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As a convenor of the group concerned with 
structural comparative metaphysics, I 
suggest the following reading from S. N. 
Eisenstadt and his circle of scholars who 
elaborated a promising comparative canvas 
on the basis of the concept of axial religions, 
deriving from Karl Jaspers and Max Weber. 
As you will see from the readings, this new 
comparative proposal is free (or, at least, 
very hard tries to be) of the Western biases 
that can be still detected in Jaspers and 
Weber. It broadens the horizon of the axial 
religions to encompass also China and India. 
According to Jaspers, the defining feature of 
the axial religion is the “invention of the 
transcendence” which, at least partially, 
evacuates the sacred from the world and 
locates it in the transcendent godhead, 
personal or impersonal. According to 
Eisenstadt’s revision of Jaspers, the decisive 
moment of the axial breakthrough consists 
in shaping a new relation between 
transcendence and immanence. This relation 
can take many different forms and these 
differences are most interesting from the 
comparative perspective. Another important 
contribution of Eisenstadt’s school is the 
concept of “potential modernities,” i.e. 
various strategies of modernisation 
undertaken by cultural elites, which issue 
from the contrastive dynamics between 
transcendence and immanence. Please, read 
as much as you can: but I'm sure that you'll 
be able to catch the drift just after few 
pages... Enjoy! - Agata
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INTRODUCTION TO SECTION II–A 
OF AXIAL CIVILIZATIONS: GENERAL ANALYSIS

The papers collected in this section describe some general aspects
of the Axial civilizations—to the analysis of which constitutes the
first part of the substantive analyses presented in this volume.

The Axial Civilizations, what in Weber’s nomenclature were called
World Religions, constitute some of the major civilizations which
have shaped the contours of human history in the last two to three
millennia—the monotheistic civilizations, Judaism, Christianity and
Islam, Hinduism, Confucianism and Buddhism.

The papers collected in this section present some aspects of the
general analysis of these civilizations. The first article, “The Axial
Age,” published in 1982, opened up the contemporary dimension of
these civilizations and presents the basic characteristics and prob-
lematiques thereof. The second article follows up this analysis with
a special emphasis on the political dimension thereof. The third arti-
cle elaborates in greater detail the central role of intellectuals in the
constitution and dynamics of Axial Civilizations.

The last article analyzes—following the general observations on
this topic in the article on liminality in the first section of this col-
lection—the central role of utopias and sectarian activities in the
dynamics of these civilizations, a topic which will be taken up in
greater detail in the chapters in the next section in which it will be
illustrated through the analysis of several Axial Civilizations. All these
topics, as well as the general analysis of these civilizations, constitute
a focus of continual research and revision some of which especially
the concept of secondary breakthroughs have been discussed in great
detail in a recent workshop and which will be published in 2003.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE AXIAL AGE: THE EMERGENCE OF 
TRANSCENDENTAL VISIONS AND 

THE RISE OF CLERICS

I. I

1. The axial age and the emergence of transcendental visions

In the first millennium before the Christian era a revolution took
place in the realm of ideas and their institutional base which had
irreversible effects on several major civilizations and on human his-
tory in general. The revolution or series of revolutions, which are
related to Karl Jaspers’ ‘Axial Age’, have to do with the emergence,
conceptualization and institutionalization of a basic tension between
the transcendental and mundane orders. This revolutionary process
took place in several major civilizations including Ancient Israel,
Ancient Greece, early Christianity, Zoroastrian Iran, early Imperial
China and in the Hindu and Buddhist civilizations. Although beyond
the axial age proper, it also took place in Islam.1

These conceptions were developed and articulated by a relatively
new social element. A new type of intellectual elite became aware
of the necessity to actively construct the world according to some
transcendental vision. The successful institutionalization of such con-
ceptions and visions gave rise to extensive re-ordering of the inter-
nal contours of societies as well as their internal relations. This
changed the dynamics of history and introduced the possibility of
world history or histories.

The importance of these revolutionary changes has been recog-
nized to some degree in sociological and historical literature. The
recognition of their importance was in the background of Weber’s
monumental comparative study of world religions which focused on
the rationalization of these world religions.2 Jasper’s original insight

1 K. Jaspers, Vom Ursprung und Ziel der Geschichte (Zurich, 1949), pp. 15–106.
2 See Max Weber, Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religion-soziologie (Tübingen, J.C.B. Mohr,

1922 [1978]) and the English translation: Ancient Judaism (New York, The Free Press,
1952); The Religion of India (ibid. 1958); The Religion of China (ibid. 1951, 1964).
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into the axial age, concisely presented in his Vom Ursprung und Ziel
der Geschichte, was taken up in a conference organized on the initia-
tive of Benjamin Schwartz and published in 1975 as a Daedalus vol-
ume.3 A rather parallel trend of thought and analysis, focusing mainly
on Ancient Israel and Greece, has been developed by Eric Voegelin
in his volume on Order and History.4

But all these works notwithstanding, no full systematic analysis of
the impact of this series of revolutions on the structuring of human
societies and history is available. Starting from the insights of these
scholars, we shall attempt such a systematic analysis of the ways in
which this series of revolutions has transformed the shape of human
societies and history in what seems to be an irreversible manner.

2. The nature of axial revolutions

What then is the nature if these Axial Age revolutions? We may
quote here Benjamin Schwartz:

If there is nevertheless some common underlying impulse in all these
‘axial’ movements, it might be called the strain towards transcendence
[. . .] What I refer to here is something close to the etymological mean-
ing of the word—a kind of standing back and looking beyond—a kind
of critical, reflective questioning of the actual and a new vision of what
lies beyond [. . .] In concentrating our attention on those transcen-
dental breakthroughs we are of course stressing the significance of
changes in man’s conscious life. What is more, we are stressing the
consciousness of small groups of prophets, philosophers and wise men
who may have had a very small impact on their immediate environment.5

On Weber’s thematic and vision see: W. Schluchter, The Paradox of Rationalization,
in G. Roth and W. Schluchter, Max Weber’s Vision of History, Ethics and Methods
(Berkeley-Los Angeles/London, University of California Press, 1979), pp. 11–64;
and see also P. Bourdieu, Une interprétation de la théorie de la religion selon Max
Weber, European Journal of Sociology, XII (1971), 1–24; R. Lennert, Die Religions-theorie
Max Webers, Versuch einer Analyse seines religionsgeschichtlichen Verstands, Inaugural Dissertation
(Stuttgart, 1955); F.H. Tennbruck, The Problem of thematic unity in the works of
Max Weber, The British Journal of Sociology, XXI (1980), 316–351; and Stephen
Kalberg, The search for thematic orientations in a fragmented œuvre; the discus-
sion of Max Weber in recent German literature, Sociology (1979) 13, 127–39.

3 Wisdom, Revelation and Doubt: perspectives on the First Millenium .., edited
by B. Schwartz, Daedalus (Spring 1975).

4 E. Voegelin, Order and History, vols. I–IV (Baton Rouge, University of Louisiana
Press, 1954–1974).

5 B.I. Schwartz, The age of transcendence in wisdom, doubt and uncertainty,
Daedalus (Spring 1975), 3–4.
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These conceptions of a basic tension between the transcendental and
the mundane orders differed greatly from the ‘homologous’ percep-
tions of the relation between these two orders which were prevalent
in so-called pagan religions in those very societies and civilizations
from which these post-axial-age civilizations emerged.

Certainly, the transmundane order has, in all human societies, been
perceived as somewhat different, usually higher and stronger, than the
mundane one. But in the pre-axial-age ‘pagan’ civilizations this higher
world has been symbolically structured according to principles very
similar to those of the mundane or lower one. Relatively similar
symbolic terms were used for the definition of God(s) and man; of
the mundane and transmundane orders—even if there always was
a continuous stress on the difference between them. In most such
societies the transmundane world was usually equated with a concrete
setting, ‘the other world’, which was the abode of the dead, the
world of spirits, and not entirely unlike the mundane world in detail.6

These pagan societies, of course, always recognized the moral
frailty of man; the failure of people to live up to the prevalent social
and moral ideals. However, a conception of an autonomous, distinct
moral order which is qualitatively different from both this world and
‘the other world’ developed only to a minimal degree.

Such homologous conceptions of the transmundane and mundane
worlds were very often closely connected with some mythical and
cyclical conception of time in which the differences between the major
time dimensions—past, present and future—are only midly articulated.

By contrast, in the axial-age civilizations, the perception of a sharp
disjunction between the mundane and transmundane worlds devel-
oped. There was a concomitant stress on the existence of a higher
transcendental moral or metaphysical order which is beyond any
given this- or other-worldly reality.

The development of these conceptions created a problem in the ratio-
nal, abstract articulation of the givens of human and social existence

6 For some of the many analyses of these premises of pagan religions see for
instance: M. Fortes & G. Dieterlen (eds.), African Systems of Thought (London, Oxford
University Press, 1965), esp. pp. 7–49; the analysis in E. Voegelin, Order and History,
op. cit., vol. I, Israel and Revelation; the papers by Oppenheimer and Garelli in
Wisdom, Revelation and Doubt, op. cit.; H. Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods (Chicago,
University of Chicago Press, 1948). For a case of individual transcendental vision
which was not institutionalized see: G. Wiley, Mesoamerica Civilization and the
Idea of Transcendence, Antiquity, L (1976), 205–215.
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and of the cosmic order. The root of the problem lies in the fact
that the development of such conceptions necessarily poses the ques-
tion of the ways in which the chasm between the transcendental and
the mundane orders can be bridged. This gives rise to the problem
of salvation—to use Weber’s terminology. The roots of the quest for
salvation are given in the consciousness of death and the arbitrari-
ness of human actions and social arrangements. The search for some
type of immortality and a way to overcome such arbitrariness are
universal to all human societies. In societies in which the mundane
and transmundane worlds are defined in relatively homologous terms
this search for immortality is on the whole envisaged in terms of
some physical continuity. It is usually seen as conditional to the
fulfillment of one’s concrete obligation to one’s group.

This no longer holds true in civilizations in which there is an
emphasis on the chasm between the transcendental and the mun-
dane order and a conception of a higher moral or metaphysical
order. While the concept of immortality in these civilizations may
or may not still be tied to bodily images and to ideas of physical
resurrection, the very possibility of some continuity beyond this world
is usually seen in terms of the reconstruction of human behavior and
personality. This reconstruction would be based on the precepts of
the higher moral or metaphysical order through which the chasm
between the transcendental and mundane orders is bridged,7 and, as
Gananath Obeysekere has put it, rebirth eschatology becomes eth-
nicized.8 But the very attempt at such reconstruction was always torn
by many internal tensions. It is these tensions—which we shall expli-
cate in greater detail later on—and their institutional repercussions
that ushered in a new type of social and civilizational dynamics in
the history of mankind.

7 See Max Weber, Gesammelte Auftsätze zur Religion-soziologie, op. cit., and G. Roth
& W. Schluchter, Max Weber’s Vision of History, op. cit.

8 G. Obeysekere, The rebirth eschatology and its transformations: a contribution
to the sociology of early Buddhism in W. Doniger O’Flaharty (ed.), Karma and Rebirth
in Classical Indian Traditions (Berkeley/Los Angeles, University of California Press,
1980), pp. 137–165.
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II. T E  I  C 
  R   W

3. The emergence of intellectuals and the transformation of elites

In order to understand these dynamics we have first of all to ana-
lyze the social actors who were most active in giving these civiliza-
tions their form.

The development and institutionalization of the perception of basic
tension between the transcendental and the mundane order was
closely connected with the emergence of a new social element. Gen-
erally speaking it was a new type of elite which was cited as the car-
rier of models of cultural and social order. Examples would include the
Jewish prophets and priests, the Greek philosophers and sophists, 
the Chinese Literati, the Hindu Brahmins, the Buddhist Sangha and
the Islamic Ulema.

It was the initial small nuclei of such groups of intellectuals that
developed these new ‘transcendental’ conceptions. In all these axial-
age civilizations these conceptions ultimately became institutional-
ized. That is, they became the predominant orientations of both the
ruling as well as of many secondary elites, fully embodied in their
respective centers or subcenters.

Once such a conception of a tension between the transcendental
and the mundane order became institutionalized, it was associated
with the transformation of political elites, and turned the new scholar
class into relatively autonomous partners in the major ruling coali-
tions and protest movements. The new type of elites which resulted
from this process of institutionalization were entirely different in
nature from the elites which had been ritual, magical and sacral spe-
cialist in the pre-axial-age civilizations. The new elites, intellectuals
and clerics were recruited and legitimized according to distinct,
autonomous criteria, and were organized in autonomous settings, dis-
tinct from those of the basic ascriptive units. They acquired a poten-
tial country-wide status-consciousness of their own. They also tended
to become potentially independent of other categories of elites and
social groups. But, at the same time, they competed strongly with
them, especially over the production and control of symbols and
media of communication.

Such competition now became very intensive because, with the
institutionalization of such transcendental conceptions, a parallel 
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transformation had taken place in the structure of other elites. All
these elites tended to develop claims for an autonomous place in the
construction of the cultural and social order. They saw themselves
not only as performing specific technical, functional activities, but
also as potentially autonomous carriers of a distinct cultural and
social order related to the transcendental vision prevalent in their
respective societies.

The non-political cultural elites and the political elites each saw
themselves as the autonomous articulators of the new order, with
the other type potentially inferior and accountable to themselves.

Moreover, each of these groups of elites were not, in these soci-
eties, homogeneous. There developed a multiplicity of secondary cul-
tural, political or educational elites, each very often carrying a different
conception of the cultural and social order.

With these new types of elites, above all the political and cultural
ones, the intellectuals became the major partners in the formulative
ruling coalitions as well as of movements of protest. It is these elites
that were the most active in the reconstruction of the world and the
institutional creativity that developed in these societies.

4. Institutionalization of the transcendental vision and the 
re-ordering of the world

The attempts at re-ordering of the world developed in most spheres
of human existence and activity. Such reorganization of the world
has far-reaching implications for the formation of the human personality
and of personal identity in terms of the model of the ideal man. In
the societies in which the perception of the tension between the tran-
scendental and the mundane orders has been institutionalized, this
personal identity and the definition of man was taken beyond the
primordial givens of human existence, and beyond the various tech-
nical needs of daily activities. Purely personal virtues, such as courage,
or interpersonal one such as solidarity, have been taken out of their
primordial framework and are combined, in different dialectical
modes, with the attributes of resolution of the tension between the
transcendental and the mundane orders. In this way a new level of
internal tensions in the formation of personality is generated.9

9 See, for instance, E.H. Erikson (ed.), Adulthood (New York, W.W. Norton &
Co., 1978).
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Similarly the institutionalization of the perceived tension between
the transcendental and the mundane orders tends to create the cor-
responding definition of different worlds of knowledge—be they phi-
losophy, religions, metaphysics, ‘science’ or the like. Such definitions
transformed different types of ad hoc moral reflection and classificatory
schematization into second-order worlds of knowledge. This step con-
stitutes the starting point for what has usually been called the intel-
lectual history of mankind.10

5. The structuring of legitimation of social centers, 
traditions and political authority

If the legitimation of the social order in most of the great pre-axial-
age civilizations11 was based on some fusion of sacred and primordial
criteria and traditional charismatic modes of legitimation, the picture
became more complicated with the institutionalization of the per-
ception of tension between the transcendental and mundane order.12

In these post-axial-age civilizations, there developed first a strong
tendency to a continuous oscillation between primordial criteria on
the one hand and sacred or ideological ones—defined in terms of
the attributes of salvation—on the other; and the concomitant ten-
dency to ideologize or ‘sacralize’ the primordial attributes or to vest
the sacred with primordial attributes. Second, there tended to develop
a tension between ‘traditional’ modes of legitimation and more ‘open’
(rational, legal or charismatic) ones. Both these tensions were pre-
sent in the very stress on the basic quest to resolve the chasm between
the transcendental and the mundane orders. These tensions were not
purely ‘academic’, they constituted a continuous focus of actual polit-
ical struggle. There are far-reaching concrete institutional implications

10 The relations between the eschatological premises of civilizations and the con-
struction of worlds of knowledge is one of the neglected—but also perhaps one of
the most promising—arenas of the sociology of knowledge. They are now being
worked out in an inter-disciplinary seminar at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem.
Some interesting material can be found in B. Nelson, Der Ursprung der Moderne
Vergleichende Studien zum Zivilisations-prozess (Frankfurt, Suhrkamp, 1977).

11 On Egypt, see H. Kees, Ägypten—Die Kulturgeschichte des Orients (Munich, 1933);
and J. Wilson, The Burden of Egypt (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1951). On
Japan see J.W. Hall, Japan from History to Modern Times (London, Weidenfeld &
Nicholson, 1970).

12 These terms are derived from E. Shils, Primordial, personal, sacred and civil
ties, in Shils, Center and Periphery, essays in macro-sociology (Chicago, University of Chicago
Press, 1975), pp. 111–126.
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in those tensions. The most general and common has been the high
degree of symbolic orientation and ideologization of the major aspects
of the institutional structure. This applies in particular to the struc-
ture of collectivities, social centers, social hierarchies and processes
of political struggle. Some collectivities and institutional spheres were
singled out as the most appropriate carriers of the attributes of the
required resolution. As a result, new types of collectivities were cre-
ated or seemingly natural and ‘primordial’ groups were endowed
with special meaning couched in terms of the perception of this ten-
sion and its resolution. The most important innovation in this con-
text was the development of ‘cultural’ or ‘religious’ collectivities as
distinct from ethnic or political ones. Some embryonic elements of
this development existed in some of those societies in which no con-
ception of tension between the transcendental and the mundane
order was institutionalized. However, it was only with the develop-
ment and institutionalization of this conception that those elements
became transformed into new, potentially fully-fledged collectivities
with autonomous criteria of membership and loci of authority. The
membership in these collectivities and frameworks tended to become
imbued with a strong ideological dimension and to become a focus
of ideological struggle.

An aspect of this ideological struggle was the insistence on the
exclusiveness and closure of such collectivities and on the distinction
between inner and outer social and cultural space defined by them.
This aspect became connected with attempts to structure the different
cultural, political and ethnic collectivities in some hierarchical order,
and the very construction of such an order usually became a focus
of ideological and political conflict.

6. The autonomy and distinctiveness of the Great and Little Traditions

Related to the ordering of the major collectivities was the develop-
ing tendency towards the autonomous organization of the social cen-
ters,13 and a relatively strong emphasis on the symbolic distinctiveness
of the centers from the periphery. Such centers have been conceived

13 These terms are derived from E. Shils, Center and periphery, and society and
societies—The macrosociological view, in Shils, Center and Periphery, op. cit. pp. 3–11
and 34–38; and see also their elaboration and application in S.N. Eisenstadt (ed.),
Political Sociology (New York, Basic Books, 1971); and S.N. Eisenstadt, Revolution and
the Transformation of Societies (New York, The Free Press, 1978).
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as the major loci of the charismatic attributes of the resolution of
the transcendental tension, and hence also of the construction of cul-
tural and societal orders. These attributes of centrality became ‘nat-
urally’ related to those institutional spheres which show the closest
affinity to the focus of resolution of the transcendental tension, and
it is the centers most closely related to these spheres that became
autonomous and distinct from the periphery.

At the same time the development of such distinctiveness and sym-
bolic differentiation of the center gave rise to the tendency of the
center to permeate the periphery and to reorganize it according to
the autonomous criteria of the center.

These processes of center-formation and of reconstruction of col-
lectivities were related to the transformation and construction of
Great Traditions14 as autonomous, distinct, symbolical frameworks.
Such construction of centers and of Great Traditions may be evi-
dent in the ‘external’ artifacts such as great works of architecture,
or in the writing and sanctification of scholarly books and codices.
The structure of the Great Traditions in those societies in which the
perception of tension between the transcendental and the mundane
order has been institutionalized goes, however, beyond such exter-
nal manifestations. It has above all been characterized by their sym-
bolic and organizational distinctiveness from the Little Traditions of
the periphery. Such distinctiveness and autonomy could be clearly
identified, even in those cases, as among the ancient Israeli tribes,
in which the carriers of such centers and Traditions were not orga-
nized in distinct, specific frameworks. It becomes organizationally
more fully visible in imperial societies such as China, the Byzantine
Empire, or in Theravada Buddhist societies.15

The relations between the Great and Little Traditions were trans-
formed by processes of ideological differentiation. They gave rise to
attempts by the carriers of the Great Traditions to permeate the
periphery and to pull the Little Traditions into the orbit of the Great
ones; as well as to attempts by the carriers of the Little Traditions
to dissociate themselves from the Great Traditions, to profane them,
and, paradoxically enough, also to generate a distinct ideology of
the Little Traditions and of the periphery.

14 The concept of Great Tradition is derived from R. Redfield, Human Nature and
The Study of Society (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1962), passim.

15 This point is more fully elaborated in S.N. Eisenstadt, Revolution and the
Transformation of Societies, op. cit., esp. chs. iii & iv.
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7. The ordering of political order

In all these civilizations there also took place a far-reaching re-
ordering rooted in the conception of the relation between the polit-
ical and the higher transcendental order. The political order as the
central locus of the mundane order has usually been conceived as
lower than the transcendental one and accordingly had to be restruc-
tured according to the precepts of the latter and, above all, accord-
ing to the perception of the proper mode of overcoming the tension
between the transcendental and the mundane order, of ‘salvation’.
It was the rulers who were usually held to be responsible for orga-
nizing the political order.

At the same time the nature of the rulers became greatly trans-
formed. The King-God, the embodiment of the cosmic and earthly
order alike, disappeared, and a secular ruler, in principle accountable
to some higher order, appeared. Thus there emerged the conception
of the accountability of the rulers and of the community to a higher
authority, God, Divine Law and the like. Accordingly, the possibility
of calling a ruler to judgement emerged. The first most dramatic
appearance of this conception appeared in Ancient Israel, in the
priestly and prophetic pronunciations. A different conception of such
accountability, an accountability to the community and its laws,
appeared in the northern shores of the Eastern Mediterranean, in
Ancient Greece. In different forms this conception appeared in all
these civilizations.16

Concomitant with the emergence of conceptions of accountability
there began to develop autonomous spheres of law and conceptions
of rights. These tended to be somewhat distinct from ascriptively-
bound custom and purely customary law. The scope of these spheres
of law and rights varied greatly from society to society but they were
all established according to some distinct and autonomous criteria.

8. The ordering of social hierarchies

Social hierarchies are another aspect of the axial-age civilizations
which were reorganized as a result of the institutionalization of the
transcendental vision.17 This is evident first of all in the organization

16 See S.N. Eisenstadt, Cultural traditions and political dynamics, the origins and
modes of ideological politics, The British Journal of Sociology, XXXII (1981), 155–181.

17 See this also in greater detail in S.N. Eisenstadt, Social Differentiation and Stratification
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of the group basis of stratification and in the tendency to stress
groups which can be defined in wide, potentially universalistic terms.

Second, there has been a marked shift in the construction of the
basic criteria of stratification. The social positions which are closest
to the resolution of tension became endowed with a special autonomous
symbolic aura. Thus, these positions acquired a relatively high sta-
tus as the criteria of evaluation became broader and dissociated from
the narrow-primordial or ascriptive criteria.

Third, the holders of these positions tend to develop a relatively
autonomous, distinct and broad society (or sector) wide-status con-
sciousness as opposed to a more local, primordial or sectoral one.

Fourth, there developes a tendency to dissociate ownership from
local use of resources; while the latter may remain with the local
groups the control over the macro-social use and conversion of such
resources, which tends to become vested in the holders of these
‘upper’ positions in the social hierarchy.

9. New levels of social conflict

These modes of organizing the major institutional spheres in civi-
lizations in which a conception of tension between transcendental
and mundane civilizations has become institutionalized have affected
the scope, intensity and definition of social conflict in general. Insofar
as the political sphere is perceived as relevant to ‘salvation’, political
conflict in particular has been affected as well. New dimensions have
been added to the processes of conflict that develop in these societies
beyond those which can be identified in the pre-axial-age societies.
The most important has been the possible development of new levels
of conflicts beyond those of specific ‘narrow’ interests of different groups
and elites, and the definition of such conflicts in broader symbolical
or ideological terms. The issues of struggle tended to become highly
ideologized, generalized and sometimes even universalized. The strug-
gle itself tends to become organized in relatively autonomous settings.
Similarly, there develop linkages between different levels of issues
ranging potentially up to the very principle of legitimation of the
social and political order. These new levels of conflict generated new
processes of change and continuous reconstruction of the social order.

(Glenview, Scott Foresman & Co., 1971), vi; and S.N. Eisenstadt, Convergence and
divergence of modern and modernizing societies, International Journal of Middle East
Studies, VIII (1977), 1–18.
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III. T P   C D

10. The multiplicity of visions and the growth of reflexivity

These new modes of continuous re-ordering of societies and entire
civilizations, and of social and cultural change, can only be under-
stood in connection with the tension inherent in the symbolic and
ideological premises of these civilizations.

The root of such tensions lies in the very institutionalization of
the perception of the tension between the transcendental and the
mundane order and of the quest to overcome it. This generates an
awareness of a great range of possibilities or visions of the very
definition of such tensions; of the proper mode of their resolution
as well as an awareness of the partiality or incompleteness of any
given institutionalization of such vision. Historically the growth of
this awareness was never a simple peaceful process. It has usually
been connected with a continuous struggle and competition between
many groups and between their respective visions.

Once the conception of a basic tension between the transcendental
and the mundane order was fully recognized and institutionalized in
a society, or at least within its center, any definition and resolution
of this tension became in itself very problematic. It usually contained
strong heterogeneous and even contradictory elements, and its elab-
oration in fully articulated terms generated the possibility of different
emphases, directions and interpretations, all of which have been rein-
forced by the historical existence of multiple visions carried by different
groups. Because of this multiplicity of visions, no single one could
be taken as given or complete.

The content of such alternative visions tended to develop in several
directions, and these could also be combined in different ways. One
such direction was the reformulation of the nature of the tension
between the transcendental and the mundane orders. Examples of
this are the cases of the Buddhist reformulation of the premises of
Hinduism and the Christian reformulation of the premises of Judaism.

Second was the ideological denial of the very stress on the ten-
sion between transcendental and mundane orders and a ‘return’ to
a conception which upholds the parallelism between the transcen-
dental and the mundane orders, reflecting a pre-transcendental stage.

The third direction of such alternative visions was the denial of
the locally predominant conception of the resolution of such tension
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and of its institutional derivatives. This took the form of stress on
other-wordly orientations in this-worldly orientations, or stress on
learning as against military or political virtue.

Fourth was the elaboration of a great variety of religious and intel-
lectual orientations, especially mystical and esoteric ones which went
beyond the established, routinized, orthodox version of the resolu-
tion of the transcendental tension.

Fifth was the upholding of the prevalent conceptions and ideals
in their pure, pristine form, as against their necessarily compromised
concretization in any institutional setting. All these alternative visions
usually became combined with the perennial themes of social protest,
such as the emphasis on equality and solidarity, or the suspension
of social division of labor.18

It is this very multiplicity of alternative visions that gave rise in
all these civilizations to an awareness of the uncertainty of different
roads to salvation, of alternative conceptions of social and cultural
order, and of the seeming arbitrariness of any single solution. Such
awareness has become a constituent element of the consciousness of
these civilizations, especially among the carriers of their Great Tra-
ditions. This was closely related to the development of a high degree
of ‘second order’ thinking which is a reflexivity turning on the basic
premises of the social and cultural order.19

This reflexivity has also been closely related to the new percep-
tion of the time-dimensions providing the background for the ten-
sion between the transcendental and mundane orders. Such a revision
is evident in the greater stress on the possible discontinuities between
the major dimensions of time—past, present and future—and the
consequent necessity to find ways to bridge them. While the nature
of this bridge, whether it is cyclical, historical or apocalyptic, varies
greatly between different civilizations, the stress on some disconti-
nuity is common to all of them.

Utopian visions were another common element which emerged in
these civilizations. These were visions of an alternative cultural and
social order beyond any given place or time. Such visions contain
many of the millennarian and revivalist elements which can also be
found in pagan religions, but they go beyond them by combining

18 S.N. Eisenstadt, Tradition, Change and Modernity (New York, John Wiley & Sons,
1973), pp. 140–151.

19 See on this the various discussions in Wisdom, Revelation and Doubt, op. cit.
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these elements with a stress on the necessity to construct the mun-
dane order according to the precepts of the higher one.20

11. The emergence of organic solidarity

All these visions became closely interwoven with different social groups
and constituted a basic component of these civilizations, generating
their specific dynamics. One of the characteristics of these dynam-
ics was the social integration. Our preceding analysis has shown that
the social recognition of the basic tension between the transcenden-
tal order, and the associated attempts to re-order the world, influences
the entire pattern of social interaction, and gives rise to new modes
of institutional creativity. It influences these patterns in two directions
particularly: first towards growing symbolic articulation and ideolo-
gization of the meaning of social activities, collectivities and institutions;
and second towards the growing diversification of the ranges of social
activities and frameworks.

These tendencies generated problems of social integration related
to Durkheim’s idea of mechanical and organic solidarity. This called
for the establishment of much more flexible and differentiated frame-
works of integration than that prevalent in pre-axial-age societies or
civilizations.21

The construction of a new level of integration was necessarily
difficult, fragile and fraught with contradictions. For example, in
these civilizations there emerged, even if in varying degrees of inten-
sity, proselytizing zeal, evident in the attempt to impose any given
elite vision of the construction of the world on many societies. There
has also been the closely connected tendency to rather principled
intolerance concerning the basic (doctrinal and/or ritual) premises
and institutional results of any given definition of the tension between
the transcendental and the mundane order and its resolution. This
intolerance is rooted in the uncertainties generated by the construc-
tion of this tension. It stems from the awareness that any resolution

20 The literature on Utopia is, of course, immense. For a good survey, see G. Kaleb,
Utopias and Utopianism, International Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences (New York,
MacMillan & Free Press, 1968), XVI, pp. 267–270; and for a fascinating collection
of essays, Vom Sinn der Utopie, Eranos Jahrbuch (1963) (Zurich, Rhein Verlag, 1964).

21 E. Durkheim, De la division du travail social (Paris, Alcan, 1893), English translation,
The Division of Labor in Society (Glencoe, The Free Press, 1960). See also R. Aron,
Les étapes de la pensée sociologique (Paris, Gallimard, 1967), pp. 319–330.
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of the tension cannot be taken as given and natural, but rather that
it is constructed out of different possibilities rooted in the very prob-
lems of human existence and in the consciousness of alternatives.
This intolerance contrasts strongly with the relative tolerance of those
societies or cultures in which the perception of tension between the
transcendental and the mundane order does not exist. The very intol-
erance gives rises to the establishment of official orthodoxies, upheld
by the ruling coalitions of political and religious authorities, but it
also contains strong elements of ambivalence. Paradoxically, it gen-
erates potential challenges to itself, although challengers may be as
intolerant as those whom they challenge.

The problem of resolving the tension between the mundane and
transcendental orders is inherently irresolvable. But the persistent
quest for a resolution results in reorganized institutions, new levels
of conflict, new processes of social change, as well as a transforma-
tion of the relations between societies and civilizations.

12. Intellectuals and clerics as members of ruling coalitions and of 
movements of protest; and as carriers of conflicts and change

A central feature of the new dynamics of civilizations was that the
intellectual and clerical elites were active in both the ruling coali-
tions and the protest movements that developed in these societies.

As members of the ruling coalitions, these elites sought to regu-
late institutional attempts to reconstruct the world according to some
transcendental vision. They pursued this regulation through control
over three increasingly differentiated aspects of the flow of resources
in the society. First they attempted to control access to the major
institutional markets, i.e., the economic, political and cultural and
religious ones. Second, and most important, they controlled the scope
of these markets and the conversion of resources between them. This
applies particularly to the conversion of economic resources into
political and status resources. Third, they attempted to control the
definition of the more complex, problematic soqial groups and cul-
tural worlds.

At the same time, such elites also constituted the most active ele-
ments in the movements of protest and processes of change that
developed in these societies. The participation of these elites greatly
influenced the post-axial-age character of such movements at both
the symbolic and organizational levels.
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First, there was a growing symbolic articulation and ideologization
of the perennial themes of protest which are found in any human
society, such as rebellion against the constraints of division of labor,
authority and hierarchy, and of the structuring of time dimension;
the quest for solidarity and equality and for overcoming human 
mortality.

Second, Utopian orientations were incorporated into the rituals of
rebellion and the double image of society.22 It was this incorpora-
tion that generated alternative conceptions of social order and new
ways of bridging the distance between the existing and the ‘true’ res-
olution of the transcendental tension.

Third, new types of protest movements appeared. The most impor-
tant were intellectual heterodoxies, sects or movements which upheld
the different conceptions of the resolution of the tension between the
transcendental and the mundane order, and of the proper way to
institutionalize such concepts.

The transformation of such alternative conceptions into hetero-
doxies resulted, of course, from their confrontation with some insti-
tutionalized orthodoxy. Since then, continuous confrontation between
orthodoxy on the one hand, and schism and heterodoxy on the
other, and the accompanying development of strong antinomian ten-
dencies, has been a crucial component in the history of mankind.

Fourth, and closely related to the former, was the possibility of
the development of autonomous political movements and ideologies
usually oriented against an existing political center with its elabo-
rated symbolism and ideology.

Among these new elites, it was the intellectuals in particular23 who
were most active in the ideological development of the different types
of protest. They were also especially responsible for articulating the
antithesis between ‘rational’ and ‘anti-rational’ protest orientations.
In these movements they tended to foster the antinomian tendency
by focusing on the aesthetic, ritual and mystical dimensions of human
existence. Out of this orientation came the most extreme expression
of subjectivism and privatization. Closely related to these changes in

22 Max Gluckman, Rituals of rebellion in South-East Africa, in Gluckman, Order
and Rebellion in Tribal Africa (New York, The Free Press, 1963), pp. 110–137; 
A. Decouflé, Sociologie des révolutions (Paris, Presses Universitaires de France, 1966).

23 See S.N. Eisenstadt, Intellectuals and tradition, in S.N. Eisenstadt & S.R. Graubard
(eds.), Intellectuals and Tradition (New York, Humanities Press, 1973), pp. 1–21; and
E. Shils, Intellectuals, traditions and the tradition of intellectuals, ibid., pp. 21–35.
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the symbolic dimension of protest movements were important orga-
nizational changes. The most general change was the growing pos-
sibility of structural and ideological links between different protest
movements and the foci of conflict. These links could be effected by
different coalitions of different secondary elites, above all by coali-
tion between ‘secondary’ articulators of models of cultural order and
political elites.

Thus, first, any single protest movement, either in the center or
on the periphery, was exposed to possible links with other move-
ments and to more central religious and political struggles.

Second, such movements could become connected with the open-
ing up of a relatively wide range of institutional choices which resulted
from the institutionalization of transcendental tension and the quest
for its resolution. Hence, they could focus not only on the specific
applications of social premises, but also on the very premises them-
selves, and on the very bases of legitimation of the social and polit-
ical order. In this way new levels of conflict were generated.

Third, a strong ideological articulation of the tension between cen-
ter and periphery, between the Great and the Little Traditions became
available to these movements. Hence, the possibility of these move-
ments impinging on the center or centers of the society increased.

13. New ideological attitudes to change

New ways of generating, organizing and perceiving change came out
of these social conflicts, protest movements and the awareness of a
variety of choices.

While the concrete attitude toward change, negative or positive,
adaptive or transformative, varied according to the society and period,
all of these post-axial-age civilizations had a common tendency toward
a highly articulated symbolical and ideological attitude toward change.24

They shared a certain totalistic view of change which attempted to
mold the changes according to the prevalent transcendental vision.
Specific changes were associated with broader concepts and in this
way the possibility of the society simply absorbing piece-meal change
was diminished. Instead, there developed a continuous tension between
an extreme generation of change and a very principled intolerance

24 See S.N. Eisenstadt, Some Observations on the Dynamics of Traditions,
Comparative Studies in Society and History, II (1969), 451–475.
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toward the absorption of change into the symbolic and institutional
framework.

These new developements ushered into the arena of human his-
tory the possibility of consciously ordering society, and also the con-
tinuous tension that this possibility caused. The new dynamics of
civilization transformed group conflicts into potential class and ideo-
logical conflicts, cult conflicts into struggles between the orthodox
and the heterodox. Conflicts between tribes and societies became
missionary crusades for the transformation of civilizations. The zeal
for reorganization informed by each society’s concept of salvation
made the whole world at least potentially subject to cultural-political
reconstruction.

IV. I  C A

14. The multiplicity of world histories

The general tendency to reconstruct the world with all its symbolic-
ideological and institutional repercussions was common to all the
post-axial-age civilizations. But their concrete implementation, of
course, varied greatly. No one homogeneous world history emerged
nor were the different types of civilizations similar or convergent.
Rather, there emerged a multiplicity of different, divergent, yet con-
tinuously mutually impinging world civilizations, each attempting to
reconstruct the world in its own mode, according to its basic premises,
and attempting either to absorb the others or consciously to segre-
gate themselves from them.

It would be beyond the scope of this paper either to analyze these
differences or to attempt to explain them—all this has to be left to
further publications. It might, however, be worthwhile to point out
that some of the most important sets of conditions which provide
the clues to the understanding of these different modes of institu-
tional creativity are given in the way the premises of these civiliza-
tions are crystallized and institutionalized in concrete social settings.
Two such sets of conditions can be distinguished. One refers to vari-
ations in the basic cultural orientations, in the basic ‘ideas’ or visions
concerning civilization with their institutional implications. The other
set of conditions refers to different concrete social arenas in which
these institutional tendencies can be played out.

eisens_f8_193-217  11/19/02  11:26 AM  Page 214



   215

First of all, among the different cultural orientations there are cru-
cial differences in the very definition of the tension between the tran-
scendental and mundane orders and the modes of resolving this
tension. There is the distinction between those cases in which the
tension was couched in relatively secular terms (as in Confucianism
and classical Chinese belief systems and, in a somewhat different
way, in the Greek and Roman worlds), and those cases in which
the tension was conceived in terms of a religious hiatus (as in the
great monotheistic religions and Hinduism and Buddhism).

A second distinction, within the latter cases, is that between the
monotheistic religions in which there was a concept of God stand-
ing outside the Universe and potentially guiding it, and those sys-
tems, like the Hinduism and Buddhism, in which the transcendental,
cosmic system was conceived in impersonal, almost metaphysical
terms, and in a state of continuous existential tension with the mun-
dane system.

Another major distinction lies in the focus of the resolution of the
transcendental tensions which, in Weberian terms, is salvation. Here
the distinction is between purely this-worldly, purely other-worldly
and mixed this- and other-wordly conceptions of salvation. It is prob-
ably no accident that the ‘secular’ conception of this tension was
connected, as in China and to some degree in the ancient world,
with an almost wholly this-worldly conception of salvation, or that
the metaphysical non-deistic conception of this tension, as in Hinduism
and Buddhism, tended towards an other-worldly conception of sal-
vation, while the great monotheistic religions tended to stress com-
binations of this- and other-worldly conceptions of salvation.

Another set of cultural orientations which are of special importance,
the ordering of the broader ranges of solidarity, and connecting them
with the broader meanings generated by the transcendental visions
can be distinguished.

First, of central importance here is the degree to which access to
the central attributes of cosmic and/or social order is given directly
to the members of any social category or sub-category which enables
them to act as mediators between these attributes and the broader
groups.

Second is the nature of relations between the attributes of cosmic
and social order and salvation and the basic attributes of the major
primordial ascriptive collectivities. Here three possibilities can be 
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distinguished. One is when the access to these broader attitudes is
entirely vested within some such ascriptive collectivity. The second
one occurs when there is a total disjunction between the two. The
third possibility arises when these respective attributes are mutually
relevant and each serves as a referent of the other or a condition
of being member of the other without being totally embedded in
one another. Such a partial connection usually means that the attrib-
utes of the ascriptive collectivities are seen as one component of the
attributes of salvation, and/or conversely, that the attributes of sal-
vation constitute one of the attributes of such collectivities. It is the
different combinations of these two sets of cultural orientations that
have been most important in shaping the broad institutional con-
tours and dynamics of the different post-axial age-civilizations.

Above all, these cultural orientations have formed the degree of
the symbolic autonomy and the degree of unitary homogeneous orga-
nizations experienced by the new types of elites and ruling coalitions
which characterized the post-axial-age civilizations. That is, they
shaped the relations between them; their place in the ruling coali-
tions; the modes of control of the major institutional spheres effected
by them; and the degree to which there developed different types
of links between the different ruling and secondary elites and processes
of change, links which could give rise to different modes of societal
transformation.

But the concrete working out of all such tendencies depends on
the second set of conditions—the arenas for the concretization of
these broad institutional tendencies. These conditions included, first,
the economic structure of these civilizations (although they all belonged
to economically relatively developed agrarian or combined agrarian
and commercial societies).

Second, they varied greatly according to their respective political-
ecological settings, whether they were small or great societies, whether
they were societies with continuous compact boundaries, or with
cross-cutting and flexible boundaries.

Third was their specific historical experience, especially in terms
of encounters with other societies, especially in terms of mutual pen-
etration, conquest or colonization. It is the interplay between the
different constellations of the cultural orientations analyzed above,
their carriers and their respective visions of restructuring the world
and the concrete arenas and historical conditions in which such
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visions could be concretized, that have shaped the institutional con-
tours and dynamics of the different axial-age civilizations. The sub-
sequent courses of world history, and their systematic exploration,
should constitute the object of further systematic analysis.25,*

25 For some preliminary attempts in such a direction see: S.N. Eisenstadt, Revolution
and the Transformation of Societies, op. cit.; . Cultural traditions and political dynam-
ics, loc. cit.; . Max Weber’s Antike Judentum und der Charakter der Jüdisch
Zivilisation, in W. Schluchter (ed.), Max Webers Studies über das antike Judentum (Frankfurt,
Suhrkamp, 1981), pp. 134–185; and This Worldly Transcendentalism and the
Structuring of the World—Max Weber’s Religion of China and the format of Chinese his-
tory and civilization ( forthcoming).

* The analysis presented here, which constitutes part of a larger work on a socio-
logical analysis of comparative civilizations, has been developed in lectures and 
seminars over the years at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and Harvard University
and in seminars in the summer 1980 at the Universities of Vienna and Berne. I
am indebted to my colleagues and students in these institutions for continuous dis-
cussions. The research on which it has been based has been partially supported by
a grant from the Volkswagen Foundation.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

CULTURAL TRADITIONS AND POLITICAL DYNAMICS:
THE ORIGINS AND MODES OF 

IDEOLOGICAL POLITICS*

I

It is a great honour and pleasure for me to be able to address you
today here at the London School of Economics. The remarks which
I shall present to you today deal with some problems in compara-
tive analysis and a large part of what I know about comparative
analysis I have learned here in 1947–8 and through continuous con-
tacts thereafter. When I came here in 1947 for what today would
have been called a post-doctoral British Council Scholarship, I was
greatly interested—under the influence of my teachers in Jerusalem,
Martin Buber and Richard Koebner—a social philosopher and an
historian—to combine historical and sociological study and especially
to engage in some type of comparative analysis. And I was very
lucky to be here at that period when old and new were interacting
in a great intellectual ferment. Morris Ginsberg and T.H. Marshall
were continuing their vigorous teachings of the comparative approach
so strongly influenced by Hobhouse and Edward Shils and others
were also teaching here at that period bringing in the Weberian and
Durkheimian tradition. Ginsberg’s seminar was a place in which
many lively discussions, in which sociologist, anthropologists and his-
torians—many of whom became leaders of their disciplines, among
whom I would like to mention specially the late Maurice Freedman—
participated, and to me, who still cherishes my copy of Ginsberg’s
Home University Sociology (which I acquired as a high school student
in 1940) it was a great, unusual, intellectual treat. In anthropology

* Preliminary and partial versions of this lecture were presented at the Joint
Harvard-M.I.T. Seminar on Political Development in September, 1978, and as a
Nef Colloquium of the Committee on Social Thought in the University of Chicago
in October, 1979.

Part of the research on which this lecture is based has been helped by a grant
from the Volkswagen Foundation.
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a similar experience could be found in Raymond Firth’s seminars,
where it was possible to exchange views with Aurey Richards, Lucy
Mair, Edmund Leach, the late S.F. Nadel, and with many others,
and through them further with other anthropologists, especially with
Meyer Fortes and the late Max Gluckman.

It was a very great intellectual stimulus, and my own interests
focussed mostly on the continued interweaving of sociological theory
and comparative analysis—an area to which the subject on which I
shall talk today belongs.

II

In this lecture I would like to trace the relations between cultural
traditions and some central aspects of the dynamics of political sys-
tems, especially but not only, in so-called historical or pre-modern
societies. This is a subject which has been, paradoxically enough,
both very central as well as very neglected in sociological discussions
and analysis. It has been at least implicitly very central in many of
the evolutionary schools and approaches and can indeed be fully
illustrated by Hobhouse’s own concern about the relations between
moral and political evolution.

But it has also been a relatively neglected subject. Beyond the
general correlations between moral and political development—cor-
relations which, as is well known, have often been seriously criti-
cized as have been other central assumptions of the evolutionary
approaches—there have been but few systematic comparative analy-
ses of the relations between different cultural traditions and political
dynamics. There has been no systematic analysis of the kind that
Weber attempted with respect to the relations between cultural tra-
ditions and economic life—although his own corpus contains many
powerful insights about these problems. In what follows I shall attempt
to give some preliminary indications about some of them.

I shall concentrate here on one central problem—on what may
be called the origins and modes of ideological politics—I would be
almost tempted to call it the birth of ideology. We have been some-
times told—somewhat, as has been often pointed out, prematurely—
about the death of ideology. In order to understand the persistence
of ideological politics—albeit in different guises and modes, some of
which have indeed disappeared—it might be worthwhile to analyse
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the historical origins of ideological politics. I shall attempt to do this
here today—focussing on two areas of political life—namely the struc-
turing of collectivities and the accountability of rulers.

III

The origins of ideological politics can be found, in different places
on our globe, in that rather long-stretching period which the Swiss-
German philosopher Karl Jaspers has termed as the Axial Age, i.e.,
the period of the first millennium B.C.E., when there emerged and
became institutionalized in some of the major civilizations—namely
in Ancient Israel, later on in Christianity; in Ancient Greece; China
in the early Imperial period; Hinduism and Buddhism, and last of
all and later on in Islam—a conception of a basic tension between
the transcendental and the mundane orders—a conception which
differed greatly from that of a close parallelism between these two
orders or their mutual embedment which was prevalent in so-called
pagan religions, in those very societies and religions from which these
post-Axial Age civilizations emerged.1

Before proceeding to the analysis of the impact of the post-Axial
Age breakthrough on political dynamics, I shall address myself—and
because of shortness of time, very briefly—to two of the most inter-
esting civilizations of pre-Axial Age which may serve us as good
comparative cases—namely Ancient Egypt and Japan. Although far
away from one another and different in many crucial ways, these
two civilizations—as well as many others which have not gone through
the transformation of cultural traditions or connected with the Axial
Age—share some basic premises which had several repercussions on
the structuring of collectivities and the accountability of rulers.

In both these civilizations—as in many others—the major types
of human collectivities—the political, local, ethnic or linguistic—were
perceived as given and as rather natural; they were defined in pri-
mordial and ascriptive terms—in terms almost entirely lacking any
independent ideological elaboration. And although some distinctions
between the different types of collectivities—such as linguistic, political

1 See K. Jaspers, Vom Ursprung und Ziel der Geschichte, Zurich 1949, pp. 15–106
and also Wisdom, Revelation and Doubt: Perspectives on the First Millenium B.C., Daedalus,
Spring 1975 and E. Voegelin, Order and History vols. 1–4 Baton Rouge 1954–6.
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and the like—were not absent, yet these distinctions were but rarely
defined in principled, ideological terms. Obviously in fact these col-
lectivities were created through some historical processes of which
conquest was probably the most visible one. In so far as contacts with
other societies became intensified through such processes they gave rise
to a growing awareness of the existence of such different collectivities.

But all these distinctions were on the whole seen as natural divi-
sions and the construction of such collectivities and the relations
between them, however much influenced by conquest and migra-
tion, became but rarely a focus of ideological political struggle.2 It
is very difficult to speak here about the wars of religion as they
developed later on, above all in the Christian and Muslim realms.

A rather parallel situation can be identified with respects to the
accountability of rulers. In Egypt the Pharaoh was God-King, in
Japan the Emperor of divine origin and often seen as a divine being.
Each of them was seen as the embodiment of the cosmic and social
order, epitomizing it and as such not accountable to anybody. He
could not even be held responsible to uphold, as was the case in
some tribal societies, the customs of the community and be de facto
deposed by the elders or other representatives of the community.
The Egyptian King of the Japanese Emperor could, of course, be
killed or become, through the vicissitudes of political struggle, deprived
of any actual power, to become even a beggar in the streets of
Kyoto—but neither of them could be called accountable to anybody
or deposed through any customary process.3

Both such structuring of collectivities as well as patterns of account-
ability of rulers can be seen as manifestations of the almost total
lack or at least weakness, in these civilizations, of any highly prin-
cipled or ideological level of politics. This weakness was manifest in
the fact that first, the main participants in the political struggle in
these societies were the direct representatives of the basic groups 
in the centre and in the periphery (kinship, territorial, religious, per-
sonal or family groups); they tended to be organized in cliques, com-
peting for access to the royal household, creating continuously shifting
and cross-cutting allegiances and coalitions with each other. Second,
this lack or weakness of an ideological dimension of politics could

2 On Egypt see H. Kees, Ägypten—Die Kulturgeschichte des Orients, Munich 1933 and
J. Wilson, The Burden of Egypt, Chicago 1951. Japan see J.W. Hall, Japan from History
to Modern Times, London 1970.

3 Op. cit.
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be seen in the fact that the major issues and mechanisms of politi-
cal struggle on part of ‘higher’ (central and aristocratic) as well as
‘lower’ (peripheral) groups alike were petitions and pressures on the
centre to co-opt new elements into the central cliques and/or change
their composition: to change the details of the distribution by the
centre of various resources to the major groups; as well as to extend
the lines of clientele and patronage, and that these issues were usu-
ally formulated in ad hoc and dispersed manner—with but relatively
low level of principled or ideological formulation, of subsumption of
some more general principles.4

IV

The picture changes in many crucial respects in a most extreme way
in the Axial Age, with the emergence and institutionalization of the
conception of a chasm, tension between the transcendental and the
mundane orders—an institutionalization which has in a sense cre-
ated the ‘Great Civilizations’ mentioned above. While the concrete
expressions of this conception varied greatly between these civiliza-
tions—and we shall yet address ourselves to some of these differences—
the very emergence and institutionalization of such conception had
far-reaching implications on the institutional structure of these civi-
lizations in general and the political process in particular.5

It was the institutionalization of this conception that ushered in
the age or ages of ideological politics—which had far-reaching reper-
cussions on all areas of political life and among them on the structuring
of collectivities and accountability of rulers. The institutionalization
of such perception of tension, of the chasm between the transcen-
dental and the mundane orders, has created a strong tendency to
define some collectivities and institutional spheres as the most appro-
priate carriers of the attributes of overcoming this tension, of ‘sal-
vation’—a term derived from the Christian tradition but which applied
to other civilizations—thus endowing seemingly natural and ‘primordial’

4 This aspect of the political struggle in these types of societies is analyzed in
greater detail in S.N. Eisenstadt, Political Sociology, New York 1970, parts 1–4, and
Revolution and the Transformation of Societies, New York, 1978, esp. chs. 3 and 4.

5 See K. Jaspers, Vom Ursprung und Ziel der Geschichte, op. cit.; Daedalus, Spring
1975, op. cit. and S.N. Eisenstadt, Revolution and the Transformation of Societies, op. cit.,
esp. ch. 5.
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groups with special meaning couched in terms of the very percep-
tion of such tension and of its resolution.

The most important innovation or transformation in this context
has been the construction of ‘cultural’ or ‘religious’ collectivities—as
distinct from ethnic or political ones. While some embryonic ele-
ments of such construction might have existed in those societies in
which no conception of tension between the transcendental and the
mundane order was institutionalized, it was only with the develop-
ment and institutionalization of such conception that these elements
became transformed into new, potentially full-fledged civilizational
collectivities or frameworks—with autonomous criteria of member-
ship and loci of authority.

The membership of these collectivities and frameworks became
imbued with a strong ideological dimension as well as a focus of
ideological contention and struggle. The same applies to the other
collectives which were perceived as relevant from the point of view
of this cultural conception. Thus, for instance, in so far as the polit-
ical sphere was defined as a focus of resolution of the tension between
the transcendental and the mundane order, of salvation, there tends
to develop a very high level of ideological politics, of the definition
of the issues of political struggle and of their organization in highly
principled and ideological terms and the same applies to the military
and educational spheres. Naturally there arises also in such situations
the tendency to organize these different collectivities—the civiliza-
tional (religious), political or ethnic ones in some hierarchical order—
and the very construction of such an order usually becomes a focus
of political and ideological conflict.

V

No less far-reaching repercussions have developed in all these civi-
lizations with respect to the conception of the relations beetween the
political and the higher, transcendental order in general and the
accountability of rulers in particular. The political order was con-
ceived as lower than the transcendental one and as one which had
to be structured according to the precepts of the latter and above
all according to the perceptions of the proper mode of overcoming
of the tension between the transcendental and the mundane order
of ‘salvation’.

There emerged the conception of a higher authority—God, Divine
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Law and the like. The King-God—the embodiment of the cosmic
and earthly order alike—disappeared, and a secular ruler, in prin-
ciple accountable to a higher order, appeared, and accordingly there
appeared also the possibility of calling a ruler to judgment. The first
most dramatic appearance of this conception appeared in Ancient
Israel, in the priestly and above all prophetic pronunciations. A
different conception of such accountability—of an accountability to
the community and its laws—appeared in the northern shores of the
Eastern Mediterranean—in Ancient Greece. But in different veins
this conception appeared in all these civilizations.

Even the most despotic rulers could not do away with this con-
ception—they could at most attempt to represent themselves as the
proper carriers of this higher Law or order. But such attempts of
theirs could never be fully successful, mainly because this concep-
tion of the accountability of rulers—as that of the ideological struc-
turing of collectivities—was not a purely academic, intellectual exercise.
It was connected with the emergence of a new social element, of a
new type of elites in general and of carriers of models of cultural
and social order—be they Jewish prophets and priests, the Greek
philosophers, the Chinese Literati, the Hindu Brahmins, the Buddhist
Sangha or the Islamic Ulema—in particular.

It was these groups that formulated and articulated, and carried
the perception of tension between the transcendental and the mun-
dane order and the relatively successful institutionalization of the
derivatives of such perception tended to reinforce the autonomy of
these elites. The institutionalization of these perceptions transformed
the various technical, ritual, magical and sacral activities of the for-
mer priests into aspects or dimensions of relatively autonomous con-
struction of the cultural and social order, and their carriers into
potentially autonomous ‘intellectuals’ who tend to acquire a high
degree of autonomy and—potentially country-wide—status con-
sciousness of their own. They become potentially independent of
other elites and social groups and categories—but, necessarily, in
strong competition with them.

Such competition becomes here very intensive because a parallel
transformation also takes place in the structure of other elites—espe-
cially those whose activities are also closely related to the focus of
the resolution of the tension between the transcendental and the
mundane order—be they political, military, educational or, in some
cases, the economic ones.

All these elites—with variations which we shall yet analyse in
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greater detail later on—tend to develop claims for an autonomous
place in the construction of the cultural and social order. They see
themselves as performing not only specific technical, functional activ-
ities, but also as potentially autonomous carriers of the models of
cultural and social order—very often of different, alternate conceptions
of such order. Accordingly, the non-political elites tended often to view
themselves as being on a par with, if not superior to, the political
authorities. They tended to be very active participants in the social
(and political) spheres, and see themselves as carriers and representatives
of the major ideological attributes of these spheres, and they very
often view the political authorities as potentially accountable to them-
selves. On a parallel, however, the political (and other) elites very
often viewed themselves also as autonomous articulators of the mod-
els of cultural order—potentially superior to the cultural elites.

The political activities of these different elites could often manifest
themselves in the establishment of close relations and linkages with
movements of protests, rebellion and heterodoxy—linkages which
often activated such different alternative conceptions of social and
cultural order.

VI

All these developments affect the scope and intensity of societal strug-
gle and conflict in general—and, in so far as the political sphere is
perceived as relevant from the point of view of ‘salvation’, of polit-
ical struggle. The issues of such struggle tend to become highly gen-
eralized and ideologized, and the struggle tends to become organized
in relatively distinct settings. Concomitantly there develop growing
linkages between different levels of issues of such struggle—from the
discrete to the general, from the local to the central, reaching poten-
tially up to the very principles of legitimation of the political order.
If the legitimation of most of the great pre-Axial Age civilization was
based on some fused, traditional, sacred and primordial criteria, the
picture would have become much more complicated with the insti-
tutionalization of the perception of tension between the transcen-
dental and mundane order.6

In these post-Axial Age civilizations, there developed first a strong

6 These terms are derived from E. Shils, Primordial, Personal, Sacred and Civil Ties,
in idem, Center and Periphery, Essays in Macro-Sociology, Chicago, 1975, pp. 111–26.
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tendency to an oscillation or tension between primordial criteria on
the one hand and sacred or ideological ones—defined in terms of
the attributes of salvation—on the other; and the concomitant ten-
dency to ideologize or ‘sacrilize’ the primordial attributes. Second,
there tends to develop here a tension between ‘traditional’ criteria
of legitimation and more ‘open’ (rational or charismatic) both given
in the very stress on the necessity to find some resolution of the ten-
sion between the transcendental and the mundane orders.

All these tensions were not purely ‘academic’—they constituted a
continuous focus of actual political struggle in general, and of the
construction of collectivities and of the relations between the rulers
and other elites who wanted to make the rulers accountable to them-
selves in particular.

VII

Thus, we see that the very emergence and institutionalization of the
conception of a basic tension and chasm between the transcenden-
tal and the mundane order has transformed the nature of the polit-
ical process in general and of the structuring of collectivities and of
accountability of rulers in particular. On the symbolic level it has
added the ideological dimension to these processes, it has ‘prob-
lematized’ them—they were no longer perceived as given. On the
institutional level it has added a new element—that of the new,
autonomous elites, especially the autonomous carriers of models of
cultural and social order—be they cultural and religious and even
secondary political elites who perceived themselves and were perceived
by others as the carriers of a higher, non-mundane authority.

It was the combination of these two elements—of principled con-
ceptions of the nature of social and political order, and of new types
of elites—which has given rise, in the major civilizations analysed
here, to the emergence of ideological politics, and to the consequent
intensification of political struggle. These developments can perhaps
be seen in the clearest way in the first great breakthrough to such
transcendental conception in Ancient Judaism—but obviously they
developed in all the civilizations analysed here. But while the ingre-
dients of such politics could be found in all these civilizations, their
concrete expressions, their concrete modes, varied greatly between
them and within them, in different historical periods and in different
territorial divisions.
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The fully orderly, routine institutionalization of such accountabil-
ity has been very rare—it developed only in the West, building on
the triple base of tribal, Greek, Roman and Judaic traditions; yet it
would be wrong to think that in other such post-Axial Age civiliza-
tions there was no such development at all. Rather, there developed
different modes of ideological political in general and of account-
ability of rulers and these different degrees of ideological definition
of the structure of collectivities, that developed in all of them.

There were of course many factors—geopolitical or internal-polit-
ical that influenced the development of such different modes of ide-
ological politics. Here, however, we shall concentrate on the impact
on such developments, first of all of different cultural conceptions,
especially of the different conceptions of the tension between the
transcendental and the mundane orders and of salvation, and of the
concomitant structure of the major elites that were predominant in
these civilizations. We shall not however assume that the impact of
different cultural traditions or orientations is effected through some
process of emanation. Rather we shall emphasize that it is effected
but mainly through the activities of different elites who are both the
carriers of such traditions and orientations as well as major partners
in ruling coalitions who control the access to power and the flow of
resources in society.

These elites exercised control over the two crucial aspects of the
flow of resources in the society; first they controlled the access to
the major institutional markets, i.e., the economic, political and cul-
tural ones; second they controlled the scope of such markets and the
conversion of resources between them—especially the conversion of
economic resources into political and status (prestige) ones; and third
they controlled the construction of the definition of social and cul-
tural worlds, of the reference orientation of the major social groups.

But the modes in which these elites exercised their control varied
greatly according to the major cultural orientations they carried and
the combination of these two has influenced in each of them pat-
terns of ideological political in general and of the structuring of col-
lectivities and of accountability of rulers that developed in these
civilizations. In the following pages we shall attempt a systematic
analysis of these variations, starting with some of the distinctions
between the cultural orientations that developed in the different post
Axial-Age Civilizations.

eisens_f9_ 218-247  11/20/02  10:27 AM  Page 228



     229

VIII

The first distinction relates to the concrete cultural definitions of this
tension between the transcendental and the mundane orders which
has greatly varied in the various orientations mentioned here. The two
most important differences here are first between on the one hand
those cases—as in Confucianism and in the classical Chinese belief
systems and in a somewhat different way in the Hellenistic and
Roman worlds—in which this tension was couched in relatively sec-
ular terms, i.e., in terms of a secular—metaphysical and/or ethi-
cal—distinction between the transcendental and the mundane orders
(usually connected with the maintenance of more ‘primitive’ religious
traditions on the more popular level) and on the other hand, the great
monotheistic religions and Hinduism and Buddhism in which there
did develop a conception of a religious hiatus and tension between
these orders.

Second, within the latter cases, there developed an important divide
between the monotheistic religions in which there developed a con-
ception of God standing outside the Universe and potentially guid-
ing it, and those systems, like the Hinduist and Buddhist ones, in
which the transcendental, cosmic system was conceived in imper-
sonal, metaphysical non-deistic terms.

Last is the distinction between the major focus of the resolution
of the tensions between the transcendental and the mundane order
or of salvation. Here the major distinction is between purely this
wordly, purely other-wordly and closely interconnected or interwo-
ven this- and other-wordly conceptions of salvation.

It is probably no pure accident that the ‘secular’ conception of
such tension has been connected with a tendency to an almost wholly
this-worldly conception of salvation; that the conception of such ten-
sion in metaphysical, non-deistic terms, tends more towards an other-
wordly conception of salvation, while the great monotheistic religions
tended to stress a loose combination and interweaving of this- and
the-worldly conceptions of salvation.

Each of these modes of definition of the tension between the tran-
scendental and the mundane order and of salvation, as it becomes
predominant in a society or civilization, was, as indicated above,
connected with a distinct structure of the major elites and with dis-
tinct modes of their control over the flow of resources in society.
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The combination of these three factors—cultural orientations, struc-
ture of elites and the modes of their control—has influenced the
modes of ideological politics in general and of the structuring of col-
lectivities and of mode of accountability of rulers in particular devel-
oped in these civilizations. In the following pages we shall attempt
a systematic analysis of these variations.

IX

The most articulated ‘this-worldly’ conception of the tension between
the mundane and the transcendental order has become most fully
institutionalized—and for the longest period in the history of mankind—
in China with some interesting parallels into which we shall not be
able to go in detail here, but some aspects of which, of great impor-
tance for our analysis, have been studied by Professor Humphreys—
in Ancient Greece.7

China’s Confucian—Taoist—Buddhist—Legalist tradition,8 as com-
pared to monotheistic religions, was characterized by a visibly weak
stress—as compared to other post-Axial Age Civilizations—on the
tension between the transcendental and the mundane order; a strong
this-worldly focus of overcoming this tension; a very weak concep-
tion of an historical-transcendental time dimension; a cyclical time
dimension; and a relative openness in its formulation as well as acces-
sibility of the broader strata to the social and cultural orders as indi-
cated by the Confucian literati.

The thrust of the official Confucian-Legalist framework was the
cultivation of the socio-political and cultural orders as the major
focus of cosmic harmony. It emphasized this-wordly duties and activ-
ities within the existing social frameworks—the family, broader kin
groups and Imperial service—and stressed the proper performance
of these duties as the ultimate criteria of individual responsibility.

7 S.C. Humphreys, Anthropology and the Greeks, London, Boston, 1978.
8 On the Chinese tradition see E.O. Reischauer and J.K. Fairbank, A History of

East Asian Civilization, vol. I, East Asia: The Great Tradition, Boston 1960; M. Weber,
The Religion of China: Confucianism and Taoism, transl. by H. Gerth, New York 1964;
C.K. Yang, ‘The Functional Relationship between Confucian Thought and Chinese
Religion’, in J.K. Fairbank (ed.), Chinese Thought and Institutions, Chicago 1957, pp.
269–91; A.F. Wright (ed.), The Confucian Persuasion, Stanford 1960; D.S. Nivison and
A.F. Wight (eds.), Confucianism in Action, Stanford, 1959; and A.F. Wright (ed.), Studies
in Chinese Thought, Chicago, 1953.
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This ideology was very closely tied to the political framework of
the Chinese Empire. The Empire was legitimized by the Confucian and
legalist premises, and the Confucian ethical orientation found their
natural place and framework, their major referrent, within the Empire.

The Chinese tradition stressed also a basic affinity between the
symbols of the centre and the status identification of the broader
social strata. Orientation to the centre and to participation in it con-
stituted an essential component of the collective identity of many
local and occupational groups.

Such this-worldly orientation generated a very strong emphasis on
civility as the central criterion of the legitimation of the socio-polit-
ical order, while the sacred or primordial criteria of legitimation have
been here secondary or tended to disappear. The tension between
them tended to become relatively weak, being funnelled as it were
into secondary areas which have been either dominated by central
ones or segregated from it.

This mode of legitimation was very closely connected with a specific
way of structuring of different collectivities. It was above all mani-
fest in the ideological centrality and institutional predominance of
the political collectivity, as against the civilization ones—in so far as
they were not institutionally interwoven with the political ones; as
well as with the secondary standing and relative autonomy of ‘eth-
nic’, regional or kinship collectivities.

Accordingly, in contrast to the situation in the ‘other-worldly’ civ-
ilizations, to which we shall soon turn, here the civilizational col-
lectivities were, in terms of definition of autonomous membership,
and above all in terms of institutional carriers, bases and frame-
works—relatively weak.

A close corollary of this situation has been the weakness, up to
total non-existence, of any distinct cultural or religious centre or cen-
tre which could compete with the political one in terms of power
and authority and of the definition of the central attributes and
boundaries of the society.

At the same time other collectivities—ethnic, religious, social-reli-
gious—were, in these societies, ordered in a loose hierarchical order
in relation to the political ones with the latter at the apex of the
hierarchy, controlling the access to the political centre—while at the
same time permitting quite far-reaching autonomy of the lower or
peripheral groups or sectors.
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X

Such structuring of the major collectivities was closely related to the
mode of articulation of the accountability of rulers. This account-
ability was less institutionalized in China than in any other of the
Great Civilizations referred to here. Truly enough the Emperor ruled
under the Mandate of Heaven, and in principle he could lose this
Mandate—but on the whole it was only after a dynasty fell through
some combination of internal disintegration, rebellions and external
conquest, that the Mandate of Heaven was invoked against the pre-
ceding dynasty by the new rulers and their officials.

And yet it would be wrong to assume that the concept and premise
of Mandate of Heaven, with its basic implications about the exis-
tence of a higher authority to which the ruler is accountable, had
no impact on Chinese politics.

Thus, first of all, there existed some institutional roles—like some
parts of censorship, or the astrologer—or even some special indi-
viduals in the bureaucracy, such as the Great Reformers, which could
sometimes try—often at the risk of their life—to indicate to the
Emperor that he may be losing the Mandate of Heaven.9

But even beyond this, it is enough to compare the patterns of
Chinese politics—with its high level of ideological tension in the polit-
ical discussion, the continuous emergence of reformers, the poten-
tialities—truly enough but rarely realized—of heterodoxy and rebellion
becoming combined and effecting some institutional transformations—
with the Japanese or ancient Egyptian ones—to see the important
impact of this basic premise on these politics10—a premise which
became fully activated in the modern revolutionary movements.

9 See Nivison and Wright, op. cit., A.F. Wright, op. cit., J.K. Four bank op. cit.
and specially W. Eberhard, The Political Function of Astronomy and Astronomers in Han
China, in J.K. Fairbank, op. cit., pp. 33–70.

10 On some of the ideological aspects of political struggle in China see Nivison
and Wright, Confucianism in Action; H.R. Williamson, Wang An-shih: A Chinese Statesman
and Educationalist of the Sung Dynasty, London, 1937; F.H. Michael, ‘From the Fall of
T’ang to the Fall of Ch’inj’, in H.F. McNair (ed.), China, Berkeley, 1946, pp. 89–110;
O. Franke, ‘Der Bericht Wang An-shih’s von 1058 über Reform des Beamtentums’,
Sitzungsberichte der preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, Berlin, 1931–3, pp. 264–312;
J.T.C. Liu, ‘An Early Sung Reformer: Fan Chung-yen’, in Fairbank, Chinese Thought
and Institutions, pp. 105–32; idem, Reform in Sung China: Wang An-shih, 1021–1086,
and His New Policies, Cambridge 1959; P.A. Cohen and J.E. Schrecker (eds.); Reform
in Nineteenth Century China, Cambridge, 1976; J.T.C. Liu, ‘Eleventh Century Chinese
Bureaucrats: Some Historical Classifications and Behavioral Types’, Administrative
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Yet all this notwithstanding, from all the post-Axial civilizations,
the conception of accountability of rulers as it developed in the realm
of the Chinese civilization, was most muted, least ideologically and
especially institutionally developed. This institutional weakness, both
of distinct civilizational frameworks and of accountability of rulers,
cannot be understood except in terms of analysis of the structure of
the major carriers of these this-worldly conceptions—namely, of the
famous Confucian literati.

XI

These literati and bureaucrats11 were on the one hand the major
carriers of the Confucian (or Confucian-legal) world order and ori-
entations briefly depicted above, i.e., the articulators of the models
of cultural and social order. As such they were, especially symboli-
cally, autonomous—vis-à-vis both the broader strata as well as from
the political centre—even if rather closely related to them. They
were recruited and organized according to criteria which were directly
related to—or derived from—the basic precepts of Confucian-legal-
istic canon, and were not mediated or set-up by either the broader
strata of the society or even by the Emperor himself. 

These literati were not, however, just intellectuals performing some
academic functions. This stratum of literati constituted a source of
recruitment to the bureaucracy. They exercised an almost virtual
monopoly over venues of access to the centre. Thus, they consti-
tuted a central power elite which exercised control over the two cru-
cial aspects of the flow of resources in the society mentioned above;

Science Quarterly, 4, no. 2, 1959, pp. 207–26; A.F. Wright, ‘The Formation of Sui
Ideology, 581–604’, in J.K. Fairbank (ed.), Chinese Thought and Institutions, pp. 71–106;
L.C. Goodrich, The Literary Inquisition of Ch’ien-Lung, Baltimore, 1953; W. de Bary,
‘Some Common Tendencies in Neo-Confucianism’, in Nivision and Wright, Confucianism
in Action, pp. 25–49; and H.H. Dubs, ‘Wang Mang and His Economic Reforms’,
T’oung pao, 35, no. 4, Leiden, 1939, pp. 263–5.

11 On the literati see Balazs, Chinese Civilization and Bureaucracy; Chang Chung-li,
The Chinese Gentry: Studies on Their Role in Nineteenth Century Society, Seattle, 1955; B.O.
van der Sprenkel, The Chinese Civil Service: the Nineteenth Century, Canberra, 1958; 
M. Weber, ‘The Chinese Literati’, in H.H. Gerth and C.W. Mills (eds.), Essays in
Sociology, New York, 1958, pp. 416–44; C.K. Yang, ‘Some Characteristics of Chinese
Bureaucratic Behavior’, in Nivison and Wright, Confucianism in Action, pp. 134–65;
E.A. Kracke, Civil Service in Early Sung China, 960–1067, Cambridge, 1953; and idem,
‘Sung Society: Change within Tradition’, Far Eastern Quarterly, 14, no. 4, 1955, pp.
479–89.
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i.e., they controlled the access to the major institutional markets, and
conversion of resources over the construction of the definition of
social and cultural worlds. But the mode in which they exercised
this control was greatly influenced by their predominant this-worldly
orientation and their concomitant structure.

Unlike the parallel European or Byzantine elites—and in close
relation to the very strong this-worldly orientations they represented—
they combined at the same time both culural (‘religious’) and admin-
sitrative-political functions. Among them there developed only a
relatively small degree of organizational and even symbolic distinction
between these two types of activities. Their organizational framework
was almost totally identical with that of the state bureaucracy (which
recruited ten to twenty per cent of all the literati), and except for some
schools and academies they had no organization of their own. Conse-
quently the different elite activities were usually carried out in one
institutional framework which usually meant the submergence of the
cultural under the political activities. Accordingly, there did not develop
among them separate political, administrative or religious organiza-
tions and hierarchies, within independent resources and bases of
power. All this gave rise to a concomitant weakness of the autonomous
bases of power and resources of the more central (especially admin-
istrative) as well as cultural elites alike, as against the Emperors and
their entourage. It was only in one institutional sphere—the educa-
tional one—and in Rome in the legal and legal—educational sphere—
that there did develop some autonomous intellectual organizations
and structures—but even here the more specific roles into which
such activities crystallized were usually very closely interwoven with
the political-administrative setting and oriented towards it, and rather
segrated from activities of secondary elites of the periphery.

Accordingly, these intellectuals could not, because of their basic
acceptance of the interlinked political and cultural realm as the major
focus of salvation and the concomitant lack of any independent
resources or power bases, develop radical orientations beyond the
private realm. They could not become a point of linkage with move-
ments of protest and rebellion in the periphery, or even with cen-
tral political power, and accordingly, they did not evince a high level
of symbolical or organizational transformative capacities.

There was no way in which they could call the rulers effectively
and regularly to account. But the latent premises of such account-
ability have always existed in China—to become very visible and

eisens_f9_ 218-247  11/20/02  10:27 AM  Page 234



     235

powerful in the various revolutionary movements which developed
from the downfall of the Empire on.

XII

The pattern of ideological politics in general and of accountability
of rulers in particular that developed in the other-wordly civiliza-
tions—most fully represented by Theravada Buddhist societies12—of
course different. In these societies there did developed a relatively
autonomous religious group—the Sangha, who represented the higher
pristine order and who had a relatively clear conception of the proper
cultural and social order which was concomitant with this higher,
transcendental one. They have created new civilizational frameworks,
different from primordial ethnic or national collectivities, and were
seemingly able to willing to call the rulers to account, especially for
their upholding of the proper moral order of the community.

But the mode of the ideological politics in general and of con-
struction of collectivities in particular that developed in these soci-
eties was greatly influenced by the other-wordly orientations prevalent
in them and by the concomitant structure of the religious elite.13

These elites evinced—in so far as their cultural or religious activi-
ties were concerned, a relatively large degree of symbolic and to
varying degrees also organizational autonomy from both the major
ascriptive groups as well as from the political rulers. (Even the Indian
Brahmins, although they seemingly constituted such an ascriptive
group—in fact their ascriptive identity was an ideological construction
going much beyond local ascriptive kinship units.)

12 On Buddhist societies from the point of view of this discussion, see P.A. Pardue,
Buddhism: An Historic Introduction, New York, 1958; W.T. de Bary (ed.), The Buddhist
Tradition in India, China, and Japan, New York, 1972; P. Levy, Buddhism: A ‘Mystery
Religion’?, New York, 1968; H. Bechert, Buddhismus: Staat und Gesellschaft in den Ländern
des Theravada-Buddhismus, 4 vols., Frankfurt am Main, 1966–68; S.J. Tambiah, World
Conqueror and World Renouncer, Cambridge, 1976; E.M. Mendelson, Sangha and State
in Burma: A Study of Monastic Sectarianism, J.P. Ferguson (ed.), Ithaca, 1975; R.F.
Gombrich, Precept and Practice: Traditional Buddhism in the Rural Highlands of Ceylon,
Oxford, 1971; M. Nash, G. Obeyesekere, H.M. Ames, J. Ingersoll, D.E. Pfanner,
J.C. Nash, M. Moerman, M. Ebihara, and N. Yalman, Anthropological Studies in
Theravada Buddhism, New Haven, 1966; and E.B. Harper (ed.), Religion in South Asia,
Seattle, 1964.

13 On the Sangha see H. Bechert op. cit.; J. Bunnag, Buddhist Monk, Buddhist
Layman: A Study of Urban Monastic Organization in Central Thailand, Cambridge, 1973;
Gombrich, Precept and Practice.
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But this autonomy as well as the critical activities of these elites
were on the whole confined to the cultural or religious sphere. In
the more mundane sphere they attained at most some—usually lim-
ited—organizational autonomy—but in these spheres they were both
symbolically and organizationally much more dependent on the polit-
ical authorities. Their organizational autonomy was contingent on
the acceptance of the basic rules of the political game established
by the political elites. Thus, although they were called upon to legiti-
mize the political order and took part in the formation of new political
regimes or in the restructuring of the scope of ascriptive communi-
ties—they evinced but very little autonomous, potentially critical par-
ticipation in the political realm. Indeed they tended to legitimize any
victorious ruler.

Their intellectual activities were not oriented to such participa-
tion. In so far as they developed alternative conceptions of a social
or cultural order, these have been either oriented almost entirely to
the ‘other-worldly’ spheres, or to the moral improvement of the com-
munity without, however, generating very high potential restructur-
ing of the political, social or economic spheres of activities.

But with all these limitations, the very activities and orientations
of these elites, had yet far-reaching—even if very specific—impacts
on the structuring of collectivities and on the pattern of legitimation
of rulers and their accountability. The very upholding of the crite-
ria of salvation as bearing also on the political realm added here
several additional dimensions to the structuring of the political realm,
its legitimation in general and accountability of rulers in particular.

First of all there developed here a basically secular conception of
kingship. The King was desacralized and his role defined largely—
even if perhaps not entirely—in secular terms with a strong empha-
sis on the necessity to accept it in terms of the maintenance of social
order. At the same time however demands were made on him to
support the higher cosmic order and the concomitant moral order
of the community to which in principle he is subordinate. Thus in
principle Royalty was legitimized in terms of the predominant ‘other-
worldly’ religious symbols.

At the same time the relatively autonomous religious elites tended
to become the carriers of the ‘moral conscience’ of the society. Truly
enough this moral conscience did not imply a distinct new socio-
political vision. Rather, it implied the more stringent, elaborate and
articulate upholding of the given order and of its religious (and moral)
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precepts. Accordingly the complaints and demands articulated by
these elites were not usually conceived in terms of new principles of
political action, but rather in terms of further articulation of the
premises of legitimation inherent in the existing principles. However,
at the same time, such religious groups could become the standard
bearers of outcries against the failure of the authorities to uphold
their duties, as well as important factors in the fermenting of pop-
ular rebellions or upheaval. They could help in the spread of different
‘populistic’ demands, of demands to change the concrete application
of existing rules as well as policies of rulers, thus generating a new
dimension of political activity.14

It is also through these orientations and activities of theirs that
these elites provided a new dimension in the construction and definition
of the basic collectivities. First of all, given the strong religious ori-
entations it was the ‘civilizational’ collectivities and frameworks that
developed here as distinct and symbolically autonomous highly artic-
ulated framework. Secondly, these orientations certainly effected
important changes in the construction and the definition of the ‘local’,
‘national’ or political communities. They added to the ‘usual’ pri-
mordial or territorial components of such definition a certain broader
orientation which provided the basis and frameworks for the crys-
tallization of new symbols and boundaries of political collective iden-
tity, of national political communities, first of all in the fact that the
political realm was conceived as a reflection or representation of
basic conceptions of the cosmic order—giving rise to what S.J.
Tambiah has called the galactic polity.15

14 On the participation of the Sangha in political life, rebellions, and change in
Buddhist societies see Tambiah, World Conqueror; Bechert, Buddhismus op. cit.; Mendel-
son, Sangha and State in Burma; G. Obeyesekere, F. Reynolds, and B.L. Smith (eds.),
The Two Wheels of Dhamma: Essays on the Theravade Tradition in India end Ceylon, American
Academy of Religion; Studies in Religion, no. 3, 1972, esp. chs. 1, 2 and 3; P. Mus,
“Traditions asiennes et boudhisme moderne’, Eranos Jahrbuch, 32, 1968, pp. 161–275;
and idem, ‘La Sociologie de Georges Gurvitch et l’Asie’, Cahiers internationaux de soci-
ologie, 43, December 1967, pp. 1–21.

15 Tambiah, World Conqueror; Bechert, Buddhismus; E. Sarkisyanz, The Buddhist
Background of the Burmese Revolution, The Hague, 1965; idem, Russland und der Messianismus
des Orients, Tubingen, 1955, pp. 327–68; F.E. Reynolds, ‘Civic Religion and National
Community in Thailand’, Journal of Asian Studies, 36, no. 4, 1977, pp. 267–82; C.F.
Keyes, ‘Millenialism, Theravada Buddhism and Thai Society’, Journal of Asian Studies,
36, no. 4, 1977, pp. 283–303; T. Stern ‘Ariya and the Golden Book: A Millenarian
Buddhist Sect among the Karen’, Journal of Asian Studies, 27, no. 2, 1968, pp. 297–327;
and W.H. Rassers, Panji, the Culture Hero: A Structural Study of Religion in Java, The
Hague, 1959.
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Second, it was evident in a very strong tendency, which devel-
oped especially in the (Theravada) Buddhist societies, to define the
local-national communities—and the nature of such definition could
become foci of continuing socio-political struggle.16

XIII

Thus both within this- and other-worldly civilizations there developed
special modes of ideological politics in general and of construction
of collectivities and accountability of rulers in particular. The fact
that they differed greatly from what we have been accustomed to
in the West should not belittle their importance and interest—in
many ways they have shaped the political dynamics of their respec-
tive societies till this very day.

But there is no doubt that the fullest ideological and institutional
articulation of the political process in general and of the structuring
of collectivities and institutionalization of accountability of rulers in
particular developed within the three great monothestic civilizations—
Judaism, Christianity and Islam.17 Truly enough even here there
developed many crucial variations and, as is well known, it was only
in the Western-European (and North American) parts of Christian
civilization that the more embryonic elements of such institutional-
ization that existed in Ancient Judaism and in a different mode in
the Greek tradition, became fully—and routinely—organized. But
the ideological and institutional possibilities of such developments
existed in all these civilizations.

This was due both to the basic ideological-symbolic premises of
these civilizations as well as to closely connected institutional factors.

16 Mus, Traditions asiennes et bouddhisme moderne, op. cit.; Bechert, Buddhism, op. cit.;
Mendelson, Sangha and State, op. cit.

17 On Judaism see any of the standard works on the history of Israel and of
Jewish religion in the ancient times, such as for instance H.H. Ben-Sasson (ed.), 
A History of the Jewish People, Cambridge, Mass., 1976, Parts 1 and 2; S. Baron, A
Social and Religious History of the Jews, second edition, New York 1952, Parts 1–6; 
J. Kaufman, The Religion of Israel from the Beginning to the Babylonian Exile (translated
and abridged by M. Greenberg), Chicago, 1960; E.E. Urbach The Sages, Their Concepts
and Beliefs, Jerusalem, 1975; and also S.N. Eisenstadt, Max Weber’s Ancient Judaism
and the Formation of Jewish Civilization, forthcoming in German in W. Schluchter (ed.),
Max Weber Das Antike Judentum, Frankfurt, 1981, and also in English in the Journal
of Modern Jewish Studies.

On Christianity and Islam see the references in the following footnotes.
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The relevant basic ideological premises that developed in these civ-
ilizations were a strong emphasis on a very high level of tension
between the transcedental and the mundane orders; on a multiplic-
ity and complexity of the ways of resolving such tension and of hold-
ing the rulers at least partially responsible for such resolution. Such
resolution was always seen as being attainable through activities in
this-worldly, political, military or economic spheres which had to be
reconstructed according to other-worldly orientations. Closely related
was also an emphasis on a high level of activism and commitment
of groups and strata and individuals to the cultural and social orders,
and on relatively autonomous access to these orders of such groups
and strata—to some degree countered by, and in constant tension
with, the strong emphasis on the mediation of such access by such
bodies as the Church or the political powers. All these generated
also in these civilizations the development of many alternative con-
ceptions of the social and cultural order.

These basic ideological premises gave rise in all these civilizations
first of all to strong tendencies to the concomitant development of
a multiplicity of mutually relevant—above all religious, cultural and
civilizational and political—frameworks or collectivities; each rela-
tively autonomous, yet all of them impinging on one another and
conditioning the access to each other, and to a high level of sym-
bolic articulation and ideologization of the criteria of membership
of these collectivities and of their boundaries. Second, and in close
relation with the former, these basic ideological and institutional ten-
dencies gave rise in these civilizations—as the stories of wars of reli-
gions, of the combination of these wars with that of construction of
boundaries of political collectivities fully attest to—to a continuous
ideological articulation of the structuring of the basic political, reli-
gious, national or ethnic—collectivities.

The same in principle holds about the accountability of rulers. In
all these civilizations there developed very articulate conceptions of
a higher order to which the rulers and the community are respon-
sible. The basic tenets of these civilizations in this respect are too
well known to need in the short time available to us any further
elaboration or illustration. While the ideological tenets of account-
ability of rulers have been closely related to the basic religious 
conceptions, especially to the conception of salvation that developed
in these civilizations, the possibility of their institutionalization—
as well as that of the structuring of the boundaries of the major 
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collectivities—has been related here, as in other civilizations, to the
structure of the elites that developed within them. The crucial fact
here has been that in conjunction with these cultural orientations
there developed in these civilizations a very great multiplicity of elites
at different levels of social life—both central as well as what may
be called secondary elites. These elites had, unlike the Buddhist
Sangha, a very strong orientation to social, political and sometimes
economic spheres, and where usually imbued with very strong ambi-
tions to restructure these mundane spheres. At the same time, unlike
the Chinese literati, these elites, because of the variety of their con-
ceptions and their organizational diversity, have always potentially
had bases of power and resources independent of the political cen-
tre—as well as independent, symbolic and organizational linkages
with the major social groups and strata in the periphery, and with
movements of rebellion, protest and heterodoxy.

These tendencies to the development of multiple autonomous elites,
often carrying alternative conceptions of the social order—most of
them oriented to the socio-political realm and with relatively inde-
pendent ‘bases and resources’—generated the conditions for the fullest
development of the ‘independent’ autonomous religious and secular
intellectuals, who strive to participate in the construction of cultural
and political order—as well as of autonomous political elites.

Needless to say in all these civilizations and societies many of the
religious and intellectual groups become co-opted, as were the Chinese
literati, in the central bureaucracies, and their own organizations
were often supervised by the political powers or even co-opted into
the political frameworks. Yet, because of all the conditions specified
above, there developed in these civilizations potentially independent
stratum of religious or secular intellectuals as well as of political elites,
and a continuous tension between them, and between their attempts
to attain autonomy from the authorities and from each other on the
one hand and the quest to participate in the construction of the
socio-political order on the other hand. It was these different elites
and sub-elites which were active in the structuring of the major col-
lectivities and which portrayed themselves as the carriers of that
higher order or Law to which the rulers and the community were
deemed to be accountable. Needless to say the political rulers always
tried on their part to portray themselves as such carriers, but because
of the actual or potential activity of all these other elites, it was only
under very special circumstances that the rulers could be successful
in these attempts of theirs.
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In close relation to these tendencies there developed also in these
societies or civilizations much stronger tendencies to the develop-
ment of multiplicity of movements of heterodoxy and of movements
of protests, both of which articulated conceptions of alternative social
order and of different principles of accountability of rulers; to link-
ages among these movements and between them and different lev-
els of political struggle in general and attempts to reconstruct the
centre of these societies according to different bases of legitimation
of the social order in particular.

In all of these civilizations there developed continuous tension
between different principles of legitimation—be they primordial, sacred
or civil. All these principles—as well as the struggle between them—
were formulated in highly ideological terms; they became central foci
of political struggle—and in the name of each of which different
principles of structuring of collectivities and of accountability of rulers
were annunciated.18

XIV

One of the most interesting developments in these civilizations which
bears directly on the institutionalization of the process of account-
ability of rulers is a tendency for the development of the legal sphere
as an autonomous socio-political realm which tends to become dis-
tinct—although never entirely separated—both from the sphere of
custom as well as from being just an instrument of political regula-
tion. The fullest development of such systems can be, of course,
found in Western Europe and later on in the US—although very
significant developments in this direction took place in Judaism and
in Islam and in the Byzantine and in the Russian Empires.19

The most crucial development here is not just the elaboration and
codification of different customs and laws, the growing organizational
and intellectual complexity of legal systems or the relatively spe-
cialized educational ‘formation’ of legal cadres. All these could, in
varying degrees, be found also in other, especially in this-worldly,
civilizations. In addition to all these characteristics, in the monothe-
istic civilizations we find that the legal frameworks and activities

18 On these aspects of the monotheistic religions see S.N. Eisenstadt, Revolution
and the Transformation of Societies, op. cit., esp. ch. V.

19 See on this: R.M. Unger, Law in Modern Society, New York 1976, ch. 2, a good
comparative study of Chinese laws.

eisens_f9_ 218-247  11/20/02  10:27 AM  Page 241



242  

became here one of the most central and distinct arenas of the artic-
ulation of the basic premises of the political and social order and of
its grounding in the basic cultural orientations. Concepts of rights
and of duties became very closely related to the basic conceptions of
political identity and of legitimation of the socio-political order. To
some degree they become also—as in the Jewish and Islamic cases—
the most important frameworks of definition of membership of the
civilizational and cultural communities, and of the basic components
of collective identity. Above all the autonomous spheres of law and
its carriers became also one of the major—if not the major—arena
which attempted to become invested with the responsibility of defining
the accountability of rulers, and thus became caught up in the ide-
ological articulation of the most central levels of political struggle.

XV

And yet with all these characteristics common to all the monothe-
istic civilizations the mode of ideological politics in general and the
concrete institutionalization of the structuring of collectivities and
above all of the accountability of rulers in particular differed greatly
between them and within each of them. These concrete differences
were influenced by a whole gamut of concrete historical conditions,
by the vicissitudes of internal and external power struggles into the
details of which we cannot enter here. But however varied these his-
torical processes their impact on the structuring of collectivities and
above all on the institutionalization of accountability of rulers was
mediated by their effect on the relations between the basic cultural
premises and orientations on the one hand and the structure of the
major elites on the other. Of special importance in this context was
the degree to which such historical process influenced first the inter-
weaving of this—and other-wordly conceptions of salvation, and sec-
ond the organizational differentiation of the major elites, their internal
autonomy, mutual access to one another and the relative strength
of secondary elites. The fuller development of the institutionalization
of accountability of the rulers, as it was first worked out in the
Western Europe—however precarious it was even here—was due to
a set of historical processes which have assured, within these coun-
tries, first a continuous interweaving of this- and other-worldly con-
ception of salvation and of their application to multiple institutional
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spheres—be they political, economic or educational; second the con-
tinuous development of multiple autonomous elites and groups. These
developments gave rise to several crucial characteristics of (Western)
European society, the most important of wich have been (1) multi-
plicity of centres; (2) a high degree of permeation of the periphery
by the centres and of impingement of the periphery on the centres;
(3) a multiplicity of cultural and functional (economic or professional)
elites enjoying a relatively high degree of autonomy with close rela-
tionships with the broader strata, continuously impinging on each
other, carrying different variations of combined this- and other-wordly
orientations—with a high degree of mutual cross-cutting, autonomous
access to the centre, without any group to monopolize the centre.20

XVI

In other parts of the Christian civilization these processes did not
work in the same way. Thus, to mention briefly, in Russia21 the
monolithic Imperial system was characterized by a high degree of
principled interweaving of this- and other-worldly conceptions of sal-
vation (which in the more modern setting were couched in secular
metaphysical terms) but unlike in Western Europe also by a high
degree of segregation between them. The other-worldly orientation
was relegated to the private or ‘religious’ sphere while the combi-
nation of this- and other-worldly as applied to the socio-political field
was vested in the rulers, giving rise to the subordination of the cul-
tural (religious) to the political order. The Russian state was also
characterized by a relatively low degree of autonomous access of the
major strata to the principal attributes of the social and political
orders. The political sphere became the monopoly of the rulers; the
economic sphere became less central, and economic activities were

20 On the Christian background in general and Europe in particular see T. O’Dea,
J. O’Dea and C. Adams, Religion and Man: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. New York:
1975; or, Kerr, C., et al.; or F. Herr, The Intellectual History of Europe, vol. 1: From
the Beginnings of Western Thought to Luther, Garden City, New York, 1968; O. Hintze,
The Historical Essays of Otto Hintze, F. Gilbert (ed.), New York, 1975; O. Brunner,
Neue Wege der Sozialgeschichte, Gottingen, 1968; J.O. Lindsay, New Cambridge Modern
history, vol. 7, Cambridge, 1957; E. Troeltsch, The Social Teaching of the Christian
Churches, New York, 1931.

21 R. Pipes, Russia under the Old Regime, London 1975; H. Seton-Watson, The Decline
of the Imperial Russia 1855–1914, London, 1952.
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left, in so far as they did not impinge directly on the centre, to their
own autonomous development. To this end, the centre vigorously
segregated access to the attributes of the cosmic order (salvation)
which was given to all groups of the society with comparatively weak
mediation by the Church from access to the attributes of the polit-
ical and social orders, which were after the post-Mongol period
almost totally monopolized by the political centre.

Hence, as is well known, accountability of rulers was never suc-
cessfully institutionalized in Russia—but at the same time it constituted
a basic ideological ingredient in its political culture. It is impossible
to understand the revolutionary—and paradoxically enough—even the
totalitarian tendencies in Russia without reference to the high level
of ideological articulation of politics in general and the idea of the
accountability of the rulers to a higher authority or ideal in particular.

XVII

These various historical processes have worked out in a different way
in Judaism22 and in Islam and let’s finish by pointing out some of
the aspects of Islamic history which bear most closely on our analysis.23

The most important cultural orientations that crystalized in Islamic
realm were the distinction, chasm, between the ‘cosmic’ transcendental
realm and the mundane one and the stress on the overcoming the
tension inherent in this chasm by total submission to God and by
this-worldly above all, political and military—activity; the strong uni-
versalistic element in the definition of the Islamic community; the
principled autonomous access of all members of the community to
the attributes of the transcendental order, to salvation, through sub-
mission to God; the ideals of the Ummah—the political-religious com-

22 See the references in Footnote 17.
23 On the basic tenets of Islam see, cited, G.E. Von Grunebaum, Medieval Islam:

A Study in Cultural Orientation, Chicago, 1946, idem (ed.), Studies in Islamic Cultural
History, American Anthropologist Memoir No. 6, Menaska, Wisc., 1954; B. Lewis, The
Arabs in History, London, 1937; M.G.S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: Conscience and
History in a World Civilization, 3 vols., Chicago, 1974; B. Lewis, “The Concept of an
Islamic Republic’, Die Welt des Islams, 4, no. 1, 1955, pp. 1–10; idem, Islam in History:
Ideas, Men and Events in the Middle East, London, 1973; G.E. von Grunebaum, ‘The
Sources of Islamic Civilization’, in Holt et al., Cambridge History of Islam, 2, pp.
469–510; and C.J. Adams, ‘The Islamic Religious Tradition’ in J. O’Dea, T. O’Dea,
and C.J. Adams, Religion and Man: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, New York, 1972,
pp. 159–221.
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munity of all believers distinct from any ascriptive, primordial col-
lectivity, and that of the ruler as the upholder of the purity of the
Ummah and of the religious and moral life of the community.

Of special importance from the point of view of our analysis is
the fact that in the Islamic realm the original vision of the Ummah
assumed complete convergence between the sociopolitical and the
religious community. Political problems were central in the theology
of Islam.

At the same time, however, because of the historical patterns of
spread of Islam, this ideal of the Ummah was never realized and there
developed, at least during ‘quiet’ routine periods of different Islamic
regimes, a relatively strong segregation between this-worldly and
other-worldly activities with a generally stronger emphasis on the lat-
ter; and a concomitant segregation between the political and the reli-
gious elites.

Thus the historical spread of Islam gave rise to the very high
degree of symbolic and organizational autonomy of the political elites;
to the relatively high symbolic autonomy—but only a minimal orga-
nizational one—of the religious elite; and to a growing separation
of the two. The religious leadership was greatly dependent on the
rulers and did not develop into a broad, independent and cohesive
organization. Religious groups and functionaries were not organized
as a separate entity; nor did they constitute a tightly organized body—
except when, as in the Ottoman Empire, organized by the State.24

Thus in fact there developed a strong dissociation between the polit-
ical and the religious elites as well as—because of the strong ideo-
logical dissociation of the universal Islam community and the various
primordial ones—between these elites and the local communities.
But a strong latent religious-ideological orientation toward unification
of these spheres was always prevalent in Islam.

The combination of religious orientations, structure of elites, and
the relations between elites and local ascriptive communities gave
rise—in Imperial and patrimonial Islamic systems alike—to some
unique types of ruling groups.

The most distinctive of such ruling elites were the military-reli-
gious rulers who emerged from tribal and sectarian elements, and
the system of military-slavery which created special channels of mobil-
ity such as the qulam system in general and the Mameluke system

24 Gibb and Bowen, op. cit., ch. 8; Itzkowitz, 1972, op. cit.

eisens_f9_ 218-247  11/20/02  10:27 AM  Page 245



246  

and Ottoman devshime in particular, through which the ruling group
could be recruited from alien elements.25

All these have greatly affected the pattern of accountability of
rulers that developed in the realm of Islam. On the purely symbolic
level, the rulers were supposed to uphold the ideal of the Ummah
and to be accountable to it; but this ideal was given up quite early
in the history of Islam and instead there developed theological accep-
tance of any rulers as better than anarchy. Accordingly there did
not develop in Islam, as Bernard Lewis has shown, a concept of rev-
olution.26 But the older ideal continously persisted in the realm of
Islam. It is the combination of the persistence and non-realizability
of the ideal that explains several crucial aspects of political dynam-
ics in Islamic countries. On the one hand there developed in stable
Islamic societies but little effective routine checks—religious or oth-
erwise—on the authority of rulers. At the same time it was the reli-
gious leaders, the ulema and the sufi-Sheiks who were usually the
keepers of the religious law and through it of the boundaries of the
community—thus not only being an indispensable partner of any
ruling coalition, but also a potentially very potent one in possible
confrontation with the rulers.27 Truly enough such confrontations
were very rare, but their possibility was always there.

Many of the later (such as the Abbasides and Fatimides) caliphs
who came to power on the crest of religious movements which upheld
this ideal, legitimized themselves in such religious-political terms, and
sought to retain popular support by stressing the religious aspect of
their authority and by courting the religious leaders and religious
sentiments of the community.

Because of this there developed in Islam, as Professor Gellner in
his interpretation of the Ibn Khaldun has indicated, a less direct yet
very forceful pattern of accountability of rulers—a pattern viable to
this very day—manifest in the possibility of rulers being deposed by

25 D. Ayalon, L’Esclavage du Mamelouk, Jerusalem, Israel Oriental Society, 1951;
N. Itzkowitz, Ottoman Empire and Islamic Tradition, New York, 1972; P. Wittek, The
Rise of the Ottoman Empire, London, 1938; and B. Miller, The Palace School of Muhammad
the Conqueror, Cambridge, 1941.

26 See Lewis, Islamic Concepts of Revolution, in idem, Islam and History, op. cit., pp.
253–267.

27 On sectarian tendencies in Islam see H. Laoust, Les Schismes dans l’Islams:
Introduction à une étude de la religion musulmane, Paris, 1965; Lewis, Islam in History, pp.
217–66; C. Cahen, ‘La Changeante portée sociale de quelques doctrines religieuses’,
in L’Elaboration de l’Islam, Colloque de Strasbourg, 12–14 June, 1959, Paris, 1961, pp.
5–22; and M.S. Stern, Isma’ilis and Qarmantians, in ibid., pp. 99–108.
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the combination of sectarian groups with the resurgence of tribal
revival or popular upheavals against ‘corrupt’ or weak regimes.28

XVIII

We have come, at least for the time being, to an end of our explo-
ration. We have explored the origins and different modes of ideo-
logical politics and have found them not in the present or in the
modern era but in the distant past, in some very formative periods
of human history.

We have analysed the origins of ideological patterns in general
and of construction of collectivities and accountability of rulers in
particular, and we have above all stressed the impact of several cru-
cial aspects of cultural orientations on these aspects of political dynam-
ics. But we have stressed that such impact of cultural traditions is
effected not through some process of emanation, but mainly through
the activities of different elites who are both the carriers of such tra-
ditions and orientations, as well as the central partners in the rul-
ing coalitions and who control the flow of resources in society and
the construction of social reality. The concrete features of these modes
of control and the consequent structuring of collectivities and of pat-
terns of accountability of rulers are shaped by the continous inter-
action between the cultural orientations they represent, their own
structure, and the concrete historical setting within which they act.

We have shown how such different patterns of interaction have
shaped different modes of ideological politics as they developed in
some of the civilizations analysed here. We have concentrated—
though even here necessarily very briefly and inadequately—on the
way these developments took place in historical times—but this is
not irrelevant for the understanding of the contemporary science.
Indeed it seems to be crucial for such an understanding.

28 See E. Gellner, ‘A Pendulum Swing Theory of Islam’, in R. Robertson (ed.),
Sociology of Religion, Baltimore, 1969, pp. 127–41. On the constellations in the
Maghreb, for instance, see E. Gellner and C. Micaud (eds.), Arabs and Berbers: From
Tribe to Nation in North Africa, London, 1973; and C.C. Stewart, Islam and Social Order
in Mauritania: A Case Study from the Nineteenth Century, Oxford, 1973. On more recent
developments see A.S. Ahmed, Millennium and Charisma among the Pathans: A Critical
Essay in Social Anthropology, London, 1976. For a more recent formulation see E. Gellner,
‘State and Revolution in Islam’, Journal of International Studies, vol. 8, no. 3, pp.
187–99.
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CHAPTER NINE

TRANSCENDENTAL VISION, CENTER FORMATION, 
AND THE ROLE OF INTELLECTUALS

C, C,  I: 
T A A  C

I

Among the many seminal contributions of Edward Shils to socio-
logical analysis I would like to address myself here to the analysis
of intellectuals in general and of their relations with the powers in
particular,1 to his reinterpretation of Weber’s concept of charisma,
the development of the concept of the “center,” and of the analy-
sis of center-periphery relations.2

These three analyses or themes are indeed very closely interre-
lated, and it is the interrelation between them—focused above all
on the analysis of the nature of the charismatic dimension of social
action and structure—that seems to me to be of crucial importance
to the development of sociological analysis.

Shils reinterpreted Weber’s conception of charisma as the search
for the construction and attainment of meaningful social order which
is closely related—in Durkheim’s terms—to the realm of the sacred.
Institutionally, according to him, such search is located above all in
the center or centers of a society.

At the same time it is in the nature of the characteristics of intel-
lectuals that some very crucial aspects of their activities are very
closely related to this charismatic dimension of human life and to
its articulation in the social order.

Given that the construction of meaningful order constitutes a cen-
tral aspect of the charismatic dimension of human life, obviously the
contents—or at least some aspects of the contents—of the visions of

1 See Edward Shils, The Intellectuals and the Powers (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1978).

2 See Edwards Shils, Center and Periphery: Essays in Macrosociology (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1975).
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such order which are articulated by various intellectuals should also
influence the structure of the centers of societies and their dynamics.
Moreover, they might also—sometimes as we shall see rather para-
doxically—influence the basic frameworks of the relations between
intellectuals and powers.

II

In the following pages we shall attempt to explore the nature of this
interrelation by the analysis of the frameworks of construction of the
centers and of the closely related activities of intellectuals in the so-
called Axial Age civilizations with their common characteristics and
with the differences between them.3

The “Axial Age civilizations” was a term used by Karl Jaspers to
describe those (Great) civilizations that developed in the first mille-
nium before the period between circa 500 ... and the Christian
era—namely, in Ancient Israel, later on in Christianity and, verily,
in Ancient Greece, in Ancient China in the early Imperial period,
Hinduism and Buddhism, and much later, beyond the Axial Age
proper, in Islam. The specific, distinctive characteristic of these civ-
ilizations was the development and institutionalization within them
in general, and within their centers in particular, of basic conceptions
of tension, of a chasm between the transcendental and mundane order.

These conceptions of a basic tension between the transcendental
and the mundane order have developed above all among small groups
by a new social element, a new type of elites in general, and of
intellectual carriers of models of cultural and social order in partic-
ular. But ultimately these conceptions were, in all these Axial Age
civilizations, institutionalized, that is, became the predominant ori-
entation of both the ruling as well as of many secondary elites, fully
embodied in their respective centers or subcenters, transforming the
nature of the political elites, making the autonomous intellectuals rel-
atively autonomous partners in the central coalitions. Thus the var-
ious dispersed groups of intellectuals became transformed into more
fully crystallized and institutionalized ones, often into clerics—for
example, the Jewish Prophets and Priests, the Great Greek Philosophers,
the Chinese Literati, the Hindu Brahmins, the Buddhist Sangha or

3 See S.N. Eisenstadt, “The Axial Age: The Emergence of Transcendental Visions
and the Rise of Clerics,” European Journal of Sociology 23, no. 2 (1982).
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the Islamic Ulama. The most important repercussions of such insti-
tutionalization has been the development of the ideological and struc-
tural attempts to reconstruct the mundane world according to the
basic conception of the resolution of this tension. The given, mun-
dane order was perceived in these civilizations as incomplete, often
as faulty and in need of being—at least in some of its parts—recon-
structed according to the conception of the resolution of this basic
tension, or, to use Weberian nomenclature, according to the premises
of salvation—basically a Christian term the equivalents of which,
however, can be found in other civilizations.

As part of this process, in all these civilizations a far-reaching
restructuring of the conception of the relation between the political
and the higher, transcendental order took place. The political order—
as the central focus or framework of the mundane order—has been
in these civilizations usually conceived as lower than the transcendental
one and accordingly had to be restructured according to the premises
of the latter. And it was the rulers who were usually held to be respon-
sible for assuming such structuring of the political order; and accord-
ingly there appeared the possibility of calling a ruler to judgment in
the name of some higher order, to which the rulers are accountable.

At the same time the nature of the rulers became greatly trans-
formed. The King-God, the embodiment of the cosmic and earthly
order alike, disappeared, and a secular ruler, in principle account-
able to some higher order, appeared. Thus, there emerged the con-
ception of the accountability of the rulers and of the community to
a higher authority: God, Divine Law, and the like. Accordingly, the
possibility of calling a ruler to judgment emerged. The first most
dramatic appearance of this conception took place in Ancient Israel
in the priestly and prophetic pronunciations. A different conception
of such accountability, an accountability of the community and its
laws, appeared on the northern shores of the Eastern Mediterranean,
in Ancient Greece. In different forms this conception appeared in
all these civilizations.

Concomitant to the emergence of conceptions of accountability
there began to develop autonomous spheres of law and conceptions
of rights, distinct from ascriptively bound customs. Closely related
to these changes in the basic political conceptions that have devel-
oped in these civilizations have been also far-reaching transforma-
tions of the conceptions of human personality. The interpersonal
virtues such as one’s solidarity, mutual help, or the like have been
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taken out of their primordial framework and combined, in different
dialectical modes, with the attributes of resolution of the tension
between the transcendental and the mundane orders. In this way,
they generate a new level of internal tensions in the structuring of
personality, and it is through the appropriate reconstruction of per-
sonality that the bridging of the tension between the transcendental
and the mundane order, the chasm between them, that is, salvation,
can be attained.

This was closely connected with the development of conceptions
of individual as independent autonomous entity, very often out of
tune with the political order and as an independent actor. It is the
combination of the idea of accountability of rulers with some such
conception of individual personality that indicated an affinity to var-
ious concepts of liberalism.

But the very attempt at such reconstruction was always torn by
many internal tensions—given in the very nature of the basic ideo-
logical or symbolic premises of such conceptions; in the awareness
of a greater range of possibilities of visions of the proper mode of
the resolution of the tension between the transcendental and the
mundane order and of the partiality or incompleteness of any given
institutionalization of such vision. It is these tensions—which we shall
explicate in greater detail further on—and their institutional reper-
cussions that ushered in a new type of social and civilizational dynam-
ics in the history of mankind.

III

The institutionalization of these tensions often transformed the nature
of the political elites and converted the new intellectual elites into
relatively autonomous partners in the major ruling coalitions and
movements of protest. The process of such institutionalization has
entirely changed the nature of the intellectuals in comparison with
the specialists in various ritual, magical, and sacral activities of the
pre-Axial civilizations. It transformed such specialized technical activ-
ities into components of relatively autonomous construction of the
cultural and social order, and their carriers into special elites—intel-
lectuals and clerics—which were recruited and legitimized according
to distinct, autonomous criteria and organized in autonomous set-
tings, distinct from those of the basic ascriptive units. The intellec-
tuals and clerics accordingly tended to become potentially independent
of other elites and social groups and categories; at the same time

eisens_f10_248-264  11/19/02  11:27 AM  Page 252



   253

they were necessarily in strong competition with them, above all over
the monopoly of the production and spread of symbols and media
of communication.

Such competition became very intense because, with the institu-
tionalization of such transcendental conceptions, a parallel transfor-
mation has taken place in the structure of other elites, especially
those whose activities were also closely related to the resolution of
the tension between the transcendental and the mundane order,
whether they were political, military, or educational elites, and in
some cases also the economic ones. All these elites tended to develop
claims for an autonomous place in the construction of the cultural
and social order. They saw themselves as performing not only specific
technical, functional activities but also as potentially autonomous car-
riers of the models of a distinct cultural and social order closely
related to the trascendental vision prevalent in their respective societies.

Accordingly, the nonpolitical elites, the various intellectuals or cler-
ics, often tended to view themselves—insofar as the political realm
was defined as relevant to the process of salvation—as being on a
par with, if not superior to, the political authorities in the political
realm. They tended to be very active participants in the social (and
political) spheres, to see themselves as carriers and representatives of
the major ideological attributes of these spheres; and they very often
viewed the political authorities as potentially accountable to them-
selves. In parallel fashion, however, the political (and other) elites
also quite often viewed themselves as autonomous articulators of the
models of cultural order—potentially superior to the cultural elites.
Moreover, these groups of elites were not, in these societies, homo-
geneous; there developed a multiplicity of secondary elites—cultural,
political, or educational—each often carrying a different conception
of the cultural or social order.

T M  T   A  I

I

Thus already the general, common characteristics of the Axial Age
civilizations—especially when compared to pre-Axial Age ones, such
as Ancient Egypt and Japan—attest to the very close relations among
some characteristics or aspects of the charismatic visions as articu-
lated by various groups of intellectuals, the structure of the centers
which have been crystallized by the activities of such intellectuals in
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conjunction with other elites, and the characteristics of the intellec-
tual elites predominant in them.

At the same time, the preceding analysis does also indicate the
double aspect of the place of intellectuals within such societies and
to the closely related rather paradoxical relations between two types
of activities of intellectuals—namely, the specialized, distinct, auto-
nomous intellectual activities, whether the creation of work, of arts,
of literature, or of philosophy, and those activities of the intellectuals
that constitute part of the construction of the basic premises of their
respective societies.

These two different types of intellectual activities of intellectuals
are naturally connected with different structural positions and orga-
nizations of intellectuals and of intellectual activities—often sometimes
of the same persons. It is naturally the latter that are most closely
involved with the process of power, division of labor, regulation of
power, and construction of trust, which are inherent in the very con-
struction of the social order. They also constitute the major link between
such construction and the structuring and organization of the different
symbolic domains and domains of knowledge and their interrelations.

The distinction between these different types of intellectuals, or
rather of intellectual activities, is mostly analytical, and very often
different intellectual activities are undertaken by the same people
and even in the same organizational settings or institutions (e.g.,
schools, universities). Significantly enough, however, even when this
occurs, their activities are structured in different ways according to
their major analytical and structural characteristics.

In more differentiated societies there naturally develop greater
degrees of structural specialization of the different intellectual roles
and organizations. In the flow of daily life such articulators resem-
ble opinion leaders (as designated in communication research), who
may indeed orient themselves to the articulation of different aspects
of the social order, the construction of trust and symbols of soli-
darity, the articulation of models of cultural and social order and
provision of meaning to the different spheres of activities, and the
regulation of power and authority. Lately, some of these activities
have become more fully channeled through the mass media, but,
needless to say, all these do not exhaust the multitude of opinion-
leadership roles.
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II

In close relation to the place of such intellectuals in the construc-
tion of these civilizations, there developed two modes of tensions
between them and different elites—the political one and the intel-
lectuals as ruling coalitions. The first such tension, which has indeed
been abundantly studied, was that between the intellectuals of var-
ious kinds and the powers that be. The focus of such tension is usu-
ally the scope of the relative autonomy of the intellectuals in their
specialized activity.

The second type of tension in activities of intellectuals focuses on
the attempts of those intellectuals, especially the articulators of mod-
els of the social order, to impose their own distinct conceptions of
the cultural and social order on other elites and on broader groups
and strata; and also on the possible contradiction between the attempts
to exercise such power and influence, on the one hand, and main-
taining the conditions that assure maximum autonomy in the different
areas of intellectual specialization and creativity, on the other.

III

The full implications of the distinction between these two types of
intellectual activity or of activity of intellectuals—and of the different
modes of relations between them—can be more fully understood
through an analysis of the most salient differences in the structure
of centers and the activities of intellectuals in some of the major
Axial Age civilizations—the major monotheistic civilizations, China
and the Hinduist or Buddhist civilizations.

The starting point of such comparative analysis is indeed the basic
fact that the charismatic visions of cosmic and social order which
became institutionalized in these civilizations have been connected
with different mode or modes of construction of centers and of the
different types of activities of intellectuals.

For reasons of space we shall have to simplify here and shall dis-
tinguish, following Weber, between “this-worldly” visions of salva-
tion, most fully evident in the Chinese case (as well as, even if in a
different mode, in ancient Greece), and “otherworldly” visions of sal-
vation, most fully manifest, albet in different ways, in Hinduism and
Buddhist civilizations, and the different modes of interweaving of
this- and otherworldly visions which have developed in three major
monotheistic civilizations.
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P P  C A 
I  A A C

I

The way in which these basic visions have become transformed into
the basic premises of these civilizations has also greatly affected the
nature, organization, and range of the activities of intellectuals, both
in their political activities as well as in their more autonomous spheres
and in the relations between the two.

In each of these civilizations different modes have developed: first,
of involvement of intellectuals in general—and of religious or religious-
like (like the Confucians) groups—who were predominant in most of
these civilizations; and, second, of patterns of cultural creativity.

In all these political regimes there has developed a continuous,
mutual interdependence and competition between the political and
the intellectual or religious elites—an interdependence and competi-
tion that greatly influenced the involvement of the religious groups
and organizations in the political struggle, the extent to which they
were able and willing to provide the rulers with basic legitimation,
continuous support, and various resources.

It was within this basic framework that the various modi vivendi
between the religious and the political regimes were worked out. But
it was also within this basic framework that there developed the pos-
sibility that the various religions would not support but undermine—
either through open opposition and active promotion of change or
through encouragement of political passivity and deflection of political
support from the rulers—the political systems of the respective regimes.

This possibility was rooted in the partial differentiation of the polit-
ical and religious systems, which made these two systems very closely
interwoven and even identical at the local level and highly interde-
pendent and sensitive to one another in the central political sphere.
On the other hand, this possibility was also rooted in the nature of
the relative autonomy of the religious sphere as compared with that
of the political one—in the fact that the relation and mutual inter-
dependence between these two spheres was to some extent asym-
metrical. This asymmetrical relation was rooted in the historical fact
that most of the religions had origins that were independent from
those of the polities and that their chances of surviving any such
regime were not negligible.
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The rulers of these societies were dependent on the religious elites
both for the maintenace of their traditional legitimation and for some
measure of support of the provision of the more flexible resources.
In the short run, the rulers could destroy any given religious orga-
nization, but beyond this they were continuously dependent on some
religious organizations. The basic autonomy of the religious organi-
zations and their transcendental orientations, in contrast, made them
relatively, even if only relatively, more independent of any particu-
lar polity. It was only when a given polity constituted a very impor-
tant and central referent of the orientation of a given religion—as
was the case in Confucianism and to a smaller extent in the Maxidean
Church—that the dependence of the religion on this polity was rel-
atively great and its fare closely bound to that of the polity.

II

The scope and extent of the political participation of the religious
groups were, of course, greatly influenced by the basic characteris-
tics of the social structure of these societies (e.g., by the extent of
their differentiation, types of economy, etc.), by the policies of the
rulers, and by the political orientations of the major groups. Throughout
the history of these societies many changes in the political activities
of the religious groups were affected by changes in these “external”
forces. And yet the general potentialities for political orientations of
the religious groups were rooted in their internal structure and ori-
entations, even if the actualization of these potentialities was greatly
dependent on the historical concrete forces. Each of these charac-
teristics influence the political activities of the religious groups in a
somewhat different direction.4

Thus, the extent to which the religious institutions were organiza-
tionally autonomous greatly influenced the degree to which they could
participate in the central political struggle of a given society. In gen-
eral, the smaller the extent of their distinct organization, the smaller
also was their ability to participate in the central political struggle.
The more closely the organization was identified with that of the
state organs and institutions, the more was its political participation

4 This analysis follows S.N. Eisenstadt, The Political Systems of Empires (New York:
Free Press, 1963, 1969); and Revolution and the Transformation of Societies (New York:
Free Press, 1978).
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confined to the accepted, legitimate level of political activity. On the
contrary, religious organizations that were not highly identified with
the political institutions could develop more articulated political activ-
ities, which could go beyond the existing institutional framework. 

On the other hand, strong universalistic and transcendental ele-
ments within these religious orientations allowed greater possibilities
for their developing various intensive political orientations and activ-
ities which went beyond the existing institutional framework. At the
same time, however, the greater the extent to which a given polity
and state constituted a basic referent of religious activity, the greater
was the extent to which the political activities—sometimes very impor-
tant and intensive—of the religious groups were contained within
the framework of existing political institutions and the smaller the
possibility of their undermining this framework.

As against this, the more otherworldly oriented the predominant
religious orientations, the smaller was the extent to which there devel-
oped within these religions articulated political activities, and the
greater was the extent to which they engendered a passive attitude
toward political activity and could deflect active forces from partic-
ipation in the central political arena. And as the extent to which these
orientations emphasized involvement in the mundane world and the
specific ideological formulations of these orientations grew, so did
the active political involvement of the respective religions grow.

The combination of these elements and the vicissitudes of the
political struggles shaped the level of the political participation and
orientation of these religious organizations in each case—even if there
existed great variations within each of them.

Thus in China, within which a very strong this-worldly orienta-
tion was predominant, the major cultural-political elites have indeed
evinced some very specific characteristics.

The most important and distinctive such elites in China were of
course the famous Confucian literati and bureaucracy. These literati
and bureaucrats were on the one hand the major carriers of the
Confucian (or Confucian-Legal) world order and orientations briefly
depicted above. As such they were, especially symbolically, relatively
autonomous—vis-à-vis both the broader strata as well as from the
political center even if rather closely related to them. They were
recruited, legitimized, and organized according to criteria which were
directly related to—or derived from—the basic precepts of Confucian-
legalistic canon, and were not mediated or controlled by either the
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broader strata of the society or in principle (although of course not
always in practice) by the emperor himself.

These literati were not, however, just learned men performing
intellectual functions. The stratum or category of literati constituted
a source of recruitment to the bureaucracy, and they exercised at
least a partial monopoly over venues of access to the center.

They constituted together with the emperors and their entourage,
as well as sometimes the major warlords, the major partners in the
ruling coalitions—to the almost total exclusion of other groups or
social elements.

Their structure and organization were influenced by their pre-
dominant this-worldly orientation. Unlike the parallel European,
Byzantine, or Islamic elites, the literati combined at the same time
both cultural (“religious”) and administrative-political functions. Among
them there developed only a relatively small degree of organizational
and even symbolic distinction between these two types of elite activ-
ities. Their organizational framework was almost identical with that
of the state bureaucracy (which recruited 10–20 percent of all the
literati), and except for some schools and academies they had no
organization of their own. Accordingly, there did not develop among
them separate political, administrative, and religious organizations
and hierarchies.

At the same time, and in close relation with the preceding devel-
opments, more central administrative as well as cultural elites had
but few autonomous bases of power and resources, as against the
emperors and their entourage. It was only in one institutional sphere—
the educational one—that there did develop some autonomous orga-
nizations and structures. But even here the more specific roles into
which such activities crystallized were usually very closely interwoven
with the political-administrative setting and oriented toward it, and
rather segregated from activities of secondary elites of the periphery.

III

In the otherworldly civilizations—the Hindu and the Buddhist—a
rather different pattern emerged. First of all there developed here a
basically secular conception of kingship. The king has become desacral-
ized and his role defined largely—even if perhaps not entirely—in
secular terms with a strong emphasis on the necessity to accept king-
ship in terms of the maintenance of the social order. At the same
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time, however, demands were made on him to support the cosmic
order defined in transcendental otherworldly terms and the con-
comitant moral order of the community to which in principle he
was seen as being subordinate. Thus, in principle, royalty was legit-
imized in terms of the predominant “otherworldly” religious sym-
bols, but at the same time its mundane role was quite widely accepted
and even defined in religious terms.

Concomitantly there developed in these civilizations a very dis-
tinct pattern of institutional dynamics which differed greatly from
those of other Axial Age civilizations in which (as in China) this-
worldly orientations were predominant, or in those—like the monothe-
istic ones—in which such this-worldly orientations were closely
interwoven with otherworldly ones.

The major thrust of these dynamics generated very much by the
major intellectual elites in coalitions with the rulers was focused
around the continuous restructuring of the criteria of membership
in ascriptive-primordial and religious communities, the redefinition
of the boundaries of these communities and of access to them—
together with periodic attempts at imbuing them with strong empha-
sis on equality. Here indeed the most dramatic innovation within
these civilizations was the rise of Buddhism itself from within the
Indian civilization and beyond it.

The restructuring of the new collectivities—the civilizational, polit-
ical, and religious frameworks—facilitated the continuous expansion
of different social organizations. Such expansion became connected
with the restructuring of these collectivities, subsuming the former
under the latter.

Thus all these developments often gave rise to new organizational
settings, to continuous redefinition of scope of political and economic
units, to changes in patterns of polities as well as to continuous
changes in the religious sphere as manifest above all in the devel-
opment of new movements and sects.

But these dynamics did indeed evince several crucial differences
or limits—especially as compared with other civilizations; the limits
of such dynamics can be seen in the fact that whatever reorganiza-
tion of mundane, institutional spheres has taken place here in them,
it took place mostly on the organizational plane or level, with but
very weak restructuring of the levels of symbolic articulation of these
spheres, without imbuing them with new autonomous meanings.
Thus, for instance, they have not given rise to an autonomous sym-
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bolic evaluation of this sphere and to the construction—as in China
or in monotheistic civilizations—of autonomous centers, distinct from
the periphery, with strong Imperial orientations.

The very high level of continuous involvement of religious elites
and sects in political life in these three monotheistic civilizations is
too well known to need—especially given the limitations of space—
elaboration on their many variations.

IV

The variables analyzed above have also greatly affected the degrees
and modes of autonomy in their respective intellectual field of cre-
ativity. Here we find a rather paradoxical situation. The greatest
range of such autonomy tended to develop in general in those fields
or areas that seemingly were not far away from the central foci of
the premises of a civilization.

Thus in Japan, for instance, which has not undergone an Axial
Age transformation, the great efflorescence of different forms of lit-
erary activities has been attributed by scholars to the lack of a very
strong transcendental vision in Japan—a vision that could serve as
a focus of regulating cultural creativity.5

In general, however, especially in the Axial Age civilizations, the
possibility of the transformation of some aspects of their works into
premises of civilizations often constituted a very crucial motivation
or push to creativity in cultural areas. At the same time, paradoxi-
cally, such transformation could also generate new limitations on
such creativity or at least tensions with it.

In purely this-worldly civilizations, a very wide range of areas of
cultural creativity has been relevant from the point of view of the
premises of these civilizations, but at the same time there tends to
develop, due to the close interweaving of the political and cultural
elites, the strong tendency to control such activities and their auto-
nomous expressions. Thus, in the Chinese case and to some degree
in Ancient Greece, there developed far-reaching attempts to repudiate
cultural creativity and its impingement on central political areas. At
the same time, the possibility of such impingement constituted a very
important impetus to many such activities—philosophical, artistic,
and the like.

5 A. Kato, A History of Japanese Literature, the First Thousand Years—Tokyo (New York
and San Francisco: Kodansha International, 1979), esp. pp. 1–27.
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As against this in the otherworldly civilizations, many areas of
“mundane” cultural creativity—such as mathematics or poetry—have
at least partially developed in an autonomous way, with seemingly
little direct interference from the predominant cultural institutions—
even if, of course, not uninfluenced by them.

At the same time, however, just because of not being related to
the basic focus or premises of their respective civilizations, many
such autonomous activities were limited in the scope of their creativity.

It is within the monotheistic civilizations in which the interweav-
ing between this- and otherworldly orientations was most pronounced,
that there developed a continuous dynamic between the two modes
or types of tensions in the activities of intellectuals. It has been in
these civilizations that paradoxes and dichotomies inherent in the
interrelations between these two modes of tensions—and their impact
on the construction of social and political order—have become most
fully apparent.6 These paradoxes and dichotomies have become
intensified with the transition to modernity and in modern societies.

T P  I   C  M
C: T R O  M

The crucial fact here was, of course, the central role of religious and
secular intellectuals in the Great Rebellion, the American and the
French Revolutions which have ushered in modernity.

In all the Great Revolutions that lay at the origins of modernity,
religious and secular intellectuals promoted the basic cultural and
ideological visions which were promulgated in the crystallization of
these revolutions and in their impact on the crystallization of the
basic premises of modern societies.7 Hence, indeed, all these tensions
and problems have been intensified with the crystallization of mod-
ern civilization in the work of the Great Revolutions.

The crystallization of modernity has indeed greatly changed or
transformed the basic characteristics of political centers and dynamisms.
From the point of view of the contents of these centers, the major

6 Some comparative indications can be found in S.N. Eisenstadt and I.F. Silber,
eds., Cultural Traditions and Worlds of Knowledge: Explorations in the Sociology of Knowledge
(Philadelphia: JAI Press, 1988).

7 See for greater detail S.N. Eisenstadt, Revolutions and the Transformation of Societies
(New York: Free Press, 1978).
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transformation which has occurred concomitantly with modernity has
been the growing secularization of the centers, and the nonaccep-
tance of the givenness of their contents and symbols can indeed be
reexamined anew. This change was closely connected with the grow-
ing autonomy of the political, cultural, and societal centers, and
above all with changes in the relations between the centers and the
periphery; with the growing impingement of the periphery on the
center and by facilitation of the access to the center by the periph-
ery, by the permeation of the periphery by the center, often culmi-
nating in the concomitant tendency toward the obliteration of the
differences between center and periphery, thus making membership
in the collectivity tantamount to participation in the center.

These processes were also closely related to the changes in the
basic orientations to tradition and to the bases of legitimation of
authority. The sanctity and givenness of the past—of any past—as
the major symbolic regulator of social, political, and cultural change
and innovation have given way to the acceptance of innovation and
orientations to the future as a basic dimension of cultural orientation.

One of the most important transformations—effected above all by
the Great Revolutions in the construction of centers—was the incor-
poration of symbols and premises of protest into the very centers of
societies. Thus protest and the possibility of the transformation of
some aspects of a society’s institutional premises are no longer con-
sidered to be illegitimate. Symbols and movements of protest, of
equality and participation, of social justice have become legitimate
components of the political process; and the history of modern pol-
itics has become, in many ways, the history of the incorporation of
the symbols and demands of such movements into the centers, the
concomitant transformation of these centers—in some cases in rela-
tively peaceful ways, in others in more confrontational terms.

These revolutionary origins of modernity and the place of intellec-
tuals within them had, of course, many repercussions on the relation
between intellectuals and political elites. In a most extreme and exag-
gerated form, the basic symbolic—as opposed to organizational—
distinction between intellectuals and political elites becomes even more
blurred than before. Hence, paradoxically, the tensions between them
could become exacerbated, at the same time greatly influencing the
development of some basic problems inherent in the establishment
and working of democratic regimes. Among the most important of
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these problems were the tensions between totalistic utopias and pop-
ulistic and technocratic tendencies on the one hand, and on the
other hand the extension of participation in the centers of the soci-
ety and the concomitant ability of the centers to incorporate these
tendencies without giving in to them—an ability necessarily related
to continuous restructuring of enlightened public opinion and ana-
lyzed by Edward Shils in many of his classical articles.8

In other words, this fundamental tension involves a conflict between
the Jacobin or messianic element of modernity, and the possibility
of a relatively noncrisis transformation of society (which, in a sense,
is the hope of liberal democracies). None of the modern liberal
democracies has entirely done away—or possibly even can do away—
with this Jacobin element; it manifests itself in a variety of ways in
different societies, one of them being the intellectual pilgrimage to
other societies in an attempt to find the full flowering of the revo-
lutionary ideal in another society. Another manifestation of this
Jacobin element is the attempt by intellectuals to impose a totalistic
solution, whether of the right or of the left, to society’s ills.

8 Edward Shils, The Intellectuals and the Powers.
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CHAPTER TEN

UTOPIAS AND DYNAMICS OF CIVILIZATIONS: 
SOME CONCLUDING COMPARATIVE OBSERVATIONS*

I

The papers presented in this collection illustrate abundantly the cen-
tral thesis presented by Adam Seligman in the introductory essay,
namely, that the development of utopian visions is inherent in the
very constitution of Axial civilizations. It is above all inherent in the
perception of a double break or tension that is characteristic of these
civilizations—namely, first the tension inherent in the very conception
of a chasm between the transcendental and the mundane orders, and
second, and more important, the tension between the conception of
salvation or of the soteriological bridge through which such a chasm
may be bridged that develops in such civilizations, and the concrete
definition and institutionalization of such a concept (Eisenstadt, 1982).

It was the development of such a double break or tension that
transformed millenarian conceptions or visions which can be found
in pre-Axial civilizations into the utopian visions of the Axial civiliza-
tions, although such vision incorporated—albeit in a transformed way—
many millenarian orientations. Sarit Helman’s paper on Indonesian
millenarism forcefully illustrates the strength of such millenarian ori-
entations in a non-Axial conception of social order, as well as the
almost total absence of any utopian components within them.

The development of full-fledged utopian orientations was connected
with the fact that the tensions inherent in the premises of Axial Age
civilizations and in their institutionalization generated an awareness
of a great range of possible visions of the cultural and social order.
Historically this awareness was related to the fact that the institu-
tionalization of any such conception was never a simple and peace-
ful process. It was usually connected with a continuous struggle and
competition among many groups and their respective visions. Moreover,
even after one of these visions emerged as hegemonic and was fully

* The papers referred to in this chapter have been published in the volume of
which this is the concluding chapter.
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institutionalized in the orders of social life, competing visions remained,
if often in changed forms.

But this historical fact only reinforced a basic characteristic of the
cultural premises attendant on the institutionalization of any such
conception, namely, that any articulation and institutionalization of
such a conception contained strong heterogeneous elements and ori-
entations, so that its elaboration in fully articulated and abstract
terms made different emphases, directions, and interpretations pos-
sible. All of these were reinforced by the historical existence of mul-
tiple visions carried by different groups.

Hence, all of these civilizations developed an awareness of a greater
range in the possible definitions of such tension, and, above all, of
alternative modes of overcoming this tension, of alternative ways of
salvation and of the possibility of constructing alternative social and
cultural orders. No single definition or resolution could be taken any
longer simply as given.

It is this very multiplicity of alternative visions that led to an aware-
ness, in all civilizations, of the potential uncertainty of different roads
to salvation, of the existence of alternative conceptions of social and
cultural order, and of the seeming arbitrariness of any single solution.
The consciousness of such alternatives became a constituent element
of the structuring of selfawareness in these civilizations, especially
among the carriers of their Great Traditions. It was closely related
to the development of a high degree of “second order” thinking, of
reflexivity. This focused around the basic premises of the social and
cultural order, and not only, as in most pre-Axial Age civilizations,
around individual adherence to the given social and moral order.

II

From the point of view of their contents or orientations, such alter-
native visions tended to develop in several directions and combina-
tions. One such direction was to reformulate the nature of the tension
between the transcendental and mundane orders—for example, in
the Buddhist reformulation of the premises of Hinduism or in the
Christian reformulation of the premises of Judaism.

Another direction was to deny—either in highly ideological terms
with strong transcendental orientations or in more simple terms of
little traditions—the stress on the tension between transcendental and
mundane orders. This could lead to a “return”, usually among small
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groups of intellectuals, to a highly sophisticated conception of par-
allelism between the transcendental and mundane orders, and to
concomitant attempts to go back to a pre-transcendental state, and
in the periphery—as Bernardo Arévalo de Léon’s paper in this col-
lection shows—to a de-axialization of the predominant orientations.

The third direction taken by these alternative visions was to deny
the predominant conception of the resolution of such tension and of
its institutional derivatives, i.e., a stress on other-worldly orientations
over this-worldly orientations, or vice versa, a stress on learning as
against military or political virtues and the like.

A fourth direction was to elaborate a great variety of religious and
intellectual orientations—above all the mystical and esoteric ones—
which go beyond any given, established, routinized, and orthodox
version of the resolution of the transcendental tension.

Such elaborations may be related to the development of strongly
antinomian tendencies negating ideologically the tendencies to ratio-
nalization inherent in most such official resolutions of the concep-
tion of the chasm between the transcendental and mundane orders.

A fifth direction was to uphold the prevalent conceptions and
ideals in their pristine form as against their necessarily compromised
concretization in any institutional setting. All these alternative visions
were usually combined with the perennial themes of social protest—
themes such as the emphasis on equality and solidarity, on the sus-
pension of social division of labor, and the like.

A restructuring of the conception of time also took place. There
was a new awareness of many possible discontinuities or disjunctions
between the major dimensions of time—past, present, and future—
and of the consequent necessity to find ways to bridge between them.
While the nature of this bridge—cyclical, historical, apocalyptic—
varied greatly from civilization to civilization, the stress on some dis-
continuity and on the concomitant definition of the societies’ past
and future is common to all of them.

III

Out of the combination of the conception of possible alternative
roads to salvation, of alternative cultural and social orders, and the
structuring of the time dimensions, there emerged utopian visions of
an alternative cultural and social order beyond any given place or
time. Such visions contained many of the millenarian and revivalist
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elements that can be found in pre-Axial Age civilizations as well:
but they go beyond them by combining them with the search for
an alternative “better” order beyond the given one, a new social
and cultural order that will be constructed according to the precepts
of the higher transcendental order and which will negate and tran-
scend the given one.

These alternative visions usually contained a high potential for
reconstruction of both the basic conceptions of ontological reality,
of the conception of the transcendental order and of its relations to
the basic institutional conceptions and of the relations between them,
which were institutionalized in these civilizations. Some such visions
often denied the validity of the very definitions of ontological real-
ity upheld in the respective civilizations. Most of them, however,
were oriented above all against the specific concrete relationship
between such definitions and institutional premises (the ground rules
that regulated the different arenas of social life) i.e., against the con-
crete institutionalization of such definitions of their institutional spheres.

These visions were usually articulated by special actors who pre-
sented themselves as carriers of the pristine religious and/or civi-
lizational visions of these civilizations—carriers such as the holy men
of antiquity, the Indian or Buddhist renouncers, Christian monks,
and the like—in other words, religious virtuosi, who often stood in
some dialectic relationships to the existing ways of institutionalizing
the transcendental visions, often acting from within liminal situations.
These actors often attempted to combine such visions with wider
movements of protest (Eisenstadt, 1985a).

IV

Different themes, counter-themes, and the tendencies to the devel-
opment of utopian visions were found in all the Axial Age civiliza-
tions sometimes developing out of the mutual encounter between
these civilizations. But their relative importance, the composition of
the movements carrying them, as well as the specific characteristics
of such visions and movements, differed greatly between different
Axial civilizations. These differences were shaped first of all by those
very conditions which generated them. First, by the different definitions
of the chasm or tension between the transcendental and the mundane
order, especially whether the basic chasm between the transcendental
and the mundane order was couched in relatively secular terms (as
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in Confucianism and classical Chinese belief systems, in a somewhat
different way, in the Greek and Roman worlds) and those where the
tension was conceived in terms of a religious hiatus (as in the great
monotheistic religions, and in Hinduism and Buddhism). Within the
latter cases, an important distinction is the one between the monothe-
istic religions, in which there was a concept of God standing out-
side the Universe and potentially guiding it, and those systems, like
Hinduism and Buddhism, in which the transcendental cosmic sys-
tem was conceived in impersonal, almost metaphysical terms, in a
state of continuous existential tension with the mundane system.

Second, such differences were influenced by the conception of sal-
vation, of the soteriological bridge prevalent in the respective civi-
lizations. Here, following Weber, the primary distinction is between
purely this-worldly, purely other-worldly, and mixed this- and other-
worldly conceptions of salvation. It is probably no accident that the
“secular” conception of this tension was connected, as in China, Greece,
and Rome, with an almost wholly this-worldly conception of salvation,
or that the metaphysical non-deistic conception of this tension, as in
Hinduism and Buddhism, tended towards an other-worldly conception
of salvation. The great monotheistic religions, by contrast, tended to
stress combinations of this- and other-worldly conceptions of salvation.

The concrete working out of all such tendencies in institutional
arenas depends, however, on other conditions. These conditions
included, first, the economic structure of these civilizations (although
they all belonged to relatively economically developed agrarian or
combined agrarian and commercial societies, often with a strong
combination of tribal elements). Second, they varied greatly accord-
ing to their respective political-ecological settings, i.e., whether they
were small or great societies, whether they were societies with con-
tinuous compact boundaries, or with cross-cutting and flexible bound-
aries—politically independent or dispersed societies.

Third, they varied in their specific historical experience, especially
in terms of their encounters with other societies and their mutual
penetration, conquest, or colonization.

V

It is the different concrete constellations of these factors that influenced
not only the contents of the various utopian visions, but also their
impact on the societies and civilizations in which they developed.
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Such differences can be discerned among the civilizations discussed
above—first of all in the comparison between Jewish and Christian
(especially Catholic but also Protestant) orientations and utopian visions.

Christianity’s basic differences from Judaism—whether it occurred
in early Pauline Christianity or somewhat later (it must in any case
have gone on for much longer than has been usually supposed)—
focused not only on the role of law versus faith, but also, and per-
haps above all, on three basic changes with regard to the Jewish
faith and religion. The first of these was the removal of the politi-
cal and primordial elements of religious belief and collective identity
from their connection with a specific people and their transforma-
tion into more universal, less specifically national or ethnic frame-
works. This dissociated the religious from the “ethnic” components,
although without necessarily negating them totally, as was later the
case in Islam.

Second was the emphasis on mediation through the person of
Christ, a mediation expressed in many rituals, combining an empha-
sis on the bodily image of God with a strong other-worldly tran-
scendental orientation in opposition to the Jewish emphasis on an
incorporeal God, on law, and on primordial ties to the land and to
a distinct people constituted as a holy community.

Third was a growing difference between Judaism—especially rab-
binic Judaism—and Christianity, which crystallized in a somewhat
later period, with respect to the mode of access to the realm of the
sacred. Halakhic Judaism emphasized the word, the God-created
text, while the central doctrine of the Church—Incarnation—empha-
sized the conversion into the flesh.

In Halakhic Judaism this special emphasis on the continuous inter-
pretation of the text was very closely related to the weakening of
any mediation of access to the sacred—in contrast to the reinstalla-
tion of mediation in Christianity by the emphasis on incarnation. It
was only much later, in Protestant Christianity, that some of these
tendencies weakened significantly, with a return to Old Testament
symbolism. Needless to say, however, Protestant Christianity also
retained the central mediating figure of Christ and did not share
with Judaism the strong emphasis on access to the sacred through
textual exegesis. In Christianity, common with Judaism, a very strong
this-worldly orientation developed from the very beginning. But in
Christianity such this-worldly orientations were part of the attempt
to crystallize a new transcendental vision that included from the out-
set a very strong other-worldly orientation (see Dumont, 1982). But
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such other-worldly orientations did not negate, in Christianity, the
this-worldly ones.

Historical circumstances—the initial lowly status and persecution
of Christianity—submerged but did not obliterate these concerns in
the earlier period of Christianity. More propitious historical cir-
cumstances—the conversion of Constantine—brought out these this-
worldly ideological orientations in full force. While the conversion
of Constantine was indeed a turning point in the emergence of
medieval Christian civilization, these orientations were built on poten-
tialities that already existed in the initial stages of Christianity. The
tension between the this-worldly and the pure other-worldly orien-
tation has since become a permanent part of the history of Christianity.

These potentialities developed in different ways in different parts
of Christian civilization—Catholic, Eastern, Byzantine, and later
Russian Christianity—depending on the specific combination of this-
worldly and other-worldly orientations that emerged in their respec-
tive centers, and on the geopolitical circumstances and structure of
political power and elites that developed in each of these settings.

VI

It is these differences in the basic orientations and historical experi-
ences of the Jewish and Christian civilizations that explain some of
the major differences in the various secondary orientations and utopian
movements that developed within them, as well as their respective
impacts on these societies.

Thus Jewish secondary orientations and utopias were focused around
the differential emphasis on different arenas of life—political, eco-
nomic—and different types of religious activities—ritual, learning,
philosophical, or mystical—as the major soteriological bridge; on the
relations between the individual as against collective redemption; an
on the different dimensions of the time of such redemption—especially
on the present as against the future as arenas of such redemption—
a problem which developed in connection with the experience of
exile and of dispersion. This experience started to be crucial already
after the destruction of the First Temple and has become even more
acute after the destruction of the Second Temple (Neusner, 1987).

Such multiple orientations have been abundant in the period of
the Second Temple and probably beyond, but they became very
subdued and regulated during the long period of dispersion in Medieval
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times. During this entire period, secondary orientations—philosoph-
ical, mystical, elitist, and populist—have continuously developed, rein-
forced by the very multiplicity of elites within the Jewish communities.
Yet, given the special conditions of Jewish existence in the (medieval)
Diaspora, those orientations were hemmed in within the predomi-
nant symbolic and institutional world of the Halakha (Eisenstadt,
1985b, pp. 30–55).

It was only at the beginning of the crystallization of the hege-
mony of the Rabbinic mould, and towards its end—in the Karaite
movement and in the great Messianic movement of Shabbetai Zvi—
that, as Shlomo Fischer has shown, the basic combinations of the
primacy of the Halakha and of the emphasis on a future collective
redemption, were undermined, thus shaking the very foundations of
Rabbinical Judaism. The Karaites ultimately broke away, or were
pushed out of this mould, while the Sabbatean movement signalled
the beginnings of the decomposition of this mould.

The unique characteristic of the Hassidic movement as analyzed
by Shlomo Fischer has been that it managed, in the new historical
circumstances which emerged after the failure of the Sabbatean mes-
sianic movement and the beginnings of new historical relations with
the host civilizations, to change the bases of legitimation of Jewish
civilization into the direction of individual redemption in the con-
temporary world with strong pantheistic components, without how-
ever challenging the formal preponderance of the Halakha and of the
stress of the future as the proper time for collective, as distinct from
individual, redemption.

VII

The development of utopias within Christian civilization or civiliza-
tions was connected with the tensions involved in the institutional-
ization of basic orientations and of the institutional premises of the
Christian civilizations analyzed above.

From its very beginning, there have developed within Christianity
several such basic tensions, namely, and above all, the tensions
between hierarchy and equality in the religious sphere with respect
to the symbolic and institutional access to the great mediatory figure
of Christ and between the relative emphasis on this-worldly and
other-worldly orientations (Dumont, 1982; Eisenstadt, 1983, 1985a).
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These tensions in the basic premises and orientations have been
common to all parts of Christianity, as were also the basic institu-
tional arenas in which these tensions were played out, namely, state-
Church relations, monastic organizations, community, and the like.

The concrete way in which these basic tensions were played out
naturally varied greatly, however, in different parts of Christianity—
the Eastern, Byzantine, Russian, in such far-away parts as Ethiopia,
and of course in Western (and Central) Europe, in different periods
of their history—even if in each of them some relatively predomi-
nant pattern (yet always with variations) has developed relatively early
in their history. Within such frameworks different types of millenar-
ian and utopian movements became predominant, although they all
shared some common characteristics rooted in the tensions common
to all parts of Christianity.

The focus of Catholic Christian soteriology lay—as has been shown
by Adam Seligman—in the mediation of the Church through the
sacraments and in the continuous ideological predominance of the
religious orientations, albeit with strong other-worldly components
over the political worldly frameworks, without, however, denying the
importance of the latter.

Within this basic framework, there could—and did—develop within
the Catholic Christianity a variety of ways in which the tensions
inherent in Christianity could be expressed. All, or at least most of
such orientations, however radical, as for instance those that devel-
oped in the medieval popular movements and in monastic and men-
dicant orders, or more recently in the theology of liberation could
be—as long as they did not touch on the central focus of the medi-
ation of the Church and its sacraments and the principled priority
of other-worldly orientations and even if after prolonged struggles—
incorporated into the basic framework of Catholic Christianity, while
at the same time changing many of its concrete contours.

The same was true at the other end of the spectrum—as Bernardo
Arévalo de Léon has shown—where the various movements in the
peripheries tended to de-axialize the many basic Christian orientations.

The major breakaway for Catholic Christianity took place, of
course, in Protestantism which challenged the two basic premises of
Catholicism and which, consequently, gave rise, as Adam Seligman
has shown, to an entirely new type of utopian millenarian dynamic.

It is, however, of crucial importance for our analysis that Protes-
tantism, especially radical Protestantism (Ozmet, 1982; Kolakowski,
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1969), developed as a sectarian movement with very strong mil-
lenarian and utopian components from within Catholicism, and that,
once institutionalized, it has generated new types of millenarian and
utopian visions, based on a recombination and reduction of all ten-
sions inherent in Christian civilization.

VIII

Common to Jewish and Christian utopias—as well as to some Islamic
ones which are not discussed here in any great detail—and rooted
in their basic orientations, have been strong tendencies to combine
the reconstruction of the basic definitions of ontological reality with
those of societal and political centers based on a vision of a new
social political order.

These conceptions and their institutional derivatives were also
closely related to the structure and orientations of the major elites
in these civilizations, namely, both to the multiplicity of autonomous
cultural elites—a characteristic they shared with all Axial civiliza-
tions—as well as to the fact that most of the orientations of most
of these elites were focused on the political and, in the Jewish exilic
experiences, on the communal) arenas, and evinced a strong ten-
dency to become interwoven with various social movements.

It is because of the combination of all these elements and the
working out in the historical experience of Western civilization
(Eisenstadt, 1987), that the term utopia, with all its connotations,
first developed within the Western civilizations and can be most
appropriately applied to some of the movements that have devel-
oped within them. The justification to apply this term beyond these
civilizations lies in the fact that they also contain some conceptions
of alternative social and cultural order—conceptions rooted in the
repercussion of the Axial “break”—even if the concrete contexts and
impact of such visions vary greatly between them.

Thus, in the other-worldly civilizations in which the political arena
was not viewed as a major soteriological arena, the major utopias
were oriented against these institutional solutions which, in a way,
compromised such negation of the mundane world, i.e., in the direc-
tion of renunciation or, as in the case of Bhakti movements, in the
direction of reconstruction of inner experience.

While such orientations also developed in the context of the
monotheistic civilizations, they did not play—as Harriet Hartman
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has shown in her comparison of the qualandars with the Kanpatha
Path sect—a major role in their institutional, as distinct from intel-
lectual, dynamics.

IX

From all these points of view, the combination of basic cultural ori-
entations, the definitions of the nature of ontological reality and their
relations to the definition and regulation of the major arenas of social
life, in conjunction with political and ecological formations in China,
constitute an interesting mixed case between this-worldly and other-
worldly civilizations. In many ways, it came—perhaps paradoxically—
nearer to the monotheistic than to the other-worldly Axial Age
civilizations, and yet also significantly differed from them.

As Sarit Helman has shown, powerful utopian visions and orien-
tations did develop in China, especially among the neo-Confucian
from the time of the Sung on. These visions were also oriented—
as was the case in other Axial civilizations—against specific aspects
of the institutionalization of what was conceived as the major meta-
physical message and visions.

And yet in China, unlike in the monotheistic civilizations in which
the political arenas also constituted, as we have seen, an important
soteriological arena, utopias and utopian movements did not lead—
especially on the institutional level—to a recombination of the basic
cultural conceptions with the basic institutional premises of the society.

The Confucian literati did generate far-reaching intellectual and
ideological developments, the most important being the development
of so-called Neo-Confucianism under the Sung. Neo-Confucianism
heightened the degree to which groups of literati became reflexive
with respect to the premises of the socio-cultural order, and critical
of them. Neo-Confucianism was accordingly closely connected to a
critical evaluation of the political order, as well as with the pro-
mulgation of important policies—especially with respect to the land
holdings of small and middle-range peasants. These policies, how-
ever, remained—consciously—within the framework of the basic
premises of the system, or were at least so presented. The critical
and reflexive dimension developed by them, with its strong empha-
sis on the moral responsibility of the individual, did not change the
basic rules of the political arena or modes of political participation.
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Thus, attempts at reform, grounded in Confucian and Neo-Confucian
visions, abound in China especially in the period of Sung, and later,
yet in none of these attempts do we find those tendencies to the
reconstruction of the premises of the regime that can be found in the
monotheistic civilizations. The strong emphasis on individual respon-
sibility and the moral cultivation of the individual that developed
among them was oriented either towards perfecting the philosophical
premises of their respective systems or towards the development of
private intellectual or even mystic religious tendencies and reflexivity.
These could become connected with other-worldly tendencies, but
mostly on the private level. Thus this emphasis could not link changes
in the central political arena to protest movements and rebellion in
the periphery.

Few linkages developed between the secondary Confucian elites—
even the carriers of potential heterodoxies within Confucian and the
more popular movements, even if some of the secondary (usually
unemployed) literati did participate in such movements. In parallel,
whatever the connection between the “secondary” religions or het-
erodoxies like Buddhism and Taoism and the political struggle at
the center, these different movements did not exert—except during
the T’ang period when the Buddhists were finally pushed out of the
center—a farreaching influence on the basic premises and regula-
tive principles of the Chinese social and political order, although
they did effect many changes in the different institutional spheres.

Or, in other words, the transformative potentials in the institu-
tional arena of these “heterodox” tendencies, as well as the utopian
vision generated by them, were of a different order, giving rise to
different historical dynamics than those of other Axial civilizations.

The basic characteristics and directions of the major secondary orien-
tations and utopias in China were first of all related to the fact that
in China the mundane arena was conceived as the only “arena of
salvation”, the only locus for bridging between the transcendental
and mundane orders, and to the closely related fact of the absence
in China of any separation of Church and State (except for Buddhist
and Taoist organizations). Second, these characteristics of Chinese
utopias were closely related to the major characteristics and orienta-
tions of the literati as an elite, especially to the fact that they con-
stituted a combined intellectual, political, and administrative elite,
and rooted in the definition of their intellectual activities in partici-
pation in the political order. Accordingly, they were not able to
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develop strong orientations towards political action and organization
beyond this order, nor any independent resources or power bases
and contacts with broader groups, sects, or movements.

X

The preceding comparative observations on utopias and dynamics
of civilizations—preliminary as they have been—present a rather
paradoxical picture.

The various utopias and the movements imbued by them, which
in many ways epitomized the ultimate attempts at changes in social
and political order—attempts which sometimes, as in the great rev-
olutions, culminated in far-reaching transformations—were yet in
many ways bound by the very frameworks within which they devel-
oped. The antitheses developed by them cannot be understood, except
in terms of the thesis against which they were oriented. They often
did effect extensive changes in their respective societies, but such
changes were not limitless. It was not only that the concrete insti-
tutional framework, within which they developed, provided structural
limitations on the possibilities of action. But beyond this, their very
basic directions were greatly influenced by the premises of the frame-
works within which they developed and against which they rebelled.
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general introduction 1

GENERAL INTRODUCTION

JOHANN P. ARNASON, S.N. EISENSTADT AND

BJÖRN WITTROCK

Axial or Axial Age civilizations (as we shall see, the two variants have
different connotations) have been central to a broader debate on
civilizational themes and problems during the last two decades. The
growing interest in civilizations and ways of comparing them can,
in more general terms, be seen as an integral part of the “historical
turn” that has opened up new horizons of social inquiry. In that
context, new approaches to the Axial Age exemplify a more wide-
spread effort to translate ideas inherited from the philosophy of
history into the language of historical sociology. The notion of an
Axial Age—a period of radical cultural transformations in several
major civilizational centres, unfolding during four or five centuries
around the middle of the last millennium bce—can probably be
traced back to the eighteenth century. The much more recent at-
tempt to link this vision of a formative past to sociological perspec-
tives gave rise to a discussion documented in important texts.1

Although the conferences and publications of the 1980s did much
to clarify key issues, many central questions remained open; at the
same time, further historical research on the cultures and traditions
involved in Axial Age transformations has thrown light on previously
unexplored aspects.

A new round of discussion took place at a conference in Florence
in December 2001, organized under the joint auspices of the Euro-
pean University Institute, the Israel Academy of Sciences and Hu-
manities, and the Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study in the
Social Sciences. Most of the contributions to this volume were first
presented there.

1 See Eisenstadt (1986, 1987 and 1992).
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Basic Assumptions and Open Questions

To situate the debate reopened in Florence and reflected in the final
versions of the texts published below, a brief outline of the back-
ground is in order. The historical-sociological reinterpretation of the
Axial Age, as formulated—above all—in the work of S. N. Eisenstadt,
centres on radical changes to cultural patterns and their relation-
ship to the structures of social power. Eisenstadt’s analysis of these
transformations begins with a point best formulated in negative terms:
The civilizations in question experience a comprehensive rupture and
problematization of order. They respond to this challenge by elabo-
rating new models of order, based on contrasts and connections
between transcendental foundations and mundane lifeworlds. The
common constitutive features of Axial Age world-views might be
summed up in the following terms: They involve a broadening of ho-
rizons, or an opening up of potentially universal perspectives, in
contrast to the particularism of more archaic modes of thought; an
ontological distinction between higher and lower levels of reality; and
a normative subordination of the lower level to the higher, with more
or less overtly stated implications for human efforts to translate
guiding principles into ongoing practices. All these innovations may
be seen as signs of enhanced reflexivity, but the reflexive potential
is channelled into specific contexts and directions.

The cultural mutations of the Axial Age generated a surplus of
meaning, open to conflicting interpretations and capable of creative
adaptation to new situations. But the long-term consequences can
only be understood in light of the interaction between cultural orien-
tations and the dynamics of social power. The new horizons of
meaning could serve to justify or transfigure, but also to question
and contest existing institutions. They were, in other words, invoked
to articulate legitimacy as well as protest. More specific versions of
both alternatives emerged in conjunction with the social distribu-
tion, accumulation and regulation of power. In that sense, the his-
tory of ideological politics can be traced back to the Axial Age. The
dynamic of ideological formations led to the crystallization of ortho-
doxy and heterodoxy, more pronounced and polarizing in some
traditions than others. But this development of new cultural deter-
minants should not be seen as evidence for more thoroughgoing
cultural determinism; rather, the complex interplay of patterns and
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processes is conducive to more autonomous action by a broader
spectrum of social actors and forces.

The defining characteristics of the Axial Age are, in this view,
common to otherwise different and separate cultural traditions. Basic
intellectual innovations of the kind outlined above occurred in the
context of Jewish monotheism and Greek philosophical thought, as
well as within the Chinese tradition of elaborations on the theme of
socio-cosmic order and in the Indian religions which envisioned
salvation through a radical rejection of the world. The case of ancient
Iranian religion is more controversial. Axial “breakthroughs” did not
take place in the oldest civilizational centres of the Near East, al-
though interaction with them was crucial to developments in ancient
Greece and ancient Israel. As for later transformations, some un-
certainty about their status may be noted: Christianity and Islam have
sometimes been treated as late products of the Axial Age, but some-
times as “secondary breakthroughs”, post-axial formations drawing
on a reinterpreted axial legacy. These divergent views highlight a
problem implicit in the analytical model outlined above. In one sense,
the Axial Age is a historical period with more or less clearly demar-
cated chronological boundaries—allowing for some variation across
the civilizational spectrum—and a cluster of defining features. From
another point of view, the structural aspects supposedly common to
cultural breakthroughs of the Axial Age would seem to distinguish
one type of civilization from others, and examples of this type might
emerge in different historical settings, not only those of the original
Axial Age. It might, in other words, be appropriate to speak of axial
civilizations as a general category with an open-ended historical field
of application, rather than civilizations of the Axial Age. As will be
seen, this distinction between historical and typological perspectives
is still a matter of debate.

As a result of the discussions in Florence, four main themes may
be emphasized as central to further work and indicative of neces-
sary corrections to the existing model. First, growing insight into the
complexity and historicity of pre-axial civilizations—primarily those
of the ancient Near East—is bound to raise new questions about the
specific contributions of the Axial Age: the innovations should not
be mistaken for abrupt breaks with stagnant or undifferentiated
traditions. More is now known about cultural transformations which
preceded the Axial Age and prefigured some of its supposedly dis-
tinctive achievements. At the same time, a better understanding of
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the reflexive and innovative capacities of archaic civilizations calls
for examination of the intellectual as well as institutional obstacles
that limited their impact. Second, a stronger emphasis should be
placed on the diversity of developments in different regions during
the Axial Age, and of the resultant traditions; more comparative
analysis is needed, and the idea of a shared problematic of order,
common to Greek, Jewish, Indian and Chinese traditions, may have
to be relativized or reformulated; the interpretation of the Axial Age
might have to move towards a model of “multiple axialities” (analo-
gous to the emerging paradigm of “multiple modernities”). Third,
there is more to be said on the links between cultural innovations
and the changing constellations of power. Comparative analyses of
this aspect have tended to focus on the roles and mutual relations
of new intellectual and political elites; less notice has been taken of
the patterns of state formation that took shape during the period in
question. They varied significantly from case to case, and closer study
of their respective dynamics, as well as of their interaction with new
modes of thought and interpretation, would help to clarify the con-
texts of axial transformations or trajectories. In this regard, the
problematic of imperial projects and structures is particularly im-
portant: the connection between axial breakthroughs and “ecumenic
empires” has often been noted, but this insight has yet to be trans-
lated into detailed comparative history. Finally, it seems advisable
to abandon the concept of a “secondary breakthrough”, without
losing sight of the problems which it was meant to tackle. The longue
durée of Eurasian civilizations is marked by successive adaptations and
reinterpretations of axial legacies; more comparative analysis of such
processes is needed, but it should not begin by labeling post-axial
developments as secondary. That term obscures the originality of
the transformations in question (such as those of late antiquity in
the Mediterranean world, including the triumph and expansion of
two universal monotheistic religions). It would be more useful to
construct a framework for comparing the Axial Age with later phases
of formative change.

Further reflections on a research agenda can be found in S. N.
Eisenstadt’s concluding statement. He stresses the need for a more
differentiated and contextualized analysis of the relations between
axial civilizations, non-axial civilizations and world history. Instead
of assuming that the crystallization of axial civilizations coincides with
the emergence of a distinct, more or less uniform worldwide—or at
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least Eurasian—Axial Age, it seems better to conceive of the axial
syndrome as a crucially important component in the history of human
societies, which develops in different ways in different contexts, giving
rise to different, multiple axialities which interact continually among
themselves and with non-axial civilizations in the shaping of differ-
ent patterns of world history or histories. All these considerations
call for a more differentiated approach to the relations between
civilizational constellations and world histories, and a rethinking of
the relationship between sociological theory and comparative his-
torical analysis.

Broader Contexts and Ongoing Debates

The debate on the Axial Age is linked to a wide range of issues in
historical sociology. On the one hand, the idea of axiality—as a
distinctive civilizational pattern, subject to variations in specific
settings—can serve to exemplify more general theoretical perspec-
tives; on the other hand, references to themes and questions discussed
in other contexts may highlight underdeveloped or problematic
aspects of the ideas summarized above. Most obviously, the axial
model—to use a convenient shorthand label—is central to the more
general revival of interest in the comparative analysis of civilizations.
So far, there is no comparable attempt to theorize contrasts and
parallels between civilizational frameworks of change. Moreover, the
axial model approaches this task in a way that helps to avoid some
traditional pitfalls of civilizational theory: it distinguishes between
civilizational complexes without mistaking them for mutually closed
worlds or prejudging the question of internal unity. The emphasis
on inbuilt tensions, permanent problems and conflicting interpreta-
tions is, by the same token, an antidote to over-integrated models.

It should also be noted that the search for cross-civilizational
parallels is not bound to an evolutionary frame of reference. The
trends highlighted by the axial model are macro-historical, and in
that regard, it brings a new perspective to the historical-sociologi-
cal analysis of long-term processes: the complex and contested logic
of cultural orientations combines with the more familiar dynamic
of power structures. This line of inquiry is, however, not based on
an evolutionary paradigm. Some theorists of socio-cultural evolu-
tion have occasionally drawn on—or at least taken note of—the axial
model for their own purposes. Robert Bellah’s theory of religious
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evolution refers to Voegelin’s work and describes the breakthrough
from archaic to historic religions in terms that bear some resemblance
to the axial model (“the historic religions are all in some sense tran-
scendental”).2 A more explicit reference can be found in Jürgen
Habermas’s culturalist reconstruction of historical materialism.3 But
the model as such has no evolutionary implications.

The axial model also has a direct and decisive bearing on recent
developments in the theory of modernity. It helps to substantiate the
claim—often put forward in an intuitive or impressionistic fashion—
that modernity depends on premodern traditions for its self-
thematization and self-understanding. More precisely, the debate on
“multiple modernities” has drawn attention to the role of civilizational
legacies in shaping the institutional and interpretive patterns of
modernity, and closer analysis of such long-term continuities is bound
to raise the question of axial sources. Traditions of direct or indi-
rect axial origin enter into the making of modernity, but their rela-
tionship to other factors varies from case to case, and comparative
history is only beginning to explore the field. The relative weight of
“great traditions” and heterodox currents is also a matter of debate,
not least in regard to the European transformation, undeniably the
most momentous of its kind (the question of “sectarian origins of
modernity” is discussed in some recent writings by S.N. Eisenstadt).

The heritage of classical sociology can be reassessed in light of these
emerging issues. In particular, the axial model draws on Max Weber’s
insights but avoids his one-sided emphasis on specific religious tra-
ditions and the correspondingly dismissive treatment of others. The
“religious rejection of the world”, central to Weber’s typology of
civilizations and—as he saw it—most significant when translated into
innerworldly activism, now appears as one case among others within
a broader spectrum of transformative orientations. The difference
is perhaps most obvious in relation to the Chinese world: Weber’s
interpretation of the Chinese tradition—a sustained attempt to
minimize its inner conflicts and therefore its transformative poten-
tial—is replaced with an analysis of specific variations on the gen-
eral axial pattern outlined above. But the Chinese civilizational
complex, more fundamentally foreign to Western interpreters than

2 Bellah (1991), 32 (the text was first published in 1964).
3 Habermas (1976), 241-42 (with explicit reference to Jaspers and his concep-

tion of the Axial Age).
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the other major Eurasian traditions, also exemplifies the problems
that arise at a metatheoretical level. It is one thing to posit a trans-
cultural framework for comparison, another (and a much more dif-
ficult one) to articulate it in more balanced terms. If the existing
version of the axial model still reflects a tendency to homogenize
different historical worlds, the categories used to that effect can only
be derived from a selective version of the Western background (that
applies most obviously to the emphatic distinction between transcen-
dental and mundane realities, discussed and criticized in several
contributions to this book). The linguistic, cultural and historical
distance between Western and Chinese ways of worldmaking—to
borrow a philosophical term coined for other purposes—is one of
the most significant challenges that confront comparative history.

Last but not least, the axial model takes up a theme which
Durkheim adumbrated at the end of his classic work on the sociol-
ogy of religion: there is no more striking manifestation of social
creativity than the epoch-making innovations that gave rise to en-
during civilizational identities as well as to religious visions of uni-
versal community. From this point of view, the evolving debate on
the Axial Age links up with other attempts to theorize the creative
aspect of socio-cultural life, and to lay the foundations for a radical
critique of functionalist and evolutionist paradigms.

Alternative Approaches

As we have tried to show, there are two sides to the axial problem-
atic. It centres on the interpretation of a historical period, charac-
terized by cross-civilizational parallels which seem to go far beyond
any traceable contacts. But the historical analysis uses general con-
cepts and combines them into a model that transcends specific con-
texts. There is, in other words, an unresolved tension between his-
torical and theoretical levels of the argument. Three ways of dealing
with this problem may be suggested; all of them were to some ex-
tent represented at the conference in Florence. But although some
of the following papers are closer to one option than others, it would
be premature to identify the three positions with particular authors.

The first approach focuses on axial civilizations as a distinctive type,
and on the interconnected defining characteristics which set them
apart from other civilizational formations. In other words: it stresses
structural rather than historical aspects. The debate is, in this view,
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less about an Axial Age than about an axial paradigm of civilizational
dynamics which may emerge in otherwise different historical circum-
stances and at different historical junctures (there is, for example,
no difficulty in interpreting the emergence of Islam as the forma-
tion of a new axial civilization). The basic features first identified in
the context of the Axial Age can then be redefined in a typological
sense. A high level of institutionalized reflexivity is linked to cosmo-
logical visions which distinguish between ultimate and derivative
reality (or between transcendental and mundane dimensions, to use
a more controversial formulation). The resultant models of order
generate new problems (linked, in the last instance, to the task of
bridging the gap between the postulated levels of reality); they can
be solved in different ways, each of which generates further prob-
lems; the main axial civilizational complexes exemplify both the
alternative solutions and the re-problematizing consequences. The
relationship between axial cultural horizons and the structures of
social power is profoundly ambiguous. New and more elaborate
patterns of legitimation are counterbalanced by new possibilities of
articulating dissent and protest. Elites and coalitions, whose com-
position varies from one axial case to another, act as “carriers” of
the axial paradigm.

In short, the typological thesis claims that specific patterns of
reflexivity, world-interpretation, legitimation and contestation set a
certain group of civilizations (identified with enduring traditions and
more or less extended families of societies) apart from others. To
date, the most systematic use made of this model was—somewhat
paradoxically—geared to the analysis of a non-axial formation:
Eisenstadt’s work on Japanese civilization, where the Japanese case
is compared to the major Eurasian traditions and socio-cultural
complexes. The next task would then be a more detailed compara-
tive study of the axial civilizations as such—likely to lead to further
conceptual differentiations within the existing framework.

The second approach stresses cultural (and in the upshot social)
transformations of a specific kind, without making the more far-reaching
claim that they translate into comprehensive civilizational patterns.
“Axial breakthroughs” could be understood as shifts to higher lev-
els of reflexivity, with particular emphasis on clearer awareness of
human agency, historicity and responsibility. Such transmutations
can occur in contexts and circumstances different from those of the
original Axial Age, and the results are correspondingly diverse.
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Although there is no necessary connection with evolutionary theory
stricto sensu, this view is less history-laden than the typological one
and more easily adaptable to narratives of progress.

Some further implications should be noted. The primary focus of
comparative analysis would now be on other world-historical trans-
formations, rather than on civilizational complexes as such. Here
the axial problematic is of twofold relevance; the analysis of axial
transformations can throw light on the ultimate sources and long-
term prehistory of modernity, but it can also serve to put modern-
izing processes in perspective by comparing them with other
world-historical mutations. The field of comparative inquiry should,
however, not be restricted to axiality and modernity. Among other
cases to be considered, historians of Eurasian civilizations have of-
ten singled out the first two or three centuries of the second millen-
nium ce (the strongest claims have been made with regard to China
and Western Europe), but the question of common or interconnected
cross-regional patterns has hardly been raised. A workshop organized
under the auspices of the same institutions in Uppsala in June 2003
dealt with this problem; the papers presented there will be published
in the near future.

Closer analysis of axial transformations may lead to a clearer
distinction between general and contextual aspects. The innovations
and reorientations listed by Jaspers (and in more or less modified
versions by other writers on the same subject) are of two kinds: the
discovery or upgrading of reflexivity, historicity and agentiality rep-
resent the more general side of axial transformations, whereas some
other features commonly mentioned in the same connection are
primarily contextual—e.g. the cosmological patterns or the textual
articulations. But then there are obvious parallels with other cases:
enhanced reflexivity, historicity and agentiality are recurrent traits
of historical transformations, and more can be done to spell out their
trans-cultural logic.

Finally, the distinction between a highly abstract logic of trans-
formation and a variety of concrete settings raises a further ques-
tion: can the civilizations that grew out of Axial Age transformations
also be seen as ways of circumscribing the reflexivity, historicity and
agentiality that had been released during phases of innovation? The
better-known experience of modernity suggests that this side of so-
cietal consolidation should not be overlooked, and the codification
of religious traditions can plausibly be interpreted in the same vein.
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The third approach would, in a sense, bring history back in.
Reflexivity is always contextual: its specific meanings and directions
depend on underlying cultural orientations and world perspectives.
Further reflection on this point raises the question of axial constella-
tions, i.e. the historical settings of the changes that seem to mark the
Axial Age as a crucial phase of world history. If (as suggested above)
the most seminal interpretations of the period have erred on the side
of uniformity across civilizational boundaries, more detailed com-
parative studies are needed to redress the balance. On that basis, it
might be easier to distinguish between particular dynamics and
universal potentials of axial transformations, and to answer the
question whether they result in the constitution of a shared
civilizational type (the capacity to translate into comprehensive and
durable patterns is not necessarily equal in all cases). The task is, in
other words, to continue and equilibrate an unfinished project of
comparative history, rather than to abandon it and opt for a new
frame of reference.

This line of argument would have to be backed up by more ex-
tensive analyses of the less well known cases in point. While some
shortcomings of the historical evidence may be irremediable, it is
also true that much more can be done to bring the Indian and
Chinese worlds into comparative focus. They have for obvious rea-
sons been less central to Western visions of global history—includ-
ing those of the Axial Age—than the more familiar sources of
European traditions. But this empirical imbalance cannot be over-
come without critical reflection on concepts and presuppositions. A
closer look at key interpretations of the Axial Age—especially the
models proposed by Jaspers and Eisenstadt—will inevitably raise
questions about their dependence on assumptions grounded in Greek
and Jewish versions of axiality, as well as in later combinations of
the two former legacies. In particular, the distinction between the
transcendental and the mundane is related to this background and
not self-evidently applicable in other civilizational contexts.

In short, the third position stresses the need to contextualize axial
transformations, to compare their varying imprints on different
civilizational complexes, and to correct a Vorverständnis derived from
one-sidedly Eurocentric interpretations of axial sources. This might
amount to a controlled “deconstruction” of the existing axial model;
the result would be a more diversified conception of global history,
with ramifications that can only emerge from further research. But
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if the idea of the Axial Age is to be put to the test of comparative
history, affinities and contrasts with other turning-points or forma-
tive phases are also relevant to our questions. To outline the more
long-term perspective that such a line of analysis would require (and
to specify questions foreshadowed in the first section), we may be-
gin with a brief reference to Jan Assmann’s critique of traditional
conceptions of the Axial Age. As he sees it, the illusion of a “mys-
terious synchrony” disappears if we admit that innovations compa-
rable to those of the Axial Age occurred at earlier as well as later
dates: the narrative could begin with Akhenaten (initiator of the most
radical but also most spectacularly unsuccessful monotheistic revo-
lution ever attempted) and end with Muhammad. Assmann’s con-
clusion is that we are not dealing with an epochal threshold
(Epochenschwelle), but with a cultural transformation, and that chro-
nology is external to it.4

It can, however, be argued that an extension of the chronologi-
cal frame of reference would not simply lead to a longer version of
the same story line. Rather, we could distinguish three successive
phases of historical transformations. On the one hand, the Axial Age
was the outcome of more long-term processes, and to some extent
prefigured by earlier developments; it seems likely that there were
more precursors than we now know—given the limited and selec-
tive character of cultural memory, some of them must have been
forgotten (the Akhenaten episode would be unknown if archeologists
had not rediscovered it; and as for another case, we may have to
admit that we simply do not know whether Zoroaster belongs to the
Axial Age or to its prehistory). To speak of precursors is not to imply
any teleological or evolutionary connections: seen from the vantage-
point of the Axial Age, the phenomena in question appear as refer-
ential to later and more conclusive developments, but we need not
postulate an evolutionary logic leading from the earlier to the later
phase, and the affinities observable ex post do not prejudge the ques-
tion of different contextual meanings. Further progress towards better
understanding of early civilizations might throw more light on their
internal changes, and thus provide a basis for less unilateral com-
parisons. Assmann’s work on ancient Egypt is the most ambitious
and instructive project of its kind, but there is no doubt that further

4 Assmann (2000), 290-92.
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work on Mesopotamian civilization and its peripheries will affect our
overall view of ancient history.

On the other hand, a cluster of later transformations should be
set apart from those of the Axial Age and at the same time drawn
more systematically into the comparative context. The emergence
of Islam was the last episode of a wave which included the Chris-
tianization of the Roman Empire, the formation and diffusion of
Manichaeism, and the Sassanian systematization of Zoroastrianism.
It is tempting to draw a further parallel with the roughly contem-
poraneous crystallization and diffusion of Mahayana Buddhism in
southern and eastern parts of the Eurasian macro-region. But if we
limit our survey to the more obviously interconnected developments
in western Eurasia, the religious mutations must be seen as integral
and essential aspects of late antiquity, related to the imperial
restructurings, geopolitical shifts and social transformations which
set this period apart from earlier and later ones. Late antiquity is
now increasingly recognized as a distinctive epoch and a particu-
larly promising topic for comparative history; it should be included
among the prime cases of plausible comparability with the Axial Age.

The present collection reflects the general trends and focal points
of the discussion, as outlined in the above. The starting-point must
be a reconsideration of the cases closest at hand for earlier inter-
preters of the Axial Age, but these paradigmatic examples—the Greek
and Jewish sources of Western traditions—should be set against the
ancient Near Eastern background. A second group of papers deals
with the universal religions of late antiquity, with a view to clarify-
ing their interrelationships with axial legacies as well as the signifi-
cance of their doctrinal and institutional innovations. Finally, the
analyses of Indian and Chinese traditions in the last section link up
with earlier debates on the axial phases and aspects of these two
civilizational complexes, but also with more recent work on their
long-term trajectories. Introductory remarks on individual phases can
be found at the beginning of each section.
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PART ONE

THEORETICAL APPROACHES
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INTRODUCTION: HISTORY, THEORY
AND INTERPRETATION

JOHANN P. ARNASON, S.N. EISENSTADT AND

BJÖRN WITTROCK

A survey of approaches to the axial problematic should begin with
reflections on its conceptual frame of reference, its background in
intellectual history and its links to broader theoretical contexts. The
genealogy of the notion of an Axial Age has yet to be traced in detail,
and it may include some surprising links; related ideas have not
always been expressed in the same terms. The most important turn-
ing-point in this complex history was the translation of ideas devel-
oped in the philosophy of history into the language of historical
sociology. If Jaspers’s brief but suggestive sketch and Voegelin’s much
more systematic work belong to, or are affiliated with, the former
genre, Eisenstadt’s analyses fall within the second and are closely
linked to some of its main concerns. The transition did not relegate
the earlier phase to prehistory: questions grounded—explicitly or
implicitly—in philosophical perspectives on history are still related
to the sociological themes that have become more central to the
discussion. Moreover, the two lines of discourse may seem less dis-
tinct if their cultural and historical settings are considered. On both
levels, interpretations of the Axial Age have mirrored changing
perceptions of the relationship between Western modernity, its tra-
ditional sources and its world-historical Others. This connection is
most apparent when it finds expression in speculative projects, but
it is also reflected in ambitious sociological theorizing.

The papers in the first section deal with various aspects of this
problematic; they emphasize the need to combine theoretical debate
with conceptual history, and hermeneutical reflection on develop-
ment of the problematic to changing views of its central problems.
Johann P. Arnason discusses successive approaches to the Axial Age
and analyzes, in detail, the interpretations put forward by Karl Jas-
pers and S.N. Eisenstadt. The changes to ideas and perspectives do
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not form a narrative of linear progress; the very idea of the Axial
Age is still eminently contested, and the current debate can benefit
from reconsiderations of past arguments and their unanswered ac-
companying questions. Jaspers’s account of the Axial Age is embed-
ded in a comprehensive philosophy of history whose premises and
ambitions now seem thoroughly outdated in many respects, yet closer
examination reveals links to themes and issues that remain highly
relevant within the framework of historical sociology. Eisenstadt’s
work represents the most decisive step in that direction; there are,
however, two sides to his reformulation of the axial problematic, and
each of them leads to open questions related to those inherited from
the more philosophical phase. On the one hand, the reinterpreta-
tion of the axial breakthrough as a set of changes to basic socio-
cultural structures (supposedly common to otherwise divergent pat-
terns) calls for further analysis of mutually constitutive relationships
between culture and power; on the other hand, the emphasis on the
plurality of civilizations foreshadows more detailed comparative study
of the different meanings and directions given to axial innovations,
not least with regard to cultural interpretations of power.

Björn Wittrock’s paper begins with a discussion of the contested
and intermittent but unmistakably significant twentieth-century turn
to global history; if the idea of the Axial Age is situated in this con-
text, the period in question can be compared to other phases of
cultural crystallization. The most familiar and most thoroughly stud-
ied case of that kind is the transition to modernity, but its signifi-
cance can only be properly appreciated if it is seen as a multi-di-
mensional process which included epistemic and conceptual changes,
intertwined with the better known structural ones. On the most basic
level, epistemic transformations are related to articulations of the most
fundamental dimensions of human existence, more particularly re-
flexivity, historicity and agency; they also led to the elaboration and
textual codification of more reflective cosmologies. A reinterpreta-
tion of the Axial Age from this perspective can draw on Jaspers’s
crucial insights and integrate them into a research programme which
would at the same time avoid the oversimplifications and short-cir-
cuitings characteristic of earlier approaches. The general orientations
characteristic of axiality can be distinguished from the specific paths
of particular traditions or civilizations. Such paths may be easier to
define in some cases than others (Wittrock distinguishes Judaic,
Greek, Chinese, Indian and Iranian patterns), but further research
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should enable us to refine the model. The cultural crystallizations
associated with the Axial Age should also be distinguished from
related but not contemporaneous institutional transformations, in-
volving the growth of empires as well as the intensification of con-
tacts between separate civilizational complexes.

Peter Wagner argues that it may be useful to consider the unfolding
debate on the Axial Age as an exercise in the very reflexivity whose
origins are being explored. The key formulations and revisions of
the Axial Age hypothesis reflect twentieth century shifts in the self-
understanding of European civilization. But if this connection is
subjected to critical scrutiny, it seems to have been more than a
background factor: models used to make sense of the Axial Age and
its historical legacy are too reminiscent of much later patterns to be
above suspicion. The idea of intellectual breakthroughs codified in
classical texts bears more than a passing resemblance to modern
visions of ideological vanguards and their guiding role in social
change. As for the notion of whole civilizations—“cultures” writ
large—embodying axial orientations, the analogy with modern cul-
tural-linguistic conceptions of the foundations of socio-political or-
der is bound to suggest itself. In view of these implausible affinities,
it seems advisable to de-concretize the current models and shift the
focus of the debate to constellations of radicalized reflexivity (theo-
retical and practical). The comparative history of such developments
is too underdeveloped to justify strong claims about exceptional or
privileged historical periods. The assumption that breakthroughs
translate into comprehensive and durable patterns is in any case
misguided: the long-term dynamics of civilizations set limits to the
institutionalization of reflexivity and often lead to retreats from earlier
achievements. As a record of multiple transformations and repeat-
ed losses, the European experience seems particularly relevant to this
more nuanced vision of history.

Notions of a past Golden Age, accompanied by visions of a present
world in chaos and decline, are not uncommon in the traditions most
closely associated with axial breakthroughs; they were obviously more
developed in some cases than others, and they may be reflected in
some modern interpretations of the period. A comparative analysis
of this theme and its later variations has yet to be undertaken. But
if modern interpretations of the Axial Age are—to a varying extent,
but always in some degree—related to the self-understanding ex-
pressed in its representative ideas and figures, a comparative sur-
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vey of different approaches should also include attempts to recap-
ture these visions of a Golden Age from the vantage point of a world
in search of order. Arpad Szakolczai’s paper presents an original but
little known thinker, Bela Hamvas, whose work seems to have been
an exemplary case of that genre. Although the period in question
was central to Hamvas’s account of universal history, he did not de-
fine it in terms of radical intellectual innovations (and his vocabulary
carries no “axial” connotations); as he saw it, the most conspicuous
feature was a twofold turn to objectification and subjectivization,
exemplified by sacred texts and prophetic figures. But the core ideas
had to do with inherited visions of revealed order and ways of re-
storing it. However, the very effort to reaffirm order reflects the
experience of its dissolution, and the remedies proposed during the
Axial Age were ambiguous in that they also paved the way for fur-
ther decline of order into a mask and an instrument for imperial
hubris. As Szakolczai shows, a basic conceptual separation of being
and life underpins Hamvas’s distinction between the archaic truth
and the historical perversions of order. But his defence of Christianity
as a decisive return to sacred tradition gives a distinctive twist to his
understanding of the Axial Age.
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THE AXIAL AGE AND ITS INTERPRETERS:
REOPENING A DEBATE

JOHANN P. ARNASON

The idea of “axial civilizations” or “civilizations of the Axial Age”
draws on two distinct sources. Speculations about a historical epoch
characterized by uniquely radical cultural or spiritual innovations
were at first only loosely and intermittently linked to the problem-
atic of civilizations in the plural. No clear-cut conception of the latter
is to be found in the work which first used the term “Axial Age”
(see the discussion below); its frame of reference is best described as
a philosophy of history in search of broader horizons. Conversely,
the pioneers of comparative civilizational analysis took no particu-
lar interest in the parallels or convergences that might define a
privileged epoch. As will be seen, the most important classical con-
tribution to civilizational theory contains a brief and marginal allu-
sion to the Axial Age—without any particular label for it, and without
any indication of further questions to be raised. It is only in the work
of S. N. Eisenstadt that the two lines of argument are brought to-
gether in a systematic fashion. His analyses of axial or Axial Age
civilizations (he has used both terms) are central to a broader frame-
work for theoretical and comparative-historical inquiry. But his
project has unfolded in ways which suggest enduring tension between
the axial and civilizational aspects. Although Eisenstadt has defined
the civilizational dimension of sociological analysis more clearly than
any earlier theorist, he has not gone on to develop a comprehen-
sive conceptual scheme for civilizational theory. A comparative
interpretation of axial civilizations tends to occupy the space that
might—on more general grounds—have been reserved for theoretical
elaboration. On the other hand, Eisenstadt’s most detailed civi-
lizational case study (perhaps the most systematic one ever written)
is not located within the axial field: it deals with Japan, the only non-
axial civilization that has not only successfully survived alongside axial
neighbours, but outdone most of them in adapting to modernity and
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developing its own versions of key modern institutions.
In short, the programmatic fusion of axial and civilizational per-

spectives leaves quite a few questions open. They begin with the
combination of historical and typological approaches. The distinc-
tive features of a particular epoch are linked to specific civilizational
patterns. Much of the debate documented in earlier publications (and
continued in the present one revolves around this twofold thematic
focus. Should the whole problematic of “axiality” be redefined in
typological terms, or are there valid reasons to insist on its embed-
dedness in historical contexts? The present writer tends to prefer the
latter alternative, but to begin with, it may be useful to concentrate
on preliminaries. The following discussion will begin with a histori-
cal perspective and trace the overt or latent theoretical implications
of earlier attempts to understand the Axial Age; it will conclude with
brief and selective comments on Eisenstadt’s attempt to incorporate
the idea of “axiality” into historical sociology.

Intuitions and Anticipations

The prima facie case for the Axial Age hypothesis—some version of
it—is easy to state. Core traditions of major civilizational complexes
relate to a certain period (roughly defined: from the eighth to the
third centuries bce) in a uniquely significant way. This applies to
the Western philosophical tradition, with its successively rediscov-
ered Greek sources, and in a more indirect way also to the mono-
theistic religions. It also holds valid for the only non-monotheistic
world religion, even if Buddhism came to regard the concrete his-
toricity of its founder as much less important than the monotheistic
traditions did. And although the trajectory of Hinduism is much less
clear-cut than the others, it seems to include a reflexive turn taken
during the period in question, which did not translate directly into
further growth or expansion, but generated intellectual resources
which would prove crucial a much later resurgence. As for the
Chinese world, its axial pedigree was particularly visible until the
collapse of scriptural Confucianism at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century; its relevance to the upheavals since then is a matter of
debate. In all these cases, cultural traditions were intertwined with
distinctive long-term patterns of political life—such as the Chinese
imperial tradition, the ambiguous and contested relationship between
Brahmins and kings in India, or the varying but not arbitrarily fluc-
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tuating ways of relating monotheism to political power. In short,
traditions that trace themselves back to the Axial Age are bound up
with specific dynamics of state formation, interstate formation and
empire-building.

If we reject the leveling notion of an “invention of tradition” (the
most extreme and intellectually suicidal version of what Norbert Elias
called the “retreat of sociology into the present”), and accept that
some ”fusion of horizons” is always involved in the ongoing rein-
terpretation of traditions, the above considerations amount to good
reasons for further inquiry into the Axial Age as a period of “cul-
tural crystallization.”1 But this preliminary demarcation says noth-
ing about the content of axial transformations, nor about structural
similarities between them.

Who discovered the Axial Age? Karl Jaspers, whose interpreta-
tion will be discussed below, mentions Lasaulx and Viktor v. Strauss
as the earliest pioneers. I have not been able to consult their writ-
ings, but the formulations quoted by Jaspers are unconvincing.2

Lasaulx speaks of “reformers of the national religion” appearing
simultaneously in various regions (his list includes Numa Pompilius!),
but this is surely not enough to credit him with the idea of an axial
breakthrough; Strauss refers even more vaguely to “a strange move-
ment of the spirit” affecting all civilized peoples. More generally
speaking, it is one thing to observe parallels between cultural inno-
vations in separate regions, and another to see them as world-his-
torical transformations in the sense that we now associate with the
idea of the Axial Age. If the second point is the decisive criterion,
Jaspers’s first two sources should be written off.

Jaspers is on firmer ground when he comes to Alfred Weber, whom
he credits with the first “methodologically arguable hypothesis”3

about the origins of the Axial Age. But before discussing Alfred
Weber’s contribution (and Jaspers’s rendering of it), we should note

1 See the discussion of this concept in Wittrock 2001.
2 See Jaspers 1953, 8-9. Aleida Assmann (1989) traces the idea of the Axial

Age back to the eighteenth century, more precisely to Anquetil-Duperron’s de-
scription of the period in question as “une grande révolution du genre humain”
(she mentions D. Metzler as a source of information, but there is no reference to
a publication). Its history would thus be comparable to the notion of civilizations
in the plural: both go back to marginal eighteenth-century intuitions that are later
developed into fully-fledged concepts.

3 Jaspers 1953, 16.



johann p. arnason22

an author unmentioned by Jaspers. In the second section of his work
on Hinduism and Buddhism, first published in Archiv für Sozial-
wissenschaft und Sozialpolitik in 1916, Max Weber claims that debates
within the Indian philosophies of nature and religion reached their
apex beginning in the seventh century bce (he sees this as a joint
achievement of Brahmins and kshatriyas), and then adds a footnote
to the effect that the Indian breakthrough coincided with the “first
flowering” of Greek and Chinese philosophy, as well as of Israelite
prophecy. He rejects the idea of any significant mutual borrowings
(Entlehnungen) but singles out for future discussion the question of
Babylonian influence (he never returned to it).4 The footnote speaks
only of parallels, but in other works by Weber, there is no doubt
that in all four cases (the Zoroastrian religion does not figure on this
list), the results of the breakthroughs are seen as formative founda-
tions of whole cultural worlds, and frameworks for long-term ratio-
nalizing processes. In other words: we have here, in nuce, an Axial
Age hypothesis.

But there is more to the footnote. Weber rejects (in brackets) what
he calls “Eduard Meyer’s occasional strange allusions to common
cosmic-biological conditions of this stage of development”. He does
not mention any particular text. The editors of the Max Weber
Gesamtausgabe propose to fill the gap with a reference to “ Meyer,
Geschichte des Altertums, I, 1. Abt., S. 173-183.” This is a chapter in
Meyer’s prolegomena to his history of antiquity, subtitled “Elemente
der Anthropologie.” But if we turn to this text, we find no explicit
discussion of the parallels mentioned by Weber, and nothing at all
about any “cosmic –biological” background. What we do find, how-
ever, is an argument that has some bearing on the question of the
Axial Age. Meyer analyzes what he calls the three basic polarities
of history: innovative ideas against traditional habits, the inner world
against the external one, and individual against collectivity. He
concludes that the third polarity is—potentially—the most radical
one, and most capable of concentrating the dynamics of all three.
Exceptionally creative individuals become the most effective bear-
ers of new ideas against conservative traditions, and of inner spiri-
tual aspirations against obstacles in the external world. The whole
chapter deals with general patterns of the historical world, but in

4 Weber, M (1996), 247, n. 23.
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an earlier section, Meyer had already identified Hesiod and the
Jewish prophets as the first clearly epoch-making cases of creative
individuality. There is no reference to India or China, but if we put
this observation together with the more general discussion, we can
see Meyer’s approach as at least a significant step towards an axial
model.

Alfred Weber took the next—and more decisive—step. It may be
useful to approach his argument through Jaspers’s critique of it. There
is a curious discrepancy between the discussion in the main text and
a note at the end.5 Jaspers first attributes to Alfred Weber the view
that there was a “real uniformity within the Eurasian bloc”, and (as
already noted) a specific and testable (in fact refutable) hypothesis
about the main cause of axial innovations: “the penetration of the
nations of charioteers and horsemen from Central Asia”, which
supposedly caused upheavals within the domains of ancient civili-
zations, and ultimately led to the discovery of “the problematic
character of existence”. In fact, both claims are misleading. Weber
did not treat the Eurasian continent as a historical bloc (the “cul-
tural wholes” with which he is concerned are regional units), and
he made no specific claims about “equestrian peoples” triggering a
spiritual transformation of older civilizations (the argument about
invaders from the Eurasian heartland is, as we shall see, formulated
in much more general terms). It is only in the note that Jaspers begins
to discuss Weber’s ideas on a more adequate basis. As he notes,
Weber’s opening statement proves incompatible with the concep-
tual framework on which his interpretive history relies. The intro-
duction to Kulturgeschichte als Kultursoziologie contains a clear—perhaps
the first clear—formulation of the Axial Age hypothesis: as Weber
sees it, “a religious and philosophical quest, enquiry and decision
directed toward universals.”6 The emphasis is, in other words, on a
new and more radical kind of questioning, with a new and more
universal orientation, but also on the normative results of this turn.
According to Weber, this happens simultaneously in three cultural
spheres: the Hither Asiatic-Greek, the Indian and the Chinese, and
he distinguishes three foci within the first one: Zoroastrian religion,
Jewish prophecy and Greek philosophy. As for the chronology, he

5 See Jaspers (1953), 16-18 and 278-79.
6 Weber, A. (1950), 24; here I follow the translation in Jaspers (1953), 279.
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clearly prefers early dates: from the ninth to the sixth century bce.
But when it comes to a concrete interpretation of the course of
history, the idea of a “synchronistic world epoch” is implicitly aban-
doned in favour of a very different guideline: the distinction between
primary and secondary Hochkulturen. This is not Weber’s version of
the distinction between pre-axial and axial civilizations; rather, it
represents an alternative perspective on world history, one which
prevents Weber from taking the axial hypothesis beyond tentative
beginnings. As a result, the Chinese and Indian developments which
were first (in the introduction) compared to Greek and Jewish break-
throughs, are later (in the main text) analyzed as shifts within the
spiritual universe of primary cultures. No attempt is made to show
how parallels might nevertheless be drawn between the ways of
“quest, enquiry and decision” in West and East. The two conflict-
ing lines of interpretation reflect incompatible sets of assumptions;
Jaspers notes only one point: Weber interprets history in terms of
the growth and dissolution of closed cultural wholes (Geschichtsbezirke,
Geschichtskörper etc.), and this prevents him from taking the adum-
brated idea of “world epochs” seriously. To put it another way, we
might say that Weber’s approach reflects an unresolved tension
between conceptions of civilization in the singular and civilizations
in the plural. But contrary to what Jaspers suggests, it seems to me
that Weber proposes an internally consistent (even if objectively
untenable) interpretation of Chinese and Indian innovations, exem-
plified by Confucianism and Buddhism, as confined within the boun-
daries of primary cultures (he has, moreover, a relatively detailed
explanatory model for the Indian case, but not for the Chinese one).
To clarify this point, a few words must be said about the dichotomy
of primary and secondary Hochkulturen. For Weber’s use of it, it is
essential that multiple derivative distinctions can be made within each
category. Every Hochkultur is the creation of conquerors who impose
a new socio-cultural edifice on an essentially immobile peasantry. The
hallmark of a primary culture is the prevalence of an all-encompassing
magical worldview (Magismus) which unites rulers and ruled. But even
in the primary formations par excellence, Egypt and Mesopotamia,
the magic totality cannot function without a strong admixture of
rationality; Weber speaks of a “marriage between primitive magic
and the first rational organization of economy, state and society.”7

7 Ibid., 54.
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China and India represent a further stage: a kind of secondary for-
mation within the primary category. In addition to being shot through
with rationality, magic here takes a reflexive turn (Weber does not
use this term, but it seems appropriate; he refers to the Confucian
mode of thought as “konservative Selbstbesinnung”, and this also applies—
mutatis mutandis—to Buddhism). The result is a sublimation of the
“magistic” worldview, not a radical questioning of it. The only real
breakthrough, a disruption of the magical totality, occurred in the
Hither Asiatic-Greek region; here the successive cycles of second-
ary Hochkulturen began with Persians, Jews and Greeks.

Neither the first emergence of primary Hochkulturen, nor the dis-
tinction between primary and secondary ones, nor the further dif-
ferentiations within each category, can be understood without
reference to a further component of Weber’s conceptual scheme: the
constant presence and periodic intrusion of the conquering nomads
who both create and destroy cultures. The equestrian peoples from
Inner Asia appear as a permanent disruptive and transformative
factor, and it is the intensification of their direct and indirect im-
pact on the Hither Asiatic region that explains why developments
there took a more discontinuous turn than in the East.

In the present context, there is no need to enter into the details
of Weber’s narrative. But two points should be noted before mov-
ing on to more recent and relevant work. First, the distinction be-
tween primary and secondary Hochkulturen—although not very
instructive as it stands—may serve as a reminder of the different
combinations of continuity and discontinuity. Although Weber makes
no attempt to apply the Axial Age hypothesis to India and China,
his analysis highlights some reasons to believe that the putative axial
breakthroughs there were not characterized by quite the same kind
or level of discontinuity as on the Western side; in that sense, he
anticipates arguments that can be or have been developed in the
context of more elaborate versions of the Axial Age hypothesis.
Second, the idea of horse-riding and cattle-rearing nomads as the
creators of all Eurasian civilizations (beginning with Sumer!) is no
longer a matter of serious debate, but Weber’s absurdly oversimpli-
fied picture draws attention to a problem which must be posed in
more nuanced terms: civilizational transformations must be analyzed
in connection with relations between the civilizational centres and
their barbarian peripheries, and the changing configurations of that
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relationship—irreducible to any constant formula—are a crucial
theme for comparative history.

Karl Jaspers: Insights and Over-Interpretations

Jaspers’s Origin and Goal of History contains the first fully-fledged in-
terpretation of the Axial Age. But from the viewpoint of historical
sociology, his line of argument does not lead to results of the kind
that could serve to anchor and contextualize further inquiry. Al-
though he admits that “sociological considerations” are needed, he
cautions that they “merely illuminate the facts and do not provide
a causal explanation of them.”8 He is interested in the Axial Age as
a “total spiritual phenomenon” which subsumes and sublates the
sociological aspects. I am, of course, not suggesting that we should
aim at an exhaustive causal explanation, but we are—ex hypoth-
esi—interested in the social-historical context of a cultural mutation,
and the decontextualizing thrust of Jaspers’s analysis is too strong
for his work to be very useful on that level. He does not provide a
historical-sociological model that could be tested and developed. But
that is not the whole story. As I will try to show, we can extract from
his theory a whole set of questions which ought to be central to our
discussion, and which will prove relevant when it comes to more
substantive sociological approaches. These questions—there are, to
begin with, six of them, and more could no doubt be added to the
list—are not so much posed as indicated ex negativo by Jaspers’s ar-
gument. His claims—including some of his most aberrantly
unhistorical statements—can, in retrospect, be read as attempts to
settle, bypass or neutralize unstated problems to which we must
return.

1. The first question concerns the hermeneutical presuppositions
of theorizing about the Axial Age. Jaspers presents his thesis—very
explicitly—as an alternative to Christian and post-Christian philoso-
phies of history. From St. Augustine to Hegel (by implication, this
would include the post-Hegelian phase of secular religion), Western
visions of universal history have centred on a Christian or post-
Christian axis of progress. For Jaspers, ”the spiritual process” of the
Axial Age is an empirically discovered starting-point for a “common

8 Jaspers (1953), 18.
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frame of historical self-comprehension for all peoples.” The period
“when man, as we know him today, came into being”9 is the obvi-
ous—indeed the only possible—key to global history. Jaspers pre-
sents this relocation of the axis as a definitive correction. But it seems
legitimate to assume that our attempts to understand the Axial Age
will reflect a Vorverständnis derived from Western sources—more
specifically, from the changing combinations of Greek and Jewish
sources that have been central to Western traditions, and that this
can only be corrected through ongoing confrontation with the other
heirs to axial legacies. The de-Westernizing of the axis would, in that
sense, be an infinite or at least a very long-term task. Conversely, it
is only through encounters with other traditions that we can clarify
the choices and presuppositions built into our own tradition (or set
of traditions). This is, in other words, a hermeneutical circle which
we can expand or deepen, but not leave behind.

2. The second—and most complex—question has to do with one
of Jaspers’s basic assumptions, obviously central to his argument but
quite untenable in light of the knowledge now available. Pre-axial
cultures (he refers not only to Egypt and Babylonia, but also to the
Indus civilization and early China) were, as he puts it, “in some
manner unawakened.”10 His concept of the Axial Age is based on
a blanket denial of the historicity of early civilizations (notwithstand-
ing their nominal recognition as “historical civilizations” later in the
book). In this view, all later attempts to preserve the heritage of those
“unawakened” cultures, or even to extract permanently valid mod-
els from it, are in fact grounded in new visions of axial origin.

Nobody would now want to defend this view of ancient civiliza-
tions. Their historicity is universally recognized, and this poses—in
very general terms—a problem for defenders of the Axial Age hy-
pothesis: if we can no longer argue in terms of a break-out from an
unawakened, unhistorical or inarticulate condition, exactly what kind
of breakthrough is it? But to better grasp the problem, we must
consider more specific implications. There are at least five separate
issues that should be listed under this heading.

First, there is the general historicity of the civilizations in question:
a dynamic which they have in common, inasmuch as they repre-
sent a new state-centred order. The crucial point here is the rela-

9 Ibid., 1.
10 Ibid., 6.
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tionship between political power and religious imagination. Marcel
Gauchet discusses this problem on a very abstract level, but the
general thrust of his comments is convincing: he refers to the state
as a “transformateur sacral”, and to a ”latent logic of the state, as
an enterprise intrinsically productive of religion.” This line of thought
is explicitly linked to the question of the Axial Age: Gauchet sug-
gests that we cannot understand “the prodigious groundswell” from
China to Greece, and from 800 to 200 bce, which “divides the history
of religion into two phases—and which K. Jaspers, for this reason,
labeled the “axial period” of universal history—without relating it
to the immense amount of subterranean spiritual effort (travail spiri-
tuel) inherent in the political division and in its unfolding (dépli)
through expansion.”11 If there is a mutually constitutive, and always
to some degree mutually transformative dynamic of politics and
religion at work in early civilizations, we must think of the axial
breakthrough(s) as culmination(s) of long-term processes; this does
not exclude structural innovations, even of a radical kind. These must
then be analyzed in the processual context.

However, all generalizations about early civilizations are—this is
the second point—handicapped by the fact that we understand (or
at least have reasons to believe that we understand) some of them
much better than others. At one end of the spectrum, interpreta-
tions of Egypt and Mesopotamia have—however controversial—
opened up whole cultural worlds whose historical experience has yet
to be duly integrated into the comparative study of civilizations. At
the other end, it seems clear that growing agreement on the impor-
tance and originality of the Indus civilization has been accompanied
by almost complete disagreement on the specifics: “The geographi-
cal sprawl of the Indus civilization is more than twice that of
Mesopotamia. Beyond this observation almost everything else con-
cerning the nature of the Indus civilization is the subject of contro-
versy and debate. Almost every interpretation, based upon a common
set of archeological evidence, is confronted by another scholar who
presents a diametrically opposed point of view.”12 To quote the same
author, this is the “enigmatic civilization” par excellence. Its inac-
cessibility—from our point of view—is obviously not unrelated to
its internal structure: it seems clear that writing was not used for the

11 Gauchet (1985), 43, 42.
12 Lamberg-Karlovsky (1996), 176.
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same purposes as in Egypt and Mesopotamia.13 But some of the more
plausible speculations are tantalizing. Some scholars surmise that the
striking uniformity of material culture (all the more remarkable
because of the size of the civilizational area) might reflect a caste-
like structure—or perhaps, more precisely, a more egalitarian pat-
tern later integrated into the caste system proper which took shape
in the aftermath of conquest. Other suggestions are inspired by the
failure of all excavations to identify beyond reasonable doubt a palace
or a temple. It seems conceivable, although there is no way to prove
it, that “the universal tension between temple and palace”,14 i.e. the
above-mentioned inter-dynamic of politics and religion, had in some
way been neutralized. These issues belong to the broader—and
particularly intractable—problematic of the background to the axial
breakthrough in India.

But let us return to the more positive side of the problem. The
third point to note is the specific historicity of the civilizations in ques-
tion, at least of the better documented and understood among them.
Distinctive inventions and developmental patterns are characteris-
tic of each case. Mesopotamia invented the city-state and the first
“multi- power actor civilization”;15 Egypt pioneered the territorial
state as a new type of order.16 Obvious contrasts stand out on the
cultural level as well. There is no Egyptian parallel to the multi-
ethnic—and to some extent multi-cultural—configurations of
Mesopotamia, beginning with the coexistence of Sumerians and
Akkadians. But although this did (at least according to Jean Bottero)
involve some variations on religious themes, the religious formation
as a whole was more conservative than its Egyptian counterpart: there
is no Mesopotamian parallel to the invention of the judgment of the
dead (according to Assmann, one of the “fundamental ideas of human
history”17), nor to the abortive but significant invention of a new
religion by a ruling pharaoh in the fourteenth century bce.

These considerations should highlight a point of some importance
for the debate on the Axial Age: if the hypothesis is to make sense,
it must be formulated in a way that avoids strong assumptions about

13 See Fairservis 1992.
14 Lamberg-Karlovsky (1996), 179.
15 Mann (1986), 73.
16 Assmann (1996), 51
17 Assmann (1990), 122.
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a uniform background. In Jaspers’s case, these assumptions are—as
we have seen—extreme and unhistorical; but the later debate sug-
gests that the problem is not easy to deal with. It becomes more acute
if we take a fourth point into account: the attempts that have been
made to interpret ancient civilizations—or at least the prime cases
among them—as based on different images or paradigms of the
human condition. This topos has, in more or less explicit terms, fig-
ured in interpretations of Egypt and Mesopotamia. In a well-known,
somewhat dated but still interesting work on “speculative thought
in the Ancient Near East”, Thorkild Jacobsen distinguished what he
called the basic moods of the two civilizations: the Egyptian one
“accorded to man and to man’s tangible achievements more basic
significance that most civilizations have been willing to do”, whereas
for the Mesopotamian one, “the centre and meaning of existence
always lay beyond man and his achievements, beyond tangible things
in intangible powers ruling the universe.”18 More recently, and in
a more speculative vein, Jaroslav Krej´í analyzed the two civiliza-
tions as expressions of different paradigms of the human condition:
the “theocentric” one in Mesopotamia and the “thanatocentric” one
in Egypt.19

One last point remains to be considered. To do justice to the
historicity of the ancient civilizations, we also have to take into
account the crises (in some cases terminal) which separate them from
the axial ones. These breakdowns of earlier forms of civilized life
are also a part of the background to the axial breakthroughs, how-
ever difficult it might be to theorize about them. More specifically,
there seem to have been two major historical episodes of this kind.
The better known (but still notoriously controversial) one unfolded
in and around the eastern Mediterranean in the thirteenth and
twelfth centuries bce.20 The two oldest civilizational centres (Egypt
and Mesopotamia) survived, but others collapsed, and this paved the
way for new patterns of state formation. Historians seem to agree
that several factors were involved, although there is no clear pic-
ture of their interaction: rivalry among power centres, exhaustion
of a limited resource basis, social unrest, and—particularly impor-

18 Jacobsen in Frankfort et al. (1946), 137.
19 See Krej´í 1993.
20 For the two most interesting interpretations of this episode, see Sandars (1985)

and Drews (1993).
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tant—breakdowns in the power balance between centres and periph-
eries. As for the outcome, Mario Liverani makes a number of inter-
esting comments as to the results, with explicit reference to the Axial
Age. He sees the crisis of the late Bronze Age as a structural break-
down of the “palatial mode of production” and the corresponding
power structures that had been characteristic of the Bronze Age
civilizations, and as the starting-point for a whole set of new trends.
They include state building on a new basis, with stronger emphasis
on identification with an ethnic community, sometimes through
apparent re-tribalization (Liverani contrasts the “stato cittadino” of
the early civilizations with a “stato gentilizio” that appears in the
Iron Age); new imperial projects, especially the Assyrian one; but
also a long-term dissolution of the archaic bond between religion
and politics, which culminated in the Axial Age.21

The other crisis occurred at an earlier date in a less well known
region, and we know next to nothing about the processes involved,
but there can be no doubt about the importance of the long-term
consequences. The probably interconnected collapses of the Indus
civilization, the cultures of the East Iranian plateau, and the Oxus
civilization (the most recent addition to our list of Bronze Age civi-
lizations) in the second quarter of the second millennium bce left a
vacuum later occupied by the Indo-European ancestors of axial
civilizations in Iran and India (it now seems widely accepted that
this is a more plausible scenario than that of an Indo-European
invasion destroying the older civilizations, although in the case of
the Oxus civilization—where the process may have started—con-
flicts between urban and nomad populations probably played a major
role).22

3. To return to Jaspers: the next question relates to his definition
of the common denominator of axial breakthroughs. His most con-
densed statement on this subject describes the Axial Age as the
moment when “man becomes conscious of Being as a whole, of
himself and his limitations”, and “experiences absoluteness in the
depths of selfhood and in the lucidity of transcendence.”23 This
formulation is obviously reminiscent of Jaspers’s own version of

21 See Liverani (1988), 629-60 and 934-48.
22 See Lamberg-Karlovsky (1996), 218-50, on the “eclipse in the East.”
23 Jaspers (1953), 8.
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existential philosophy; he seems, in other words, to impose an anach-
ronistic and uniformitarian model on a historical experience that
should first be analyzed with all due allowance for diversity. Can
the axial breakthroughs be interpreted as a new round of variations
on the theme of human being-in-the-world? This perspective (not
to be confused with the stark dichotomy of searching for meaning
within or beyond the world (as Voegelin would have it, at least in
the earlier phase of his work) would link up with a clue to be found
in one of the most important philosophical texts of the twentieth
century: “It is a matter, in the case of each civilization, of finding
the Idea in the Hegelian sense, that is, not a law of the physico-
mathematical type discoverable by objective thought, but that for-
mula which sums up some unique manner of behaviour towards
others, towards nature, time and death: a certain way of patterning
the world (mise en forme du monde) which the historian should be ca-
pable of seizing upon and making his own.”24 This idea has yet to
be taken up and developed in systematic ways by civilizational theory;
its implications for the Axial Age hypothesis would be worth explor-
ing.

A brief digression on a recent—and in my opinion important step
in that direction may be useful. Rémi Brague suggests that the
discovery of the idea of the world coincides more or less with what
Karl Jaspers called the Axial Age.25 This thesis is backed up by closer
analysis of the proto-Western versions of the axial breakthrough: the
Greeks and—much less directly and extensively—the Jews. For
Brague, the explicit thematization of what constitutes the world as
such—die Weltlichkeit der Welt, to use the language best suited to this
genre of thought—is above all else a Greek achievement. As he notes
(with reference to authorities in the field), the languages of the Ancient
Near East did not have expressions referring to the world as such
(in a more tentative vein, he makes the same suggestion about an-
cient Chinese); in his terminology, they therefore had cosmographies
and cosmogonies, but no cosmology. Cosmological reflection began
with the Greeks; but as the term indicates, it took a particular di-
rection: an emphatic conception of order, kosmos, shaped the course
of a whole cosmological tradition. There was, however, another side

24 Merleau-Ponty (1962), XVIII.
25 Brague (1999),
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to the Greek breakthrough: the reflexive dimension of cosmology—
as Brague understands it—involves at least the beginnings of a re-
flection on “the presence in the world of a subject capable of
experiencing it as such”, i.e. the human being; “a cosmology must
therefore imply some kind of anthropology.”26 Divergent possibili-
ties are built into this mode of thought. On the one hand, the no-
tion of a cosmic order as a model to be reproduced or imitated on
the human level, on the other the idea of “man as a measure of all
things.” But when we reconsider archaic civilizations in light of the
Greek innovations, we face a double task: to spell out the implicit
notions of the world, and to avoid contamination by the Greek
paradigm of order. In this context, Brague draws on Jan Assmann’s
work on Egypt; the most important point seems to be the descrip-
tion of the Egyptian worldview as a “negative cosmology”27 i.e. one
which sees order as partial, fluid, problematic, and dependent on
the incessant joint activity of gods and humans. The more general
lesson to be drawn from this is that a comparative study of the
imagined relationships between world and order (instead of taking
the equation of the two for granted) would be essential to a refor-
mulation of the Axial Age hypothesis.

4. If we move from the cultural core to the social context, the
“sociological considerations” included in Jaspers’s model boil down
to a very sketchy description of power structures. He refers several
times to “small states and cities”, and on one occasion he expands
this into a reference to “ a struggle of all against all, which to begin
with nevertheless permitted an astonishing prosperity, an unfolding
of vigour and wealth.”28 Both the stimulus of competition and the
upheavals caused by it seem to be regarded as conducive to—not
determinative of—a spiritual breakthrough. The question bypassed
here has to do with the complex—and not at all invariant—patterns
of state formation to which the axial transformations are linked. To
speak of “small states and cities” with regard to both China and
Greece (Jaspers’s two main examples) is highly misleading: the size
as well as the structures and the rationalizing strategies of the con-
tending units in China were very different from the Greek pattern.
In India, the picture is—as with everything else related to the In-

26 Ibid., 65.
27 Assmann (1990), 37.
28 Jaspers (1953), 4.
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dian axial breakthrough—less clear. We can make some kind of
connection between state formation in the eastern Ganges plain and
the rise of Buddhism, but it is much less obvious what the Upanishads
might have had to do with that kind of background. When it comes
to the Near East, the Jewish breakthrough has less to do with com-
petition between “small states and cities” than with the uncertain
fortunes of a small state in an environment dominated by overwhelm-
ingly powerful empires. But this case can also be seen from another
angle. As recent work by various authors of otherwise divergent
opinions (from Cornelius Castoriadis to Christian Meier and Kurt
Raaflaub) has shown, the Greek polis represents a unique self-limit-
ing pattern of state formation, and it is therefore misleading to sub-
sume it under the broader category of the city-state. Jan Assmann
analyzes the pattern which prevailed in ancient Israel as a very
different version of self-limiting—even anti-statist—state formation:
here the relocation (Umbuchung) of political obligation from king to
god created a counterweight to the state’s pursuit of power.29

In short, there is a whole spectrum of state structures and state-
building strategies that should be central to the comparative study
of axial civilizations—from the patterns theorized by the Chinese
Legalists to the Greek and Jewish exceptions. The Achaemenid
Empire should, of course, be included in the picture; paradoxically,
it may be easier to figure out its relationship to axial developments
on its internal and external periphery than to solve the problem of
its connections with the domestic axial religion (Zoroastrianism). The
new imperial order established by the Achaemenids was clearly
crucial to the Judaism of the Second Temple; and if we take the view
(which seems to me overwhelmingly plausible) that the democratic
turn of the polis revolution (and, together with it, the self-destruc-
tive project of the Athenian empire) was provoked by the Persian
Wars, the Achaemenid factor also influenced the axial dynamic of
Greek civilization.

5. With the Achaemenids, we come to another aspect of Jaspers’s
problematic. As he saw it, the Axial Age ended everywhere in un-
equivocal decline: it “lost its creativeness”, and “a process of dog-
matic fixation and leveling-down took place in all three cultural
realms.”30 The legacy did not disappear, but it was traditionalized;

29 Assmann (2000), 46-71.
30 Jaspers (1953), 5.



the axial age and its interpreters 35

it became “a model and an object of veneration.”31 But then Jas-
pers seems to contradict himself when he admits that a “spiritual
tension” remained active. At the same time, he argues that the decline
went hand in hand with imperial resurgence: “Everywhere the first
outcome of the decline was an order of technological and organiza-
tional planning”;32 the Qin, the Maurya and the Hellenistic and
Roman empire-builders are listed as protagonists of this trend. The
imperial idea as such is not an axial invention: for Jaspers, it is a
heritage from the ancient civilizations, and its revival is in that sense
a return to an earlier phase of history. But the post-axial empires
draw on axial sources to construct their ideological frameworks. It
is not clear whether Jaspers thinks that this invests them with genu-
inely new meaning.

Two interconnected questions are involved here, and Jaspers’s pre-
emptive answers to them are neither clear nor consistent: What are
the long-term effects of axial legacies, and the patterns of their for-
mative influences? And how is this cultural impact linked to impe-
rial formations? The modes of reinterpretation and systematization
of axial legacies differ from one civilization to another. To mention
only the most obvious case, the Christian and Islamic reinventions
of monotheism differ from the cultural-religious dynamics of Indian
and Chinese traditions.

As for the imperial formations, there is no uniform pattern to their
relationships with axial legacies. The only empire directly and im-
portantly involved in the history of the Axial Age was the Achaemenid
one (on several fronts: in addition to the cases mentioned above, it
probably affected developments in India). On the other hand, an
imperial background (Western Zhou) seems to have been essential
to the legacy which the most lastingly influential current of axial
thought in China wanted to preserve and refine. And although the
Han empire was, in the short run (as opposed to its Mediterranean
counterpart) unable to cope with a structural crisis that came to a
head in the third century bce, it laid the foundations for the most
enduring of all imperial traditions. In so doing, it drew on a synthe-
sis of axial traditions—imperial Confucianism—which has no par-
allel elsewhere at a comparable point in time. In India, the elusive

31 Ibid., 6.
32 Ibid., 5.
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and short-lived Mauryan Empire was perhaps—due to the conver-
sion of its most distinguished ruler to Buddhism—at one point more
receptive to axial innovations than any other contemporary state,
but this did not translate into any lasting achievements. The Sassa-
nian Empire reactivated an axial legacy after a long interval of
complex developments. The Roman Empire is a particularly com-
plex case: During its most expansionistic phase, the imperial project
as such was not grounded in any systematic elaboration of axial ideas;
the rationalizing and stabilizing turn taken when the Empire shed
its republican form owed something to more intensive contact with
Hellenistic offshoots of the Greek Axial Age; and when a structural
crisis led to a radical reinterpretation (the Christian Empire), the
decisive contribution came from an axial tradition outside the
Empire’s original cultural context.

6. Finally, Jaspers describes post-axial history (not the decline that
set in at the end of the Axial Age, but the long-term potential reac-
tivated at later junctures) from two different points of view. On the
one hand, each axial breakthrough inaugurates a history of its own.
The axial civilizations exist, more concretely speaking, as regions and
traditions, and periodic returns to the sources are characteristic of
all of them. Given the distinctive character of each tradition, the
fundamental parallels may not be mutually evident—hence, for
example, the need to argue against recurrent misunderstandings—
including Alfred Weber’s theory—that India and China should be
put alongside the West, rather than alongside Egypt and Babylonia.
On the other hand, Jaspers claims that the dynamic of the Axial Age
became historically all-embracing, and that only the peoples who
became involved in it took part in universal history. He goes even
further: “Between these three realms (i.e. the three axial regions,
J.P.A.), a profound mutual comprehension was possible from the moment
they met. At the first encounter they recognized that they were
concerned with the same problems.”33 I do not think that the rest
of the book does much to back up this astonishing statement, and
it would be all too easy to marshal evidence against it from modern
history; one might begin with the exceptionally catastrophic history
of Chinese experiences with imported and adapted Western ideolo-
gies—from Taiping Christianity to Mao’s version of Communism.

33 Ibid., 8.
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Jaspers thus bypasses two interrelated sets of problems: the pat-
terns of historical experience characteristic of each axial civilization,
including their varying capacities (in degree and kind) to constitute
historical worlds on a larger scale (if we use the term loosely, we can
speak of the globalizing potential of each civilizational complex); and
the history of intercivilizational encounters, more complex after the
transformations of the Axial Age, but never superseded by a state
of “boundless communication.”

Towards a Historical Sociology of the Axial Age

Following Jaspers’s pioneering but unbalanced interpretation of the
Axial Age, two major attempts, by S. N. Eisenstadt and Eric Voegelin,
were made to develop a more systematic theory with more detailed
reference to the historical record of the cultures in question.34 Here
the main focus will be on Eisenstadt’s work. It is, of course, not being
suggested that Voegelin’s conception of the Axial Age is immaterial
to our discussion—in fact, it will become clear that questions aris-
ing in connection with Eisenstadt’s arguments have some bearing
on Voegelin’s approach. But for my present purposes, Eisenstadt’s
historical-sociological reconceptualization of the Axial Age is of
primary importance. The issue of chronological priority is immate-
rial, and I will not speculate about the significance of Voegelin’s work
for Eisenstadt; it can be shown that an “axial turn” is, in any case,
a logical result of the development of Eisenstadt’s sociological theory,
and that a specific understanding of the Axial Age responds to prob-
lems first posed in more general terms. These connections are vis-
ible on two levels. First, the interpretation of the axial breakthrough
serves to concretize a critique of functionalism—and especially of
functionalist conceptions of culture—that had been in the making
at least since the early 1960s. If culture is—contrary to the restric-
tive definitions proposed by the functionalists—the articulation of
social creativity, this basic characteristic is reflected in an interplay
of order-maintaining and order-transforming dynamics, and the Axial
Age represents a turning-point in the relationship between these two

34 Pointers to alternative approaches can perhaps be found in some contribu-
tions to the 1975 Daedalus issue on the “age of transcendence”, especially those of
Benjamin Schwarz and Louis Dumont.
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aspects: an enhancement of both the order-maintaining and the
order-transforming capacity, but in such a way that the order-trans-
forming dynamic prevails in the long run. Second, the Axial Age
emerges as a necessary point of reference for Eisenstadt’s critique
of mainstream modernization theory.35 The long-term dynamic of
cultural traditions and their interactions with power structures turns
out to be crucial to the understanding of social transformations in
general and modern transformations in particular, and the Axial Age
lays the foundations for particularly sustained developments of that
kind. Eisenstadt’s comparative study of empires takes a major step
in this direction (the diverse cultural frameworks of imperial power
are shown to have a logic and a historical dynamic of their own),
but the decisive turn comes with his work on revolutions.36 Para-
doxically, the most emphatically innovative episodes of the modern
transformation appear as the most revealing symptoms of dependence
on traditional sources. Revolutionary ideologies are rooted in axial
traditions, directly or indirectly, and this connection becomes the
starting-point for a more general inquiry into the relationships be-
tween civilizational legacies and the multiple patterns of modernity.

For a representative summary of Eisenstadt’s view on the Axial
Age, we can turn to the introduction to the 1986 volume on axial
civilizations; some variations on certain points may be found in other
texts, but I do not think that there are any significant discrepancies.
The common denominator of axial breakthroughs is, as Eisenstadt
puts it, “the emergence, conceptualization and institutionalization
of a basic tension between the transcendental and mundane orders.”37

A new relationship between two levels or dimensions of order is
imagined, articulated in more or less systematic ways and through
more or less explicit theoretical arguments, and translated into in-
stitutions, projects and practices. All other distinctive features of axial
civilizations are related to this cultural core: the development of more
complex modes of legitimation as well as more articulate expressions
of protest, coalitions made up of a broader spectrum of elites, and
ideological interpretations of social conflicts—to mention only the
most salient trends.

Visions of order are thus posited as central to the historical expe-

35 For the best discussion of this, see Knöbl (2001), pp. 239-55.
36 See Eisenstadt (1963 and 1978).
37 Eisenstadt (1986), 1.
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riences in question. This basic assumption will have to be reconsid-
ered, but for the time being, let us concentrate on the distinction
between the transcendental and the mundane, which is obviously
essential to Eisenstadt’s whole argument. It is not synonymous with
the difference between this-worldly and other-worldly: as Eisenstadt
insists, conceptions of the basic distinction—and solutions to the
problems posed by it—can be more or less this-worldly or other-
worldly. This would seem to leave open two ways of defining the
contrast between the transcendental and the mundane. On the one
hand, it might be seen as analogous to Durkheim’s distinction be-
tween the sacred and the profane (which is, as Durkheim stresses,
not to be confused with the distinction between the supernatural and
the natural): we would then be dealing with mutually defining con-
cepts, with no specific content apart from the ambiguous relation-
ship between them. We could speak of transcendental and mundane
dimensions whenever there are two levels of order, interrelated in
such a way that the higher one is constitutive of but imperfectly
mirrored by the lower, and therefore a permanent source of nor-
mative projects of reordering. In that sense, the breakthrough to a
transcendental vision would not necessarily involve a total transfor-
mation of the worldview: it might be localized in a particular dimen-
sion of social life. To use a highly relevant example, the image of
the polis as a community of citizens could be interpreted as a tran-
scendental model in permanent tension with the mundane orders
of really existing poleis, and in that capacity, it provides a framework
for political thought. This would be in line with one seminal inter-
pretation of the Greek breakthrough, i.e. Christian Meier’s analysis
of “the political revolution of world history.”

On the other hand, we could (without risking any conflation with
the other-worldly) attribute a more specific and emphatic meaning
to the transcendental dimension, and do so in light of the historical
background against which the breakthroughs took place. This is what
Eisenstadt seems to have in mind when he refers to a “higher tran-
scendental moral or metaphysical order which is beyond any given
this- or other-worldly reality”38 (in fact, “moral and metaphysical”
would be more appropriate). If some notion of “the other world” as

38 Ibid., 3.
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the “abode of the dead” and the “world of spirits” is characteristic
of pre-axial cultures in general, the new order transcends and
relativizes both worlds. And it need not take the direction of rein-
venting the other world, at a greater distance from but also with more
imperative demands on this one: it can, on the contrary, devalue
the world of the spirits and the dead by privileging the conduct and
relations of human beings as trustees of order. This was clearly the
thrust of the Confucian reinterpretation of older Chinese concep-
tions of order. In this second sense, the transcendental dimension is
a matter of the overall worldview; to come back to the example
mentioned above, an interpretation of the Greek breakthrough from
that angle would stress the emergence of a notion of impersonal world
order—beyond the gods—as the most crucial step.

It should be noted that Eisenstadt’s introductory summary does
not refer to universalistic orientations as a defining feature of axial
civilizations. The question of universalism remains latent, and the
most plausible interpretation of the argument is that the transcen-
dental dimension of the axial world-views represents a potential
opening to universalism, but it depends on the cultural context as
well as the broader historical circumstances whether—or to what
extent—the potential is realized. A persistently ambiguous balance
between culturalism and universalism would, for example, seem to
be characteristic of the Chinese tradition. Eisenstadt’s later work on
Japan seems to place greater emphasis on universalistic trends as
components of axial patterns: when he analyzes the “de-axializing”
changes which imported traditions have undergone in the Japanese
context, the immanentization of transcendental orientations and the
particularization of universalistic ones stand out as the main tenden-
cies. But the general question has yet to be tackled in a more sys-
tematic fashion.

It seems clear that Eisenstadt does not treat the distinction between
two orders of reality as an axial invention. As he puts it, “the
transmundane order has, in all human societies, been perceived as
somewhat different, usually higher and stronger, than the mundane
one.”39 But in pre-axial civilizations (he also refers to them as “pa-
gan”) the structure of the transmundane world is “relatively simi-
lar” to the mundane one”; the concrete imagery that serves to throw

39 Ibid., 2.
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the other world into relief is at the same time conducive to a blur-
ring of boundaries between the two levels. All this is noted in very
general terms, more suggestive of an unchanging pre-axial condi-
tion than of any variations due to specific civilizational settings. Even
so, enough has been said to indicate that the axial turn involves a
radicalization of pre-existing ways of articulating the world. A
processual perspective is thus in principle acknowledged as a cor-
rective or complement to the model of a breakthrough or rupture,
but it remains to be seen how far it can be taken. To what extent
can we interpret axial transformations as continuations or reorien-
tations of radicalizing trends already at work in earlier cultures?
Assuming that all forms of radicalization are likely to be selective,
can the regional versions of the axial turn be distinguished and
compared on that basis? And could each axial pattern be seen as a
set or cluster of radicalizing shifts, from which later innovations within
the respective traditions can in turn select?

The themes highlighted and the questions raised—often only in
passing—in Eisenstadt’s introduction are addressed from a number
of perspectives by other contributors to this volume. Here I will
conclude with a few remarks on themes which seem essential to
further development of the debate. If there is a common denomi-
nator, it is the need to bring more diversity into our interpretations
of the Axial Age.

1. The first aspect to be considered is the background to the axial
transformations. Eisenstadt is obviously far more sensitive to the
historical realities and experiences of early civilizations than Jaspers
was, but it can still be argued that his account tends to minimize
both the differences between them and—at least on the level of
religious traditions—the features that set them apart from the
Neolithic world. As for Neolithic religions, much remains contro-
versial, but it does not seem exaggerated to speak of broad agree-
ment on certain basic features; Pierre Lévêque’s summary is useful:
“A coherent logic of a phantasmagorical Grand Totality is thus
elaborated—a global nature whose two components, the natural and
the supernatural, exist and coexist only through relations of inter-
change that can be deciphered by analysis on all conceptual and ritual
levels.”40 It seems to me that Eisenstadt’s strong emphasis on onto-

40 Lévêque (1997), 97.
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logical continuity or consubstantiality—as a characteristic of pre-axial
cultures—tends to project this more archaic pattern onto the early
civilizations, and that more attention should be paid to distinctive
developments of the religious imagination in new historical settings.
Lévêque notes some general trends: “the pantheon is anthropomor-
phized and structured; the despotic rulers are supernaturalized; the
relations between the living and the dead become more complex.”41

But more specific points must be added. Jean Bottero’s interpreta-
tions of Mesopotamian religion stress the theme of transcendence,
elaborated from diverse angles and subject to variations within a
remarkably durable framework of religious thought. Human beings
are servants of the gods, the gap between the two respective levels
of being is unbridgeable, and mystical union is as inconceivable as
mimetic rivalry. Most importantly, there is no positive vision of
immortality; the most representative anthropological statement of the
Mesopotamian tradition portrays a human quest for immortality as
a complete and conclusive failure. The emergence of sacred king-
ship reinforces both the logic of anthropomorphism and the vision
of transcendence: rulership is defined with reference to the gods, but
the gods are at the same time imagined as superior rulers. Obvi-
ously, these considerations do not apply to Egypt in the same way
as to Mesopotamia, but at a more general level, one could perhaps
analyze the Egyptian case as another variant of the unfolding rela-
tionship between anthropomorphism and transcendence. In any case,
it seems to have proved easier in Egypt than in Mesopotamia to
reconstruct a sequence of changing patterns of religiosity.42

Egypt and Mesopotamia are, of course, the most interpretable
among the pre-axial civilizational complexes. But the point at issue
can also be considered from the other side of the axial divide, inas-
much as the axial innovations relate to the past in divergent but
equally defining ways (not to be confused with the more external
ways of adapting to pre-axial mentalities and practices). To begin
with a very stark contrast, the Confucian reworking of much older
Chinese traditions differs in fundamental ways from the Jewish
counter-model to Egyptian “political theology”, as analyzed by
Assmann, but in both cases, the pre-axial past—an object of demar-
cation in the latter case, reappropriation in the former—is a part of

41 Ibid., 104.
42 See Jan Assmann’s contribution in this volume.
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the interpretive context within which the new paradigm defines it-
self, and its relative significance is not settled once and for all. The
Greek case was different again, and here we can speak of two con-
stitutive pasts: the vanished past of the Mycenaean world and the
living past of the Near Eastern civilizations, re-encountered at the
beginning of the Axial Age (eighth century bce). The Mycenaean
past was transfigured into a part of the religious universe: the “he-
roic” complement to the divine world, whose presence had a sig-
nificant effect on the relationship between humans and gods; as for
the Near Eastern cultures, an extensive appropriation of their skills,
inventions and—to some extent—ideas was crucial to the civilizing
process that took off in Archaic Greece, but at the same time, the
most distinctive Greek creation—the polis—emerged in explicit and
radical contrast to the Near Eastern patterns of political life. As for
India, everything is more obscure, but it seems beyond doubt that
a significant legacy was left by the Indus civilization.

2. There is another—structural rather than interpretive—side to
the relationship between axial and pre-axial civilizations. Eisenstadt
is, of course, well aware of the varying “political-ecological settings
of societies”43 and includes them among the “conditions of emer-
gence and institutionalization of Axial Age civilizations”, but it could
be argued that a particular political-ecological constellation should
figure more prominently in the model than it has hitherto done. As
noted above, the best-known axial transformations took place in
environments shaped—in a long-term perspective—by momentous
events of the Late Bronze Age: crises which weakened or destroyed
civilizational centres and upset the power balance between centres
and peripheries. The connection is most visible around the Eastern
Mediterranean. East of Mesopotamia, a crisis occurred at an ear-
lier date and led to a more complete collapse of urban civilization;
both Zoroastrianism and Vedic religion emerged in socio-cultural
settings conditioned by that background. In China, events seem to
have taken a different course. A crisis around 1100 bce resulted in
the takeover of the Shang state and/or state system (I take it that
this is still a matter of controversy among historians and archeolo-
gists) by the Zhou dynasty. A peripheral state conquered the erst-
while civilizational centre and proceeded to restructure its religious

43 Eisenstadt (1986), 19.
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and political framework in significant ways. There is, as far as I can
judge, no parallel elsewhere. Conquests by peripheral forces in the
Near East were abortive, at least from the civilizational point of view
(Kassites in Babylonia, Hyksos in Egypt); for an imaginary parallel,
we might think of the Hittite invasion of Mesopotamia (sixteenth
century bce) culminating in a takeover; it is debatable whether we
should put the Assyrian Empire (as coming from an internal periphery
of Mesopotamia) in this category, and in any case, it failed to achieve
definitive control over Babylonia (the Achaemenid Empire belongs
to another epoch). The Zhou conquest may thus have set the scene
for a sequence of transformations which differed from axial trajec-
tories in the Mediterranean-Mesopotamian-Iranian-Indian part of
Eurasia.

3. In this context, we should reconsider the question of a com-
mon denominator—a shared set of cultural premises—for the axial
breakthroughs. As noted above, the distinction between the transcen-
dental and the mundane raises some questions of interpretation. More
ambiguities emerge when it is linked to historical settings: the two
levels of order relate to each other in different ways in the various
axial traditions, and the meaning lent to their relationship depends
on the overall logic of the respective worldview. Eisenstadt hints at
this aspect of the problematic: “The general tendency to reconstruct
the world with all its symbolic-ideological and institutional reper-
cussions was common to all the post-Axial Age civilizations.”44 The
central distinction would, on this view, be one—admittedly crucial,
but not self-defining—aspect of a broader articulation of the world.
I have already singled out the “mise en forme du monde” (Merleau-
Ponty) and the correlative visions of human being-in-the-world as a
central but still neglected theme of civilizational theory; given the
state of the debate, it may be more useful to explore the implica-
tions of arguments that have touched upon this issue from one angle
or another, than to attempt a direct and systematic analysis.

Two concepts used by Jan Assmann, cosmotheism and negative cos-
mology, seem relevant to our purposes. “Cosmotheism” is, at least in
the present context, the more fundamental of the two categories.45

It is introduced in order to relativize the common but misleading

44 Ibid., 15.
45 See Assmann (1996), 232-42, and (1991), 59-75.
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dichotomy of monotheism and polytheism, and to highlight the
specific characteristics of the religious imagination in early civiliza-
tions. The emphasis is on a twofold shift in religious consciousness:
on the one hand, civilizations develop—in comparison with tribal
societies and religions—more emphatic and structured sacralizing
visions of the world, expressed in images of order, but on the other
hand, they articulate—in connection with sacred kingship—stron-
ger notions of divine guidance and authority as guarantees of a
persisting world order. Cosmotheism, then, is the synthesis of these
two strands. If it is a combination, it is easier to understand that it
lends itself to varying interpretations. With regard to the Egyptian
case, Assmann distinguishes three versions: the primary polytheistic
conception of a plurality of gods involved in the maintenance of world
order; the revolutionary monotheism of Akhenaten’s new religion;
and a pantheism which sees the highest god as the embodiment of
the cosmos and of all other divinities. Akhenaten’s new religion failed,
but from a comparative viewpoint, it is important because it exem-
plifies the possibility of monotheism within a cosmotheistic frame-
work. As for the monotheistic tradition that began in ancient Israel,
the decisive innovation was not the idea of one exclusive god, but
that of a trans-cosmic one, and—concomitantly—the emphasis on
revelation, rather than on the “cosmo-hermeneutical” communica-
tion between human and divine worlds.

It seems to me that a comparison with other cases might bring to
light other variants of the cosmotheistic pattern. Most obviously, it
is possible to strengthen the aspect of impersonal order against the
more or less massively anthropomorphic conception of the gods; this
road was taken, across different intermediary stages and with dif-
ferent long-term results, in Greece and China (in China, it was—as
L. Vandermeersch has shown—associated with an exceptionally
elaborate version of cosmo-hermeneutics: the “divinatory imagi-
nary”).46

But the mutations of cosmotheism might be better understood in
connection with the other concept mentioned above. Assmann’s
reference to negative cosmology in the Egyptian context was quoted
in the second section of the paper; if we define the concept in gen-
eral terms (as an awareness, however implicit, of the irreducibility

46 See Vandermeersch (1992).
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of the world to order), it seems a plausible assumption that it is present
in all traditions, and open to different interpretations as well as to
combinations with changing models of order. It is tempting to specu-
late about the role of such themes in the axial traditions. We could,
for example, suggest a connection with Jan Heesterman’s analysis
of the Vedic sacrifice and its reinterpretation, which he sees as the
starting-point for the axial transformation in India.47 From a repro-
duction of the “primordial act of creation”, the sacrifice develops
into a ritual system concerned with the perfection of its order and
divorced from the world. The result is a definitive “split between
the transcendent order of ritual and the unreformed sphere of so-
cial life.”48 A strong dose of negative cosmology is incorporated into
the definition of the mundane sphere. But the dialectic of the two
spheres does not stop there: further sublimation of the transcendent
order is achieved through an increasingly radical negation of the
whole mundane realm. Negative cosmology translates into an affir-
mation of transcendence. Another case in point is the Daoist cur-
rent during China’s Axial Age: its most distinctive formulations could
be seen as elaborations of negative cosmology, against the rational-
izing, humanizing and statist models of order.

4. If there are still questions to be asked about the cultural pre-
mises of the axial transformations, the same applies to the power
structures with which they are intertwined. Eisenstadt suggests a
particular connection with the political sphere: “in all Axial civili-
zations, there.. took place a far-reaching reordering rooted in the
conception of the relation between the political and the higher tran-
scendental order.”49 A general centrality of the political order should
thus be distinguished from the specific privileged role attributed to
political power in some axial civilizations (where the political sphere
becomes, in Eisenstadt’s view, a key part of a this-worldly resolu-
tion of the tensions inherent in the new visions of order—this ap-
plies especially to China); and conversely, some cases may be
characterized by an atypical attenuation of this link (Eisenstadt speaks
of a “weak connection” between philosophical exploration and
political reconstruction in Greece). The general logic of axial break-

47 Heesterman, “Ritual, revelation and Axial Age”, in Eisenstadt (1986), pp.
393-406.

48 Ibid., 399.
49 Eisenstadt (1986), 8.
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throughs leads to a new understanding of rulership: “The King-God,
the embodiment of the cosmic and earthly order alike, disappeared,
and a secular ruler, in principle accountable to some higher order,
appeared.”50 Let us note in passing that this formulation appears to
equate sacred kingship with its most emphatic form: the terms quoted
above are clearly more applicable to Egypt than to Mesopotamia,
and the question of accountability—as an innovation—would have
to be posed in more nuanced terms. But here I am interested in a
more general problem. If there is an essential connection between
axial breakthroughs and new patterns of political life, this means that
we have to link the comparative analysis of axial traditions to a
similarly comparative theory of state formation. Here I will limit
myself to two sets of remarks on this problematic.

First, Eisenstadt’s model of the axial transformation makes some—
more or less explicit—claims about the relationship of the new
cultural horizons to the dynamics of power structures. More precisely,
it seems to stress the double-edged character of the cultural innova-
tions—indeed a triple ambiguity: a) the axial visions give rise to more
ambitious and elaborate ways of legitimating more complex and ex-
pansive power structures, but they are—although not all in the same
fashion or to the same degree—also conducive to a more critical
stance which makes the rulers accountable to higher instances or prin-
ciples; b) the axial transformation broadens the cognitive horizon and
therefore the strategic scope of power centres and elites, but the grow-
ing quantity and diversity of cognitive resources is at the same time
an obstacle to the monopolization of power; c) this results in the simulta-
neous (but unequal) development of power structures and of protest
movements, both of which draw on the axial sources.

On the other hand, it can be argued that the theory of axial trans-
formations has as yet paid too little attention to the interaction be-
tween cultural breakthroughs and the autonomous processes of state
formation (Eisenstadt tends to subsume the problematic of state
formation under the question of elite strategies and coalitions). From
this point of view (and as a first step), two different constellations
may be distinguished. In Greece and China, the axial turn took place
in close connection with particularly distinctive processes of state
formation, but of a very different kind: in China the monopolizing

50 Ibid., 8.
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dynamic was exceptionally strong (following Mark Elvin, it might
be suggested that the first developmental states emerged during the
period of the Warring States, early fifth to late third century bce);
in Greece, the process of state formation was uniquely self-limiting,
oriented towards a fusion of the state with the political community
and a systematic minimization of monopolizing trends). The axial
transformations of thought and culture can be analyzed in terms of
their responses and contributions to these respective developments.
By contrast, the Jewish and Indian cases were characterized by a
striking fragility and discontinuity of political centres (albeit on a
hugely different scale), and also by strong cultural countercurrents
to state-building that did not translate into political strategies of self-
limitation (as suggested above, there are parallels between ancient
Greece and ancient Israel, but in the latter case, the main expres-
sion of the self-limiting logic was religious rather than political). But
the long-term implications for civilizational identity and cohesion
were different: in the Jewish case, structural fragility prevented the
consolidation of a fully fledged civilizational complex (what emerged
was a diasporic civilizational pattern); in India, civilizational iden-
tity and unity proved compatible with political fragmentation.

To sum up, Eisenstadt’s outline of a historical sociology of the Axial
Age marks a new round of the debate. His conception of a “break-
through” to new civilizational patterns is—as I have argued—open
to critical questions, some of which are linked with those raised above
with reference to Jaspers. Nevertheless, it represents the only sys-
tematic project of its kind, and is an indispensable guide to further
exploration of the field.51 The various contributions to this book will
indicate ways of moving towards a more balanced combination of
theoretical and historical perspectives.

51 For a different approach to Eisenstadt’s problematic, see Breuer (1994). Here
the key cases of axial transformations are re-examined in light of a more rigor-
ously defined model of ontological contrasts between two levels of order; the re-
sult is a more sceptical account of the Axial Age, a much more qualified interpre-
tation of the break with archaic cultural patterns, and a very restrictive model of
radical “axiality” (the Sophistic movement appears as the most clear-cut case, but
its direct socio-cultural impact was limited and short-lived).
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