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Preface: Impolite but Urgent Conversations

It is often said that in polite conversation one should avoid discussions about politics or religion, given their potential to ignite controversy and intense emotions. By examining some profound and complex intersections of artificial intelligence, religion, and power, this book ventures exactly into these charged territories. At a time when AI is rapidly transforming the fabric of our societies, these discussions are not only inevitable but also essential and urgent.

Contemporary discourse surrounding AI is dominated by concerns about future technological advancements, ethics and human agency, and policy and regulation. Yet in focusing on these technological, ethical, and regulatory dimensions, we often overlook the deeper cultural, spiritual, and existential undercurrents that influence and shape these developments. This book seeks to fill that gap, bringing to the forefront some of the ways in which thinking about and interacting with AI are intertwined with religious narratives and practices and (thereby) with power, and at the same time speak to our existential needs.

In exploring this direction, I continue an approach and follow up on ideas that have been central to my previous work. In New Romantic Cyborgs, I examined how romantic ways of thinking still shape our contemporary use and discourse about technology. In Using Words and Things and related papers I have used Wittgenstein to argue that the meaning of technology is like the meaning of language in the sense that it depends on use and “grammars,” that is, transcendental cultural structures that shape how we use and think about technology. And in much of my previous work I have endorsed the basic insight of contemporary phenomenologically and hermeneutically inspired philosophy of technology that technology is not a mere tool but itself shapes our lives and existence. This book continues that trajectory, but with a specific focus on religious ideas and practices.

As usual, this work does not stand on its own but is unavoidably and luckily relationally connected to other conversations. I wish to take this opportunity to thank a number of people with whom I had stimulating conversations about AI and religion during the past years: David Dusenbury, Audrey Borowski, Gabor Ambrus, Amanda Lagerkvist, Tom Furlanis, Johannes Hoff, Sarah Spiekermann, Juhani Steinmann, Mattia Geretto, and Eva Dědečková. I also thank Marcelo Soria-Rodríguez for so kindly giving permission to use his photo of the artwork Appropriate Response, and the artist, Mario Klingemann. Finally, I thank MIT Press editors Phil Laughlin and Virginia Crossman for supporting this project and Zachary Storms for helping with the formatting of my manuscript.

As you follow my journey and essay through these pages, I invite you to join these challenging but necessary conversations. In a time when technological advances are often met with uncritical celebration or doom thinking—and indeed within a polarized political landscape—it is more important than ever to gain a more nuanced and critical perspective. Understanding the roots of our thinking about AI can help with this. And last but not least, this book is also a call to actively, intellectually, and politically engage with the profound cultural-technological changes that are unfolding, preferably without the hope for a deus ex machina that haunts Western secular and religious thinking.

[image: A man kneels in front of a flap display showing continuously changing letters. A built-in artificial intelligence presents an aphorism on the display: “There’s a sort of peace of mind that comes with age.”]
Mario Klingemann, Appropriate Response, 2020, Bowman Hall, Madrid; photo courtesy of Marcelo Soria-Rodríguez and Iskra Velitchkova.








1
Introduction: The Birth of Machines Out of the Spirit of Religion



The artwork Appropriate Response (2020) from Mario Klingemann features a wooden kneeler and a flap display showing continuously changing letters. When a person kneels, the built-in artificial intelligence (AI), GPT-2 at the time, presents a unique phrase that looks like an aphorism. The installation raises questions about authorship and meaning, such as Can AI be an author? Who ultimately determines the meaning of a text, the author or the reader?1 But it also suggests religious themes. People are craving inspiration and wisdom and often turn to religion to find it. They search for answers. They search for meaning. They want to know the future. They hope. They fear. They pray. They want something or someone to hold on to. Religion has its rituals for this. It also has professionals: priests, monks, religious leaders. Does AI have the same function today, as we prompt (pray?) for an answer, for salvation perhaps? “On the one hand we fear AI but we also have hopes that it might help us to solve some problems,” says Klingemann. “That balance between hope and fear is closely related to religious experience, so I felt that kneeling was very fitting.”2 Is AI the new priest or even a new god, an omnipotent and all-knowing superhuman agent? Do we hope for a deus ex machina to save us? Is AI in this sense a project of artificial religion as much as it is one of artificial intelligence?

Technology and religion are usually not part of one discussion, one publication, or one academic department. In modernity we have learned to put them in separate boxes, and we generally prefer to keep them that way. The one belongs to the realm of nature and science, whereas the other belongs to the realm of culture and the humanities. Most people stick to these divisions. Yet there are exceptions, and in debates on AI, some voices have crossed the border. In his book Homo Deus, Yuval Harari claims that we will have a data religion, “Dataism”: we will come to believe that the human species is a data-processing system and eventually will completely outsource our decisions to algorithms. The Vatican is active in AI policy, for example with its Rome Call for AI Ethics.3 Critics of longtermism and effective altruism, movements with very specific visions of the long-term future of humanity, have questioned what can easily be seen as not only the utopian but also quasi-religious ideology behind Silicon Valley.4 It is one of the reasons why Big Tech is also increasingly Big Religion. As Greg Epstein argues, tech has become a “religious empire”: omnipresent in our lives, it has taken over the role of religion in “shaping our thoughts, feelings, hopes, fears, relationships, and future,” all in the interest of a small number of big corporations.5 And as we have seen, artists such as Klingemann do not have a problem crossing the border between technology and religion.

This book argues that such discourses and artworks are possible because there is no strict border in the first place. When I use the term “AI” in this book I refer to the currently popular machine learning applications, for example those that use large language models (LLMs). But as I will show, AI is not only about algorithms, models, data, and cloud infrastructures, but also about narratives, myths, and collective hopes and fears. While it is often said that AI is a myth in the sense that it over-promises and is hyped for the purpose of making money and gaining power, the link to myth is more profound and it’s necessary to dig deeper into the underlying narratives and concerns.6 Thinkers such as Carl Jung, Joseph Campbell, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Paul Ricoeur have pointed to the productive roles of myth in shaping human culture and human meaning-making. Mythological narratives help us with our personal and collective self-understanding. Myth is not a contingent add-on; with Hans Blumenberg we can understand myth as originating in our existential, anthropological condition.7 We need it to cope with our existential situation. If this is right, then our thinking about, and relation to, technologies is also shaped and mediated by myth.8 If we want to better understand and gain a critical relation to contemporary technologies, therefore, we need to work on myth.

AI, then, is not only a technology and potential profit maker but also a matter of meaning, existence, and what theologian and philosopher Paul Tillich called “ultimate concern” when he tried to describe the essence of faith: something that is so important that it gives life meaning and direction.9 Mobilizing the history of ideas, including relevant ideas from philosophy and theology, this book launches a more sustained effort to explore and investigate the connections between AI and religion. Yet it is not so much about how AI has already been adopted and used by world religions, how contemporary theologians and religious leaders think about AI, or how AI or its related movements are becoming a religion in a more practical and organized sense, but rather about how the ways in which we think about AI are entangled with religious and mythological ways of thinking.10 The book will show how the very project of creating intelligent machines in our image is, to use Nietzschean language, born out of the spirit of religion and how the ways in which it is used still fit and sustain religions patterns of thinking and practice.11

For this purpose, the book starts from two assumptions. One is that religion is not dead. The other is that technology is never just about technology.

First, religion is not dead. I mean this in at least the following three senses. First, while there are undeniably ongoing processes of secularization, in some places (Western Europe, some urban environments) more than others, religion is still a significant societal phenomenon and even a significant political force in most places on this planet. There is no such thing as a necessary path toward secularization. Some sociologists even speak of “desecularization,” considering for example the resurgence of religion in Russia and China, the rise of evangelical Christianity in the United States, and the growing Christian population in the Global South.12 To say that we live in a modern world without religion is a very Western-centric view, and even in the West there are huge differences between countries. For example, in the United States many people identify as religious, whereas in some countries in Europe such as the Czech Republic, Sweden, or France, the majority does not. There is also much variety within countries, with typically several religions, worldviews, and atheist movements coexisting, in peaceful ways or not, within nation states and cities. For example, in large Western urban centers there are significant amounts of religious immigrants; to call such cities secular would be mistaken.

Second, even in places where it has been conceived, in Europe and especially Enlightenment France (though it has predecessors in ancient Greece, particularly the pre-Socratic philosopher Democritus and the Sophists), the secularization project has never been entirely successful. Even people and societies that claim to be largely secularized and to have abandoned belief in God or gods (e.g., people that claim to be atheist) tend to nevertheless participate in religious practices (e.g., Christian weddings and funerals) or repeat religiously shaped patterns of thinking. For example, after what Friedrich Nietzsche called the death of God, even people who identify as atheist or nonreligious have often continued Christian ways of thinking about the world and themselves.13 In this book I will show that along with ancient Greek myths, Jewish and Christian patterns of thinking still shape how we think about and deal with AI.

In the history of ideas, these comments resonate with well-known critiques of the so-called disenchantment thesis. Max Weber famously argued that modernity is characterized by disenchantment: with the rise of modern science and Enlightenment reason, there is a decline in belief in magic and religion; science, Enlightenment, and bureaucracy take away the wonder, mystery, and spiritual significance that once permeated the previous human existence.14 Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud, and Émile Durkheim also thought that there is a movement—perhaps an inevitable movement—toward secularization. One would thus expect widespread disenchantment. However, during the past decades, sociologists have questioned the disenchantment thesis in various ways. Science also leads to wonder.15 There are many new forms of enchantment and religion such as New Age, the world religions are alive and well in most parts of the world, and ancient myths and nonmodern forms of spirituality continue to exert their influence. As a phrase often attributed to Weber puts it, we are still haunted by the ghosts of dead beliefs.

As we will see, those ghosts also roam the cathedrals of technology. I will show how invisible but powerful patterns of religious and mythological thinking shape how we think about technology, including AI. In that sense, religion is at least undead if not alive and well. Throughout the book I use this spectral metaphor. Some religious patterns of thinking also persist in our technoculture, even if they are usually not visible; we are usually not aware of them. Continuing my use of Wittgensteinian language, one could also say that there is a deep-seated religious cultural “grammar,” a form of life that is still permeated by religious patterns of thinking. Or one could speak of a collective “religious unconsciousness” that still exerts its influence, also in the realm of technology.16 Or to put it in yet another way, our desire for enchantment seems more stubborn than we supposed. AI and other new technologies can even be seen as contributing to re-enchantment.17 As cultural critic Neil Postman has already suggested, we now believe in technology.18 And Ian Bogost calls algorithmic culture “devotional.”19 Today the dominant technology, the new god, is AI. Perhaps the Western fascination with technology and the advance of science were always grounded in religious expectations anyway, as historian David Noble has argued.20 While many people who develop, sell, and promote AI may see themselves as rationalist and secular, I will show in this book that AI and religious ideas are interwoven in various ways.

This connects to emerging scholarly work in this area. Robert Geraci has already studied how different religious environments in the United States and Japan influence the goals and practice of robotics and AI.21 And as anthropologists and religious studies scholars point out, many religions have adopted AI and there are new religious movements that focus on technology. We can also learn from these fields that religion is not a monolithic thing—if a thing at all. Religion comes in many varieties and, like AI, is itself a moving target, emerging and transforming, partly in response to new technology.22

Third, regardless of what one thinks of religion (religion in general, if that makes sense at all, or at least a particular religion such as Christianity), religions are very much connected with some of our deepest and existential human needs and aspirations and are, therefore, unlikely to go away. They will continue to capture hearts and minds in the West and elsewhere. (This book is structured around some of these existential needs.) Moreover, religious traditions have usually acquired substantial knowledge about human nature and the human mind, which is relevant to contemporary discussions about science and technology. For example, in contrast to the overly rationalistic philosophies of some of their atheist opponents, these traditions acknowledge, and appeal to, humans as embodied, emotional, and spiritual beings. Any serious student of the humanities may well reject religion and religious beliefs (and, for example, they may also frame what religions do as abusing knowledge of the human mind and emotions to manipulate people, or point to the ways religions have often served power and have maintained social hierarchies) but should not neglect them. Whether we like it or not, religions are most likely here to stay and have always been constitutive of human cultures. Even in Western modernity, our self-understanding would be incomplete without including religious perspectives—a realization that has led political philosophers such as Charles Taylor and Jürgen Habermas to address the question of religion’s place in modern society and politics.23 Whether we like it or not, religion is part of our cultural DNA.

My second assumption is that technology is never only about technology; it is also about us. It is about tools but also about the users of these tools and their contexts and culture. Technology is not only a technical phenomenon but also a cultural one. It has intended goals and functions, but its uses and meanings cannot and should not be reduced to those goals and functions. As philosophers of technology emphasize and repeat, technologies have unintended consequences. They are also entangled with the rest of human culture in various ways. This is true for AI as well. As I have argued in previous work using terms borrowed from the later Wittgenstein, the meaning of technologies such as AI depends on the language games and form of life in which the technology is developed and embedded.24 In this case, AI is part of Western culture, which includes religious and mythological elements. It is an example of how the Western form of life is not secularized, or at least not entirely. How we use the technology and how we make sense of it depends on how we talk about things and how we do things in our culture(s), which directly or indirectly involves religious thinking and practice. For example, as we will see in chapter 3, the creation of an artificial being resonates with an important theme in the monotheistic religions. At the same time, technology is not simply a passive receptacle of culture; indeed, it also shapes culture. The medium is the message, as Marshall McLuhan has put it.25 Technologies such as AI not only do what they are meant to do but also change human cognition and culture. This means they also shape the religious mind and culture. Writing, for instance, has had a key influence on the monotheistic religions, which became religions of the Book and which have increasingly been individualized after the invention of the printing press. Religious people became (increasingly individual) readers and writers. (See also chapter 5.) Technology and culture, including religious culture, thus always interact and mutually shape one another.

In comparing patterns of thinking about AI and AI practices to religious patterns of thinking and practice and tracing their connection to existential needs and aspirations, I argue in this book that artificial intelligence is also always “artificial religion.” In order to fully understand our puzzling relation to machines and especially the Western obsession with building and using AI and humanlike robots, we need to investigate and understand the religious, mythological, and existential background of our thinking about machines. By mapping some fundamental connections between how we think about machines and Western religious culture, and relating these to fundamental existential human needs and aspirations, this book tracks AI’s religious background and argues that the resulting framework begins to offer a better understanding and explanation not only for how we think about machines but also for why we think we need them at all.

Yet this focus on AI and religion does not mean that this book is only concerned with the relation to the supernatural. Touching on the messy realities of human culture and religion also means touching on politics. With this term I do not refer just to problems regarding governments and citizens, or to political parties and elections, but more generally to fundamental issues of power in society. For example, as we will see, the human-divine relationship is modeled on human-human relationships, which can be, but need not be, asymmetrical and hegemonic. And religious history is an all-too-human history that includes oppression, bloodshed, deceit, and manipulation. Religion has always been entangled with power in various ways. Talking about AI and religion therefore also unavoidably raises political questions. Throughout the following chapters, I will point to some of these issues since it helps us to develop a more critical relation to AI.

Acknowledging this political aspect of the topic and comparing thinking about AI to religious patterns of thinking, however, do not imply the claim that AI literally and necessarily constitutes a religion in a sociological, institutional sense—with all the practices and organizations that this entails.26 This book is also not about understanding religion in the light of AI (for instance, addressing the question of what it means to be religious or nonreligious in the age of AI), let alone with the help of AI (for instance, by using modeling and simulation).27 Rather, my project concerns showing how the usually invisible and implicit cultural and religious “grammar” of Western society still influences AI. It is about the persistence and influence of a form of life that is still partly religious and therefore shapes our thinking and dealings with technology. Even if AI is not and will not become a full-fledged religion in the same way that, say, Christianity is a religion, I will show that what AI means and what we do with AI can be helpfully understood by exploring its relation to some key religious and existential themes, narratives, and ideas.

It is also important to note that the book does not deal with “religion in general” or with all religions but instead limits its scope to some influential Western religions—ancient Greek polytheistic religion and especially the Judeo-Christian monotheist tradition—since it seeks to better understand the Western relation to machines in the light of its most dominant and influential religious sources. Occasionally I will mention narratives and views from other religions, and readers are welcome to explore links with other religions and traditions, which have often interacted with, and continue to interact with, Western culture and thinking in interesting and complex ways. For example, there is work on Hinduism and AI, Buddhism and AI, and Islam and AI.28

By exploring connections between AI and religion, this book is thus situated at the crossroads of technology, religion, and society—including politics. It partly approaches this nexus by mobilizing the history of ideas, using concepts and insights from philosophy, theology, sociology, and media theory. It also engages with ancient narratives: ancient Greek myths and stories from the Bible. But the history of ideas or interpretation of narratives are never an aim in themselves here; the relevant scholars in the humanities have much more to say on those topics. Instead, the goal is to better understand, and contribute to, contemporary debates and narratives about AI.

This is much needed since there are several lingering conundrums when it comes to understanding AI narratives and practices. For example, the way most people talk about AI and other supposedly intelligent machines and behave toward them remains puzzling. They know that they are “mere” technologies but, as we saw when considering the artwork in the beginning of this introduction, at the same time they talk about and to them as if they were people. They anthropomorphize the machines and have all kinds of expectations about them and the future of humanity. Moreover, it is not so clear why, in spite of much scientific and philosophical skepticism about the possibility of truly humanlike AI or superintelligence, some tech people and the companies they work for keep pushing toward such goals and keep telling and spreading stories about superintelligence and humanity’s long-term future. What’s going on? Apart from obvious explanations that have to do
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