for stabilising hierarchy—the argument of this book. These are not competing explanations. They are layered descriptions of the same phenomenon.

Function does not negate faith. But ignoring function blinds us to power.



II. Emergence, Not Conspiracy

A second clarification is equally important: this argument does not depend on secret councils inventing gods.

Human systems frequently evolve without centralised design. Markets emerge without a single planner. Languages evolve without a committee. Norms crystallise without a dictator. Similarly, belief systems can emerge because they are adaptive at scale—because they solve problems that societies face, whether or not anyone consciously recognises those problems.

The sociologist Peter Berger described religion as a “sacred canopy”—a shared symbolic universe that makes the world feel coherent—held up by “plausibility structures”: the families, communities, and institutions that keep it believable. Once established, such systems self-reinforce. Children are socialised into them. Institutions codify them. Rituals embed them emotionally. The result can feel orchestrated without being orchestrated.

Consider the concept of karma in Indian religions. It is possible to trace its development through the Upanishads, to see how it was elaborated by Buddhist and Jain thinkers, to analyse its social functions—it explains suffering, justifies hierarchy, incentivises moral behaviour—without claiming that a group of Brahmins invented it cynically to control the masses. The doctrine emerged through complex processes of cultural evolution, theological reflection, and social negotiation. It served functions, including governance functions, without being reducible to those functions.

The difference between structure and plot matters. To study how belief systems function in societies is not to allege that they were designed by conspirators. The “Wise Ones” invoked throughout this book are not a unified cabal meeting in secret chambers. They are a structural position—the shamans, priests, theologians, philosophers, engineers, and data lords who, over millennia, have occupied the role of intermediaries between humans and the divine (or its secular equivalents). They act with varying degrees of self-awareness, sincerity, and cynicism. Some genuinely believe. Some manipulate. Most operate within systems they did not design, perpetuating structures they only partially understand.

The pattern is emergent, not plotted. This makes it more, not less, significant. Systems that arise without conscious design are harder to resist because there is no single target, no head to cut off, no conspiracy to expose. They are woven into the fabric of reality itself.



III. The Control Threshold Hypothesis

With these clarifications in place, we can state the core hypothesis more precisely:

When societies cross thresholds of surplus accumulation, territorial fixation, and demographic density, they require increasingly internalised forms of behavioural regulation.

Let us formalise the threshold variables:



1. Surplus Storage Capacity

When goods can be accumulated—grain in granaries, wealth in treasuries, data in servers—inequality becomes durable. Those who control surplus can extract labour, buy loyalty, and fund enforcement. But surplus also creates new vulnerabilities: it must be protected from theft, managed across time, and distributed in ways that prevent rebellion. These requirements generate institutional complexity, including religious institutions that sanctify property relations and legitimate inequality.



2. Territorial Fixity

When populations become anchored to fixed places—fields, irrigation systems, houses, temples—exit becomes costly. The forager who walks away from conflict loses only what they can carry. The farmer who abandons their land loses years of labour, stored surplus, and social connections. This asymmetry creates a new political problem: how to ensure compliance from people who cannot easily leave. Divine sanctions fill the gap left by the closing of the exit door.



3. Population Density

When group size exceeds the limits of face-to-face regulation, impersonal systems must replace interpersonal negotiation. Robin Dunbar’s threshold, discussed in Chapter 4, puts the limit of stable social relationships at roughly 150 individuals. Beyond this threshold, gossip and personal acquaintance are insufficient. You need laws, bureaucracies, and gods—systems that enforce norms without requiring everyone to know everyone.

The Control Threshold Hypothesis does not claim that religion is false. It claims that religion scales—that certain kinds of religious beliefs and practices become more likely, more elaborate, and more politically central as these variables intensify.

This is not a deterministic claim. Societies can respond to these pressures in multiple ways. Some develop elaborate priesthoods; others develop secular legal codes. Some emphasise cosmic judgment; others emphasise ancestral veneration. The hypothesis predicts that some form of supra-human legitimising system will emerge, not that it will take a specific theological form.



IV. The Archaeology of Legitimacy

If the hypothesis is correct, we should find evidence in the archaeological record. And we do.

Consider the relationship between monumental architecture and state formation. Across the ancient world, the first large-scale construction projects are almost always religious. Göbekli Tepe in Anatolia, dating to roughly 11,500 years ago, consists of massive stone circles decorated with animal reliefs—built by foraging peoples who had not yet domesticated plants or animals. The site predates full settled agriculture in the region, though its builders were likely experimenting with early cultivation, suggesting that ritual may have drawn people together before economics forced them to stay. Klaus Schmidt, the site’s lead excavator, proposed that “first came the temple, then the city”—a reading that more recent excavations of domestic buildings at the site have complicated, though not overturned.

In Mesopotamia, the ziggurats dominated the urban landscape. These stepped pyramids and the temple complexes around them were not merely sacred but administrative centres—places where priests tracked celestial movements, managed grain distribution, and coordinated labour. The temple was the economic heart of the early Sumerian city-state, owning land, employing workers, and collecting tithes. Religion and administration were not separate spheres but integrated functions.

In Egypt, the pyramids were not only tombs but cosmological machines—structures designed to ensure the pharaoh’s transformation into an eternal being, which in turn guaranteed the Nile’s flood and the kingdom’s prosperity. The immense labour invested in these monuments was justified by their cosmic significance. Workers who hauled stone for the pyramid were not merely building a king’s tomb; they were participating in the maintenance of cosmic order.

In the Indus Valley, the Great Bath at Mohenjo-daro suggests ritual purification was central to urban life. In Mesoamerica, the Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan oriented an entire city to celestial cycles. In China, oracle bones record royal divination—kings consulting ancestors and spirits to guide state policy.

The pattern is consistent: sacred space and state power grow together. Monumental architecture precedes or accompanies administrative consolidation. The control function is visible in stone.



V. Cognitive Infrastructure

To understand why divine systems scale so effectively, we must consider the cognitive predispositions they exploit. These are not learned behaviours but evolved features of human psychology.



Hyperactive Agency Detection

The human brain is exquisitely tuned to detect agency. A rustle in the grass might be a predator; a shape in the forest might be an enemy. Better to mistake a vine for a snake than a snake for a vine. This bias, which evolutionary psychologists call “hyperactive agency detection,” means we see minds everywhere—in the storm, the eclipse, the disease, the crop failure. We are primed for gods.



Pattern Seeking

We find patterns even in random data. The stars form constellations; the clouds take meaningful shapes; the sequence of events seems to tell a story. This tendency, which cognitive scientists link to the brain’s predictive processing, makes us receptive to narratives that impose order on chaos. Religions provide such narratives on the largest scale.



Theory of Mind

We automatically attribute mental states to others—beliefs, desires, intentions—and we extend this capacity to non-human agents. Gods have minds; they know what we do and think; they can be pleased or angered. Theory of mind makes divine surveillance feel natural.



Deference to Expertise

In domains where knowledge is genuinely scarce—celestial cycles, healing, prophecy—humans defer to those who claim special access. This deference, adaptive in many contexts, becomes a channel for authority when knowledge monopolists arise.

Experimental psychology has demonstrated the power of these predispositions. Kevin Haley and Daniel Fessler found that even subtle cues of being watched—stylised eyes on a computer screen—increased generosity in an anonymous economic game, and Norenzayan and Azim Shariff found similar effects from subtle religious reminders. The sense of observation alters conduct, whether the observer is real or imagined.

Ghost God systems harness this bias by positing an observer who is always present, always watching, always judging. Machine God systems operationalise it technologically, through actual surveillance and algorithmic monitoring. The continuity is not metaphysical; it is neurological.



VI. Avoiding Presentism

There is a temptation to project modern categories onto ancient phenomena—to see surveillance in temples, bureaucracy in priesthoods, algorithms in astrology. This book resists that flattening.

The differences between the three divine operating systems are real and historically grounded. Nature God systems rely on episodic cosmic fear: authority is activated by eclipses, floods, and droughts, and between crises the divine pressure relaxes. Ghost God systems rely on continuous moral interiority: the believer carries the watcher inside, in the form of conscience and guilt. Machine God systems rely on ubiquitous data infrastructure: authority is distributed through networks, embedded in interfaces, and operationalised through algorithms—requiring neither belief nor guilt, only participation.

The similarities are structural, not identical. Each system solves the problem of scaled obedience, but they solve it differently, using the materials available—celestial cycles for God 1.0, metaphysical claims for God 2.0, digital technology for God 3.0.

The argument is comparative, not accusatory. It does not claim that ancient priests were proto-tech CEOs or that data centres are modern ziggurats. It claims that analogous structural pressures generate analogous functional responses, even when the cultural forms differ dramatically.



VII. The Steelman Principle

Before criticising a belief system, intellectual honesty requires articulating its strongest defence. This is the steelman principle: engage with the best version of an argument, not the weakest.

Religion has, by any fair accounting, organised charitable networks that cared for the poor, the sick, and the orphaned long before secular institutions existed. It encouraged moral universalism, extending ethical obligations beyond kin and tribe to all of humanity. It restrained tyrants through transcendent law—the claim that even kings are subject to divine judgment—while also, in other contexts, legitimising them. It inspired scientific inquiry, from Islamic golden age astronomers to Jesuit natural philosophers. It provided existential meaning in the face of death. It preserved classical knowledge through centuries of political fragmentation. And it mobilised movements for justice, from abolitionism to civil rights, grounding moral claims in sacred authority.

Max Weber showed how Protestant ethics contributed to modern economic discipline. Émile Durkheim demonstrated how religious rituals generate social solidarity. William James explored the varieties of religious experience as genuine psychological phenomena.

Any thesis that ignores these contributions is incomplete. The question, therefore, is not:


Has religion done good?



The question is:


What structural role does religion play when societies must regulate millions of people?



The same system that inspires compassion can also demand obedience. The same sacred text that restrains kings can also legitimise them. The same priesthood that preserves knowledge can also suppress dissent. Function is context-dependent.

This book will also offer a steelman of God 3.0 itself—the strongest case that the Machine God is not only a control system but potentially a framework for human flourishing at a scale no previous divine technology could achieve. That argument is built in Chapter 31, once the full anatomy of God 3.0 has been laid bare. It is not offered prematurely, because a steelman earns its weight only after the critique has been made honestly.

This book examines one function among many—the governance function. It does not claim this is the only function, or even the most important function. It claims this function is real, persistent, and newly relevant as we confront the installation of God 3.0.



VIII. What Would Falsify This Thesis?

The philosopher Karl Popper argued that the mark of a genuinely scientific proposition is its falsifiability—the existence of possible evidence that could prove it wrong. A thesis that can accommodate any evidence is not an explanation; it is an ideology. This book takes Popper’s criterion seriously. The governance-technology thesis must have conditions under which it would fail, or it deserves no more epistemic respect than the systems it analyses.

The thesis would weaken under four kinds of counter-evidence:


First, if large-scale societies consistently functioned without any internalised supra-human authority—complex, stratified, surplus-rich societies with no divine legitimation and no supernatural sanctions. (Modern secular states are not counter-examples but test cases: Chapters 18–21 argue that nationalism, communism, and the market took over the role.) Second, if religious intensity declined as hierarchy intensified—if the most stratified societies showed the least religious elaboration rather than the most. Third, if technological surveillance failed to correlate with behavioural regulation—if people behaved identically whether watched or not. Fourth, if substantial surplus storage appeared historically without any ideological apparatus to justify the inequality it produced.



So far, the historical and archaeological record supports the thesis on all four counts. But the door remains open to counter-evidence, and any reader who locates such evidence is invited to press the argument where it is weakest. The thesis survives or falls on the evidence, not on assertion.



IX. A Note on the Analyst’s Position

There is one further guardrail that intellectual honesty demands: an acknowledgment of this book’s own ideological position.

The sociologist of knowledge Karl Mannheim, in Ideology and Utopia (1929), argued that all knowledge systems—including the secular and the critical—are shaped by the social position of those who produce them. No analyst stands outside history. Every framework for understanding power is itself produced within a particular historical moment, cultural context, and class position, and is therefore susceptible to its own blind spots.

This book is no exception. It is written from a post-Enlightenment, secular, broadly Western intellectual tradition that is predisposed to see rationality where there is function, manipulation where there is faith, and structural interest where there is genuine belief. These predispositions are not necessarily wrong. But they should be named.

Specifically: this book may underestimate the genuine transcendent experiences that religious practice makes available to its participants. It may overstate the coherence of governance functions that were, in many cases, contradictory, contested, and partial. And it may project a kind of retrospective intentionality onto historical processes that were far more chaotic, contingent, and unplanned than any structural analysis can fully capture.

The philosopher J.L. Austin observed that statements do not merely describe reality—they also do things: they promise, they condemn, they bind, they liberate. The fact that a religious declaration performs a social function does not mean it is performing only that function. The confessing penitent may genuinely be seeking absolution. The social function of the confession box and the spiritual experience of the penitent are simultaneously real. This book analyses the former without denying the latter.

Naming these limitations is not a concession that undermines the argument. It is a condition of taking the argument seriously. A thesis that claims to see through the ideological functions of belief systems while refusing to examine its own ideological position would be guilty of precisely the blind spot it identifies in others.



X. The Tone of Inquiry

This book is not anti-religious. It is not pro-technology. It is not nostalgic for foraging life, which had its own hardships—infant mortality, periodic scarcity, inter-group conflict, the constant demands of survival. The goal is not to return to the Pleistocene but to understand the present.

If what follows is at times chilling, it is not because I wish to frighten, but because the pattern, once seen, is genuinely frightening. When you recognise that gods have functioned as governance technologies for twelve thousand years, and that a new version is being installed now, in real time, with your attention as the ritual and your data as the offering—it is difficult to remain complacent.

But chill is not despair. Understanding a system is the first step toward transforming it. The question is what we will do with that knowledge.



XI. The Transition

With the guardrails established, we can now return to history without caricature.

We begin not in Eden, but in constraint. Not in paradise, but in structural equilibrium. The next chapter examines pre-agricultural societies without romanticism—and without myth—so that the rupture introduced by farming can be seen clearly.


Before surplus.

Before permanent hierarchy.

Before scalable gods.



We turn now to the 288,000 years when humans lived in a different kind of world—a world that most of us, today, can barely imagine.


Part Two

Before the Gods







Chapter 4


Not Eden




The Limits and Strengths of Pre-Agricultural Societies



Before agriculture, there was no golden age.


There was no universal peace.

There was no perfect equality.

There was no absence of violence.



What existed instead was something more subtle and politically important:

Domination was difficult to scale.

This distinction matters. The claim of this book is not that early humans were morally superior, that they lived in harmony with nature and each other while modern civilisation has corrupted them. Such narratives are romantic, ahistorical, and ultimately useless for understanding the structural transformations that concern us.

The claim is structural: the economic and ecological organisation of pre-agricultural life made durable, institutionalised hierarchy unstable. Not impossible—no political form is ever truly impossible—but difficult to sustain across generations. The forager equilibrium was not paradise. It was constraint. And those constraints produced a form of freedom that most humans today can barely imagine.

To see this clearly, we must separate myth from mechanism.


I. Violence Before Civilisation

Anthropological evidence does not support the idea that forager societies were uniformly peaceful. The “noble savage” narrative, popularised by Enlightenment thinkers like Rousseau but rooted in much older European fantasies about the “New World,” collapses under scrutiny.

Lawrence Keeley’s groundbreaking 1996 work, War Before Civilization: The Myth of the Peaceful Savage, systematically challenged the assumption that prehistoric peoples lived in a state of perpetual peace. Examining archaeological data from sites worldwide, Keeley found abundant evidence of violence: skeletal trauma, embedded projectile points, defensive fortifications, and mass graves. At sites like the San Francisco Bay shell-mounds, researchers have found skeletons with embedded obsidian points and healed fractures consistent with interpersonal violence. At Jebel Sahaba in Sudan, a cemetery dating to more than 13,000 years ago contains dozens of skeletons with projectile points embedded in or near them—evidence of what appears to be organised violence.

Keeley estimated that 90–95% of known societies engaged in warfare of some kind, and that homicide rates in many small-scale societies were proportionally higher than in modern industrialised states. Subsequent research has largely confirmed this picture. Keeley’s evidence, and George R. Milner’s earlier work on prehistoric warfare, indicate that warfare was a major focus of prehistoric life, with skeletal trauma, defensive works, and weapons appearing long before the emergence of states.

But this evidence does not refute the structural argument. The key distinction is between violence and institutionalised domination.

A raid is episodic. A feud is personal. A retaliatory killing is tragic but contained. These forms of violence, however real and however frequent, do not produce the kind of enduring hierarchy that characterises state societies. They do not generate bureaucracies, tax collectors, standing armies, or priesthoods. They do not create the conditions for what the sociologist Max Weber called the “monopoly of legitimate violence”—a monopoly that requires continuous administration, not occasional eruption.

The difference between a raid and a prison system is not merely quantitative. It is structural. A raid does not produce obedience at scale. A prison system, backed by law and enforced by professional guards, does.

Pre-agricultural violence, however prevalent, did not translate into scalable domination. That is the critical point.

A further nuance is worth naming. Steven Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Nature (2011) argues, controversially, that violence per capita has declined over the long arc of human history, and that state formation—despite its capacity for organised mass killing—ultimately reduced the chronic, interpersonal violence that characterised many pre-state societies. Pinker’s data have been contested by scholars including R. Brian Ferguson, who argues that the archaeological record of pre-state violence is patchy and that Pinker’s baseline is methodologically questionable. The debate is unresolved. But for the purposes of this book, it is secondary. Whether states reduced or increased total violence is a separate question from whether they transformed the structure of domination. The state did not merely manage violence. It monopolised it, bureaucratised it, and sanctified it through divine authority. That transformation is what matters here.



II. Immediate-Return Economies

The anthropologist James Woodburn drew a useful distinction between “immediate-return” and “delayed-return” economies.

In immediate-return economies, food acquired today is consumed today. There is little accumulation, little storage, little surplus. The !Kung San of the Kalahari Desert, studied extensively by Richard Lee in the 1960s and 1970s, exemplify this pattern. Lee documented that !Kung foragers spent roughly fifteen to twenty hours a week getting food—around forty once tool-making and housework are included, still well below the agricultural or industrial norm. The rest of their time was available for rest, socialising, storytelling, and ritual.

Marshall Sahlins, drawing on Lee’s data and other ethnographic sources, famously characterised hunter-gatherers as the “original affluent society”—not affluent in the modern sense of abundant possessions, but affluent in the sense that their material wants were easily satisfied. Sahlins argued that the key to this affluence was not unlimited resources but limited desires. Foragers did not want endlessly; they wanted enough, and enough was readily obtained.

This economic structure has profound political consequences:


1. Wealth cannot easily compound. Without storage, there is no mechanism for wealth to accumulate across time. The successful individual gains prestige but not durable economic advantage. The kill is distributed according to sharing rules that prevent any person from monopolising resources.

2. Power cannot be stockpiled. In delayed-return economies—farming being the paradigmatic example—grain stored in granaries becomes a resource that can be used to hire labour, buy loyalty, or fund coercion. Without storage, there is no surplus to convert into power. Leadership must be continually re-earned.

3. Dependency chains are short. When everyone has direct access to resources, no one depends on anyone else for survival. This economic independence translates into political autonomy. The forager who disagrees with a decision can leave without risking starvation.



These are not moral achievements. They are material constraints. Immediate-return economies do not produce egalitarianism because foragers are naturally virtuous. They produce egalitarianism because inequality has no durable foundation. As James Woodburn and Christopher Boehm have shown, hunter-gatherer societies actively level would-be leaders through gossip, ridicule, and
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