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INTRODUCTION:

1 he' Axial Age Breakthroughy—
Their Characterisijcy and
Origins

S.N, limuNs'rAn‘l'\/'\

INTRODUCTION:

The Axial Age and the Emergence of ‘T'ranscendental Visions

In the first millennium before the Christian era a revolution ook
place in the realm of ideas and their institutional bases which had
irreversible cflects on several major civilizations and on human
history in gencral, The revolution or serics of revolutions, which are
related to Karl Jaspers’ “Axial Age,” have to do with the emerpence,
conceptualization, and institutionalization of a basic tension between
the transcendental and mundanc orders, This revolutionary process
took place in scveral major civilizations including Ancient Isracl,
Ancient Greeee, Early Christianity, Zoroastrian Iran, carly Imperial
China, and the Hindu and Buddhist civilizations, Although beyond
the Axial Age proper, it also took place in Islam,! .

These conceptions were developed and articulated by a relatively
new social clement. A new type of intellectual clite I)c.c:unc aware
of the nccessity to actively construct the world according to some
transcendental vision. The successful institutionalization ol fmch
conceptions and visions gave rise to cxtensive re-ordering, 0[. .lh'c
internal contours of socictics as well as their internal relations. This
changed the dynamics of history and introduced the possibility of
world history or historics. ccornized

The importance of these revolutionary changes !ms I)c:cn recogmized
0 some degree in the sociological and historical literature, H‘»'c'
fecognition of their importance was in the I):'lcllq',r(mnd ol V}/chc'r. 5
Monumental comparative study ol world religions, which focused
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on the rationalization of these world religions.? Jasper’s originaj
insight into the Axial Age, concisely presented in his “Vom Ursprung
und Ziel der Geschichte,” was taken up in a conference organized
on the initiative of Benjamin Schwartz and published in 1975 55 5
Daedalus volume under the title: Wisdom, Revelation and Doyp s
A rather parallel trend of thought and analysis, focusing mainly on
Ancient Israel and Greece, has been developed by Eric Voegelin in
his volume Order and History.*

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.

The Nature of Axial Revolutions

What then is the nature of these Axial Age revolutions? We may
quote here Benjamin Schwartz: “If there is nevertheless some com-
mon 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 meaning 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 transcendental 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.”>

These conceptions of a basic tension between the transcendental
and the mundane orders differed greatly from the ‘“homologous”
perceptions 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 was symbolically structured according to principles
very similar to those of the mundane or }qwer one. Relatively similar
symbolic terms were used for the definition of (_}od(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 wassusually equated with a concrete



The Axiql Age Breakthroughs 3

setting, “the other world,”
world of spirits, and not entj

These pagan societies, of ¢
of man, the failure of peopl

which was the abode of the dead, the
rely unlike the mundane world in detail.s
ourse, always recognized the moral frailty

: € to live up to 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
worl‘ds were very often closely connected with some mythical and
cychcal. conception of time in which the differences between the
major time dimensions—past, present, and future—were only mildly
articulated.

By contrast, in the Axial Age civilizations the perception of a
sharp disjunction between the mundane and transmundane worlds
developed. 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
rational, abstract articulation of the givens of human and social
existence and of the cosmic order. The root of the problem lay in
the fact that the development of such conceptions necessarily posed
the question of the ways in which the chasm between the transcen-
dental and the mundane orders could be bridged. This gave 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 arbitrariness of human actions and social arrangements. The
search for some type of immortality and a way to overcome sugh
arbitrariness is universal to all human societies. In the societies in
which the mundane and transmundane worlds are defined in rela-
tively homologous terms this search for im;non.'tality i's on the whole
envisaged in terms of some physical continuity. It is qsually seen
as conditional to the fulfillment of one’s concrete obligation to one’s
gr(’,I}lhpi.s no longer holds true in the civilizations in which there 1ds an
emphasis on the chasm between the transcendental and thq mlun (zime
order and a conception of a higher moral.o.r.me.taphySlca or ‘:’-
While the concept of immortality in th}ase 01V1llzat19ns may or may

: : ily i d to ideas of physical resurrection,
not still be tied to bodily images and | d this world is usually
the very possibility of some continuity beyon havior and person-
seen in terms of the reconstruction of hurgagnbih:Vgecepts of the
alsty, This reconstrnacar woos b; bas?l which the chasm between
higher moral or metaphysice Orderctl rmilsg bridged,” and, as Gananath
the transcendental and mur_ldan§ Oll; aicrjogy becomes ethnicized.® But
Obeysekere has put it, rebirth gsc



THE EMERGENCE OF INTELLECTUALS AND
CONSTRUCTION OF THE WORLD

CLERICS AND THE

The Emergence of Intellectuals and the Transformation of Elites

In order to understand these dynamics we have first of all to

a.nglyze.the social actors who were most active in giving these
civilizations their form.

T!le development and institutionalization of the perception of basic
tension between the tr

anscendental and the mundane order was
closely connected with the emergence of a new social element.
Generally speaking it was a new type of elite which was cited as
the carrier 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 the new “transcendental” conceptions. In all the Axial
Age civilizations these conceptions ultimately became institutional-
ized. That is, they became the predominant orientations of the ruling
elites 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 it turned the new
scholar class into relatively autonomous partners in the major ruling
coalitions and protest movements. The new type of elites whi<;h
resulted from this process of institutionalization were enti'rely dif-
ferent in nature from the elites which had peel} ritual, magical, gnd
sacral specialists in the pre-Axial Age civihzat;qns_. The new phtes,
intellectuals and clerics, were recruited and 1eg1jum1z§:d according to
distinct, autonomous criteria, and were organized in autonomous
settings, distinct from those of the basic ascriptive units. They

acquired a potential country-wide status consciousness of their own.
They also tended to become potentially mdepenc}ent of other cate(i
gories of elites and social groups. But at the same time they compc;te :
strongly with them, especially over the production and control o

symbols and media of communication.
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With thf:se new types of elites, above all the political and culty 1
ones, the 1ptellectuals became the major partners in the formulatii?e
ruling coalitions as well as in the movements of protest. It is these
elites that were the most active in the reconstruing of the world and
the institutional creativity that developed in these societies.

Institutionalization of the T ranscendental 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
had far-reaching implications for the formation of the human per-
sonality 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 transcendental and the mundane orders was institutionalized,
this personal identity and the definition of man was taken beyond
the primordial givens of human existence, and beyond the various
technical needs of daily activities. Purely personal virtues, such as
courage, or interpersonal ones, such as solidarity, were taken out of
their primordial framework and were combined, in different dialcc-
tical modes, with the attributes of resolution of the tension between
the transcendental and the mundane orders. In this way a new lcvcl
of internal tensions in the formation of personality was gencrated.

Similarly the institutionalization of the perceived tension bctwccn\
the transcendental and the mundanc orders tended to crcat\c ltl}L
corresponding definition of different worlds of knowlc.‘('igc'é"b‘“l ‘d‘c“{?
philosophy, religions, metaphysics, “science”, or the likc. ‘,t.m nd
initions transformed different types of ad-hoc moral reflexion <
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classificatory schematization into second-order worlds of

This step constituted the starting point for what has usually peg
called the intellectual history of mankind.!0 | 1

knowleqy,

The Structuring of Legitimation of Social Centers, Trq
Political Authority

If the legitimation of the social order in most of th
Axial Age civilizations!! was based on some fusion o
primordial criteria and traditional charismatic modes of
the picture became more complicated with the instity
of the perception of tension between the transcendental a
order.!2

In the post-Axial Age civilizations, there developed first a strong
tendency to a continuous oscillation between primordial criteria on

ditions and

€ great pre.
f sacred apg
legitimatiop
tionalizatiop
nd mundape

the one hand and sacred or ideological ones—defined in terms of -

the attributes of salvation—on the other; and a concomitant tendency

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 given in the very stress on the basic quest to bridge the chasm

between the transcendental and the mundane orders. These tensions
were not purely “academic”; they constituted a continuous focus of
actual political struggle.

There are far-reaching concrete institutional implications of 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 structure
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 res-
olution. As a result new types of collectivities were created, or
seemingly natural and “primordial” groups were endowed with spe-

cial meaning couched in terms of the perception of this tension and
its resolution.

The most important innovation in this context was the develop-
ment 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 conception of tension

between the transcendental and the mundane order was institution-
alized. However, it was only with the development and institution-
alization of this conception that those elements became transformed
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into new, potentially full-fledged collectivities with autonomous cri
teria of I.n.embershlp and loci of authority. The membership in ihcn_
collectivities .and frameworks tended to become imbued witﬁ t e
jdeological dlmens%on and to become a focus of ideological ;S zelo,
An aspect of this ideological struggle was the insis%:ance ;Jlg%f‘
exclusivefless and closure of such collectivities and on the distincti .
petween inner and outer social and cultural space defined b th;ﬁmn
This aspect pgcame connected with attempts to structure the ci’iﬁ”e t
cultural, political, and ethnic collectivities in some hierarchical orif;'
and the very construction of such an order usually became a focus
of ideological and political conflict. oo

The Autonomy and Distinctiveness of the Great and Little
Traditions

Belated to the ordering of the major collectivities was the devel-
oping tendency towards the autonomous organization of the social
centf.:rs,l3 and to a relatively strong emphasis on the symbolic dis-
tinctiveness of the centers from the periphery. Such centers have
been conceived as the major loci of the charismatic attributes of the
resolution of the transcendental tension, and hence also of the con-
struction of cultural and societal orders. These attributes of centrality
became “naturally” related to those institutional spheres which showed
the closest affinity to the focus of resolution of the transcendental
tension, and it was 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
symbolic 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 Traditions' as autonomous, distinct, symbolical frameworks.
Such construction of centers and of Great Traditions may be evident
in “external” artifacts such as great works of architecture, or in the
writing and sanctification of scholarly books and codices. The struc-
ture of the Great Traditions in those societies in which the perception

of tension between the transcendental and the mundane order was

institutionalized went, however, beyond such external mgnifestaﬁor}s.
anizational dis-

It was above all characterized by symbolic and org _
hery. Such dis-

tinctiveness from the Little Traditions of the perip .
dentified even in those

tinctiveness and autonomy can be clearly 1denttt iers of
cases, as among the ancient Israeli tribes, 1n which the carrl i

such centers and Traditions were not organized in distinct, SP
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It becomes organizationally more fully visible in Im-

ameworks. ¢ . .
fr China and the Byzantine Empire, or in

perial societies such as

Theravada Buddhist societies. !’ - N
Great and Little Traditions were trans-

The relations between the . Tr :
formed by processes of ideological differentiation. They gave rise

both to attempts by the carriers of the Great Traditions to permeate
the periphery—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.

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 political
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 restructured
according to the precepts of the latter and above all according 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 organizing

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 priestly
and prophetic pronunciations. A different conception of such ac-
countability, an accountability to the community and its laws, ap-
peared in the northern shores of the Eastern Mediterranean, in
Ancient Greece. In different forms this conception appeared in all
these civilizations.!6
Concomitant to 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 from 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.
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The Order Ing of Soc

Social hierarchies are anothe
: . T aspect of the A+
re r & ivilizat;

which wg elorggnmed a5 a result of tp, instﬁXI al Age Civilizations
transcendenta VISIon.'7 Thjs jg evident firgt of allllt}ODahzauon of the
of the gr}gup basis of Stratificatiop and in the ?the oréanization
groups which can be defineq i, wide, potentia)y endency to stregs

Second, there was 3 marked shif; in y umv.ersahsuc terms,
criteria of stratification, T

lal Hierarchjpq

New Levels of Social Conflict

These modes of organizing the major institutional spheres in the
civilizations in which a conception of tension between transcendental
and mundane civilizations has become institutionalized, affected the
scope, intensity, and definition of social conflict in general. Insofar
as the political sphere was perceived as relevant to “salvation,”
political conflict in particular was affected as well. New dimensions
were added to the processes of conflict that developed ig these
societies beyond those which can be identified in the pre-Axial Age
societies. The most important was the possible development of new
levels of conflict beyond those of speciﬁg “narrow” interests of
different groups and elites, and the deﬁnitlpn of such conﬂlctsd;g
broader symbolical or ideological terms. The issues of struggle tenuni—
to become highly ideologized, generalized, and somgnen;qs evle:ﬁvely
versalized. The struggle itself tended to become organ}zk n n; .
autonomous settings. Similarly, there developed lin :yiges iy
different levels of issues ranging DOtel}ﬁany up 10 ;h ¢ \Ifg, Il)evels of
of legitimation of the social and political order. dT g:;inuous recon-
conflict generated new processes of change and ¢

Struction of the social order.
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