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Abstract

This thesis offers a critical assessment of the Axial Age thesis as introduced by Karl Jaspers and developed
by later scholars including Shmuel Eisenstadt, Robert N. Bellah, and Jirgen Habermas. While the
concept has gained traction in sociology, philosophy, and religious studies, it remains relatively
underexplored within historiography. This thesis is the result of a reading of the Axial Age literature
(from other disciplines), in which themes of theological and metaphysical nature have been eschewed,
while themes of historiographical relevance have been selected for, highlighted, and analysed together.
As such, the interdisciplinary concept (Axial Age, axiality) is evaluated and brought into historiography
as a discipline. The study situates the Axial Age not as a fixed historical epoch but as a contested
conceptual framework whose analytical value arguably lies in its capacity to mediate between empirical
historical developments and philosophical interpretations of human self-understanding. Through a
comparative and genealogical' reading of key contributions, central axial themes such as textual
canonization, transcendence, second-order thinking, disenchantment and disembedding, individuality,
and religion as soteriology are examined. Particular attention is given to the interplay between material,
cognitive, and symbolic transformations in the middle centuries of the first millennium BCE. Rather
than treating the Axial Age as a teleological precursor to modernity, this study argues for its status as a
distinct phase in cultural evolution marked by heightened reflexivity and new forms of normative
critique. This thesis concludes that axiality, despite its conceptual ambiguity, retains historiographical
relevance as a heuristic device for interrogating certain categories of long-term historical processes.

! Clarification: I here use the word “genealogical” not in the specifically Nietzschean-Foucauldian sense, (a method for disembedding
knowledge structures from their to the observer formerly unknown contexts) but simply looking at how the field has evolved over many
interdependent scholarly contributions.
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Summary, simplified

1. Purpose: Simply phrased, the research question is thus “What is the Axial Age specifically from
the perspective of a historian?”.?

2. Method: The method for answering the question is to distil from the interdisciplinary literature
the themes that are specifically historiographical so that its most analytically clear and essential
features can come to the fore.

3. Result: The “Axial Age” is an unfortunate misnomer and scholarly remnant from its conceptual
origins. The relevant phenomenon at hand is instead “axiality” (corresponding to the familiar
category, “modernity”). The main result of this thesis is, that from an historiographical
viewpoint, axiality is a wide social process that has six structural qualities which are similar
across seemingly different cultures and civilizations: textual canonization, transcendence,
second-order thinking, disenchantment/disembedding, metaphysically based individualism,
and a gained sense of direction for religion/cosmology.

4. Conclusion: Historians can arguably employ the concept of axiality as a theoretical category to
describe, explain, contrast, or contextualize empirical phenomena and events, notably across
historical time periods as well as across different civilizations and regions of the world. Axiality
is a recognizable process that meaningfully interlinks world societies and time periods without
being relativizing, vague, or arbitrary.

Disposition: Four Parts

This thesis has four parts (plus introduction and conclusion). The introduction takes a bird’s
eye view of the scholarly field of “Axial Age” and axiality and locates the research question and
purpose in relation to the state of earlier research. It further includes a brief section on the
methodological considerations.

1. The first part is the centerpiece of this thesis; here, the identified historiographically
relevant qualities of the phenomenon of axiality are named and described, and I take
steps to take positions that to bridge and clarify the contentions as well as identify the
sources of conceptual confusion. This is the part that aspires to add unique work to the
field, as it summarizes the research field thematically (other summaries have discussed
the field author by author and a few have taken yet other approaches), i.e. I select and
identify the structural qualities of axiality and lay out the descriptions and discussions
of these qualities one by one. It should be noted, however, that to do this I first describe
and discuss the work of two of the most prominent scholars on the Axial Age: Shmuel
Eisenstadt and Robert N. Bellah.

2. 'The second part revisits these qualities in societies and transformations that have been
proposed as exponents of “the Axial Age” by previous scholarship. This is largely
accomplished by referring to the conclusions of the established research, and only

? I should underscore that this is, indeed, a simplification for the sake of overview. A more specified phrasing would be: “If axiality is a
qualitatively definable phenomenon, what are its core qualities that hold relevance for categorizing historical phenomena as well as
understanding which pattern can be expected to co-arise and thereby be studied together as a group, and which processes have caused these
framework to hitherto not be employed as research tools within the discipline of historiography?”
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tangentially do I comment upon these conclusions based on the list of qualitative
elements proposed in part one.

3. 'The third part reviews the critique of the term of “Axial age” and discusses how
conceptual clarifications of the terminology may remedy or bypass a significant portion
of the arguments against the usefulness and relevance of the concept. In this context, the
move from Axial Age to the more general concept of “axiality” is important.

4. 'The fourth part is more analytical and lays out an argumentation for why a focus on the
non-chronological category of “axiality” has greater explanatory use to historians than
the suggested epoch of the “Axial Age”

The conclusion lands in an optimistic appraisal of the usefulness of “axiality” as a theoretical
framework for historians, as the pattern recognition of the co-occurring qualitative elements of
axiality can explicate events and transformations of past societies and offer frameworks for
global and comparative histories. To access this usefulness, however, it is important that the
concept of axiality is clearly defined (the six qualitative elements and their respective
interdependence distilled in their central or essential properties) and that this is not tied down
by propositions to describe the nomenclature of historical periods.
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Introduction

Ever since Karl Jaspers (1883-1969) coined the term the “Axial Age”, scholars across various
disciplines have engaged in discussions about its significance and implications. The term was
first introduced by Jaspers in a lecture in Geneve in 1946 (published in 1947 with the title “Vom
europdischen Geist”)’ and later became the key concept in the 1949 book Vom Ursprung und
Ziel der Geschichte (The Origin and Goal of History). The Axial Age thesis revolves around the
core observation that several of the world’s major religious, philosophical, and ethical traditions
emerged independently yet simultaneously during the middle of the 1st millennium BCE.

However, despite its broad intellectual appeal, the Axial Age remains a relatively
underexplored topic within the field of historiography. While sociologists, theologians, and
philosophers have extensively debated its conceptual and theoretical merits, historians have
been less engaged.

This raises fundamental questions:

o First of all, what exactly is the Axial Age thesis?

e What are the structural qualities of the socio-cultural development described as
the Axial Age?

o Isthe Axial Age a legitimate and useful historiographical category?

e What explains its relative neglect within historical scholarship?

¢ And to what extent can the Axial Age be meaningfully examined within the
historiographical sciences?

This thesis aims to critically assess the development of the Axial Age discourse, analyze the
perspectives of key scholars who have contributed to the debate, and evaluate its relevance for
historical research. By tracing the development of this discourse, I hope to illuminate both its
strengths and limitations and explore whether it constitutes a coherent field of study or merely
an umbrella term for disparate intellectual traditions.

%

The observation that the Greek philosophers, the Hebrew prophets, The Buddha, and Confucius
all lived during roughly the same time period is much older than Karl Jasper’s thesis and goes
back to the French Enlightenment thinker Abraham Hyacinthe Anquetil-Duperron (1731-
1805). However, since it has been done numerous times already, I will refrain from providing a
further account of the scholars prior to Jaspers who have observed and discussed the
synchronicity of these founding figures. For the most comprehensive account I can recommend
Jan Assmann’s 2018 book Achsenzeit: Eine Archdologie der Moderne. For a briefer, but arguably
more up-to-date, interpretation I can recommend Hans Joas’ book Was ist die Achsenzeit

? Karl Jaspers, Vom europdischen Geist, Vortrag gehalten bei den Recontres Internationales de Genéve September 1946, (R. Piper & Co. Verlag,
1947).
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(2014), of which a large section made its way into the fifth chapter in The Power of the Sacred
(2021) where he also provides a detailed summary of Jaspers ideas.*

Joas presents Karl Jaspers’ Axial Age thesis as part of a broader philosophical effort to
mediate between “relativistic historicism” and “abstract universalism”. Jaspers was deeply
influenced by Max Weber, especially Weber’s account of the world religions. However, Jaspers
also sought to move beyond Weber’s stance, which he saw as overly committed to the
inevitability of existential decisions between competing, ultimately incommensurable value
systems. For Jaspers, such a position risked collapsing into “decisionism”, suggesting that
ultimate value choices are arbitrary and that communication between holders of different values
is impossible. Against this, Joas highlights Jaspers’ belief in the possibility of a form of
communication that softens even the boundaries of “ultimate standpoints.” A letter to Alfred
Weber (Max Weber’s brother) in 1945 reveals Jaspers’ conviction that philosophy’s central task
is to make such communication possible. The Axial Age thesis, in Jaspers’ hands, becomes a
foundation for this kind of dialogue—between post-axial religions, and between religious and
nonreligious moral worldviews. Unlike interpretations that root the axial breakthrough in
religious revelation, Jaspers’ reconstruction aims to provide a philosophical framework
inclusive of both transcendental and secular forms of moral universalism. Joas aligns Jaspers
with efforts by figures like Ernst Troeltsch and Georg Jellinek to reform historicism, grounding
validity claims in contingent history without abandoning their normative reach.”

Although Jaspers’ original thesis is the point of departure of this paper I will not focus too
extensively on his work for a number of reasons: First of all, only less than a tenth of The Origin
and Goal of History is devoted to the historical overview—the “origin”—while the rest is about
Jaspers’ philosophy: the universal “goal” of history.® Secondly, while interesting in the broader
context of post-war Germany and the reconstruction of Europe, this philosophy is hardly
relevant to contemporary historiography per se. Third, when all is said and done, The Origin
and Goal of History is the product of a non-historian who engages with ancient history using
very broad strokes to draw a picture of universal historical developments, almost without any
references to historical sources or other historians. Jaspers is a philosopher, not a historian. As
such, I will merely spend a few pages to introduce Jaspers’ ideas, and then only engage with his
work insofar as other scholars have referred to and made use of it. I hold that the relevance of
the Axial Age thesis to the historiographical sciences first and foremost is to be found in the
succeeding debate and the research that has been produced after Jaspers. Despite the fact that
The Origin and Goal of History sold well and made quite the impression on Jaspers’
contemporaries, it did not immediately spur any major discussions or research projects within
academia. It would take a quarter century before the axial thesis became relevant again, a debate
that overwhelmingly owes its existence to the contributions of two sociologists: Shmuel
Eisenstadt (1923-2010) and Robert N. Bellah (1927-2013).

* Hans Joas, “Chapter 5, Transcendence as Reflexive Sacredness: The ‘Axial Age’ as a Turning Point in Religious History” in The Power of the
Sacred (Oxford University Press, 2021).

* Hans Joas, The Power of The Sacred (2021), pp. 167-168.

¢ I have not made any accurate measurements myself, but take their word for it when the team from the following study claim that the
historical overview is less than a tenth: E LeRon Shults, Wesley J. Wildman, Justin E. Lane, Christopher J. Lynch, Saikou Diallo, "Multiple
Axialities: A Computational Model of the Axial Age" Journal of Cognition and Culture 18 (2018) pp. 537-564.
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Bellah addressed the axial thesis as early as 1964 in a paper titled “Religious Evolution”, but
he would not reengage with the topic until the early noughties. In the meantime, Eisenstadt set
up an interdisciplinary research group and organized a series of workshops on the Axial Age
from 1972 and onwards which culminated in 1986 with the anthology The Origins and Diversity
of Axial Age Civilizations that contains of a number of papers first presented at a conference in
Bad Homburg in 1983. During the early seventies there was also a research team run by
sinologist Benjamin Schwartz (1916-1999), working in parallel with Eisenstadt’s group, that led
to the publication of a frequently cited paper in the subsequent axial debate titled “The Age of
Transcendence” (1975). Following the publication of his 1964 paper, Bellah realized that he
would have to give up working on the topic if he were to have a chance at an academic career
since any notions of cultural evolution remained scholarly inappropriate within American
academia at the time. It was only once he discovered the work of Merlin Donald, a professor of
psychology, neuroanthropology, and cognitive neuroscience, who had developed a three-stage
model on the cognitive evolution of human culture, that Bellah returned to the topic. In
accordance with Donald, Bellah has argued that the cognitive breakthroughs of the Axial Age
correspond to the third, and last, stage in Donald’s model: the “theoretic”. Yet, Bellah is careful
to point out that it occurred “in dialogue with” the preceding mythic stage,” and that each stage
was conserved as a core process that was never lost although becoming reorganized through
the transition to the next stage. This is the central argument in the book that is frequently
considered his magnum opus:® Religion in Human Evolution: From the Paleolithic to the Axial
Age—a 700-page tour de force exploring the evolutionary aspects of religion. Here Bellah
presents a detailed account of four of the five Axial Age civilizations (he acknowledges Iran as
an axial case but has, like most other scholars, omitted this civilization due to a lack of reliable
sources). Bellah attests that each of the chapters on the axial cases took him one year to
complete—except for the one on India which took two. These chapters were given to the
participants at a 2008 conference on the Axial Age in Erfurt that Bellah organized together with
Hans Joas. This conference led to the creation of an anthology titled The Axial Age and Its
Consequences, published in 2012.

Other prominent names within the field include Johan P. Arnason and Bjorn Wittrock who
have edited the anthology Axial Civilizations and World History (2005) together with
Eisenstadt.” And both Wittrock and Arnason have contributed to the 2012 anthology, The Axial
Age and Its Consequences.

Although the axial thesis has been mentioned in numerous books and articles over the
years, there has not been many other noteworthy books with the Axial Age as the main topic.
One major exception is Karen Armstrong’s The Great Transformation: The Beginning of our
Religious Traditions from 2006, but this is largely a piece of popular non-fiction. Armstrong
delivers an excellent and very enjoyable read, and she clearly knows her topic very well, but her
contribution to the Axial Age debate is more of a literate and popularizing kind rather than a

7 Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution: From the Paleolithic to the Axial Age (Belknap Press, 2011), p. 273.

8 Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. 65.

° I stumbled upon this book Relatively late in my work on this thesis, but unfortunately it proved close to impossible to obtain at the time of
writing. Sadly, it is not available in Sweden, the country where I live, nor is it available at the Swedish university libraries (although it is listed
there). It can be obtained on the US Amazon for $305.30, or as a .pdf for only €226.84 on brill.com. I decided to let this one pass.
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strictly academic or scientific one. She has, however, some unique perspectives and
observations that will be presented throughout this paper. Another book that appears if you
search for books about the Axial Age is Convenient Myths: The Axial Age, Dark Green Religion,
and the World that Never Was from 2013, written by Old Testament scholar Iain Provan. I have
refrained from reading this book, first of all because I have not found anyone in the academic
debate who has referenced this work, and secondly because the topic of the book revolves
around a normative comparison between Jaspers’ philosophy and zoologist and environmental
activist David Suzuki’s claim that the Axial Age was a “dark green golden age” that “ripped
society from a previously deep communion with nature”—or at least that is what it says on the
description page for Provan’s book. A quick AI assisted search online reveals that Suzuki has
never described the Axial Age in those exact terms and that it is Provan’s interpretation of
Suzuki. In any case, it should be evident that this has very little relevance to the historiographical
investigation of this thesis.

Jan Assman’s book from 2018, Achsenzeit, which I have already introduced, is also worth
mentioning. I have read and enjoyed his book, but I do not consider it a major contribution to
the scientific advancement of the Axial Age thesis. Assmann’s book remains to date the most
comprehensive account of the topic as it unfolded prior to Jaspers, and it delivers quite a solid
and detailed presentation of Jasper’s and Eisenstadt’s work; however, there are significant
limitations in Assmann’s account of Bellah and the subsequent research that he inspired. I will
return to this criticism later. For now, it suffices to state that Assmann primarily presents other
scholars’ work and that a very small fraction of this book contains his own contributions.

For these reasons, the primary works that have defined and shaped the Axial Age discourse
within academia after Jaspers’ The Origin and Goal of History is a short list of just three books:

o Shmuel Eisenstadt ed., The Origins and Diversity of Axial Age Civilizations (1986).

e Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution: From the Paleolithic to the Axial Age
(2011).

e Robert N. Bellah & Hans Joas ed., The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012)."°

Accordingly, these three works form the core of the material for this study of the Axial Age
thesis. In regards to the 1986 anthology, however, I have mostly made use of Eisenstadt’s
contributions. The reason is that, apart from Yehuda Elkana, only Eisenstadt seems to have been
referenced in the subsequent Axial Age discussion. This is not surprising though, since most of
the other contributors make very little effort to address the theoretical considerations
underpinning the axial thesis or conduct any comparative analyses between the different axial
civilizations. The fact that many of the contributors do not use the term “axial” at all, and those
who do mostly do so in the introduction and conclusion of their papers, may be indicative of a
certain disengagement with the Axial Age thesis. Each keep to their own limited topic, and apart
from a few exceptions here and there, most limit their scope of inquiry to a single axial
civilization. There are also not many references to the work of the other contributors or to
scholarship pertaining to the Axial Age (which at the time was largely confined to Jaspers,

' Robert N. Bellah & Hans Joas ed., The Axial Age and Its Consequences (The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2012).
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Bellah, Schwartz, Eisenstadt and a few others).!! This stands in stark contrast with the 2012
anthology in which the majority of the contributors seem very knowledgeable about the Axial
Age thesis and each other’s work which they frequently make references to and enter into
dialogue with. With the second anthology, following the publication of Bellah’s Religion in
Human Evolution, it finally appears as if the Axial Age thesis has been solidly established within
academia. It is also following these two major publications that many of the most insightful
papers on the Axial Age have been published.

Finally, I need to mention Jiirgen Habermas, to whom I owe my rekindled interest in the
Axial Age when I discovered what a central role the axial thesis plays in his recent mastodont
work Auch Eine Geschichte der Philosophy (Also a History of Philosophy). Habermas’
preoccupation with Jaspers and the Axial Age goes back to his youth, however, and it was
already present in Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns from 1981 (The Theory of
Communicative Action), but in recent years he has been influenced by the former director of the
Max Planck Institute in Leipzig, Michael Tomasello, who combines biology and culture in his
analyses, and from there Habermas has engaged with Bellah and Donald, which can be seen in
the book Nachmetaphysisches Denken II. Aufsatze und Repliken from 2012. Although
Habermas has not written any books or articles with the Axial Age as the central issue of inquiry,
his contributions to the topic will nonetheless feature throughout this thesis.

ook

An honorable mention: “Multiple Axialities: A Computational Model of the Axial Age” by E.
LeRon Shults, Wesley J. Wildman, Justin E. Lane, Christopher ]. Lynch, and Saikou Diallo,
published in the Journal of Cognition and Culture (2018). In this ambitious interdisciplinary
work, the authors construct a computational simulation to explore the conditions under which
so-called “axial breakthroughs” may emerge. The model synthesizes three major explanatory
pathways: (1) the ideological-political, focused on reflexivity, value-orientations, and elite
contestation (represented among others by Jaspers, Eisenstadt, Bellah, and Habermas); (2) the
material-social, emphasizing energy capture, war-making capacity, and institutional complexity
(as seen in the work of Ian Morris and world-systems theorists); and (3) the cognitive-coalitional,
which grounds axial breakthroughs in evolved psychological and ritual dynamics, including
theories of moralizing gods and cultural group selection (advanced by researchers such as
Nicolas Baumard, Pascal Boyer, and Ara Norenzayan)."

Although LeRon Shults et al’s study offers a sophisticated attempt to integrate otherwise
competing theories, its focus lies primarily in simulating the prerequisites for axial transitions
rather than elaborating for the qualities of the axial turn itself. Furthermore, the computational
framework presupposes methodological assumptions and formal techniques (e.g., systems

! It appears to me that (with the exception of Elkana) the Axial Age thesis is not really a major issue to anyone else but Eisenstadt himself. I
am prepared to be proved wrong on this assumption however. It is also my impression that Eisenstadt summarizes most of the central
insights from his fellow contributors in the excellent introduction chapters for each of the book’s parts.

!2 Anders Klostergaard Petersen, “Om Jan Assmanns aksetidsforstaelse, kosmos-religion og biologisk og kulturel evolution i kultur- og
religionshistorien” Tidsskriftet Fonix, Argang 2019, p. 85.

3 E. LeRon Shults, Wesley J. Wildman, Justin E. Lane, Christopher J. Lynch, and Saikou Diallo, “Multiple Axialities: A Computational Model
of the Axial Age”, Journal of Cognition and Culture 18 (2018), p. 540.
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dynamics modeling, parameter variation experiments) that lie outside the scope of the present
inquiry.

The first pathway—the ideological-political—which remains the most conceptually
developed and widely discussed in the sociological tradition, will form the primary focus of this
thesis. Still, the inclusion of the latter two pathways reflects a broader trend towards multimodal
explanations of cultural transformation that may offer productive complementarities in future
research, even if its empirical and methodological emphases diverge from the hermeneutic-
historical approach addressed in this paper.

Nevertheless, the study is worth noting as a testament to the growing interdisciplinary reach
of the Axial Age thesis and its capacity to structure inquiry not only in sociology, religious
studies, and historiography, but even across the cognitive sciences, biology, and computational
sciences.™

Methodological and Theoretical Considerations

The methods employed in this thesis pertain primarily to reflections upon and clarification of a
historiographical theme rather than accessing, interpreting, or contextualizing of a delimited
corpus of primary sources. The aim is therefore not to produce new empirical data, but to
critically evaluate and reorganize existing conceptual frameworks relating to the notion of an
“Axial Age.” In this sense, the work can best be described as a form of critical-reconstructive
historiography, seeking to interrogate and refine the categories through which history itself
becomes intelligible.'

The thesis adopts a historiographical approach that treats the “Axial Age” not as a fixed,
empirically verified historical epoch, but as a contested and evolving conceptual framework
whose analytical value lies in the interpretive debates it has generated. Rather than attempting
to verify the existence of a singular axial event or to establish a uniform chronology of
transformations, the focus lies on how scholars have used the idea of axiality as a heuristic
category mediating between empirical historical phenomena and philosophical or sociological
interpretations of cultural developments.'®

The objective can therefore be said to be meta-historiographical: to examine how meaning
and coherence are constructed within historical reasoning itself when confronted with long-
term civilizational comparisons, and to reconstruct the structural concept of axiality that

implicitly or explicitly underpins these constructions.

!* The following studies from the field of biology, that for similar methodological reasons have been omitted from the present thesis, but still
deserved mentioning:

Nicolas Baumard and Coralie Chevallier, “The Nature and Dynamics of World Religions: A Life-history Approach”. Proceedings B. Royal
Society Publishing 282: 20151593 (2015), pp. 1-9.

Nicolas Baumard, Alexandre Hyafil, lan Morris and Pascal Boyer, “Increased Affluence Explains the Emergence of Ascetic Wisdom and
Moralizing Religions”, Current Biology vol 25 no 1 (2015), pp. 10-15.

Nicolas Baumard, Alexandre Hyafil and Pascal Boyer, “What Changed During the Axial Age? Cognitive Styles or Reward Systems?”
Communicative and Integrative Biology, volume 8 issue 5 (2015), pp. 1-3.

!5 For other works that can be described as critical-reconstructive historiography, see Franca D'Agostini.

' Patrick Manning, Navigating World History: Historians create a global past (Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), p. 316.
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Theoretical Framework: A Habermasian Point of Departure

The theoretical point of departure is broadly Habermasian, inspired by Jiirgen Habermas’
reconstruction of historical rationality as a process of communicative differentiation and
societal learning.'” Habermas’ model of social evolution provides a conceptual scaffolding for
interpreting axiality as the institutionalization of reflexivity—a historical deep structure in
which communicative, moral, and cognitive domains acquire increasing autonomy and critical
distance.

Within this framework, the emergence of second-order thinking, moral universalism, and
discursive critique during the mid-first millennium BCE can be understood as moments in the
longer arc of communicative rationalization and secularization that Habermas describes in
many of his works. Axiality thus appears not merely as a chronological marker, but as a
structural potential within human cultural evolution: an emergent capacity for normative self-
reflection and transcendence of inherited mythic frameworks.

This perspective also serves a methodological function. The Habermasian stance is post-
metaphysical and reconstructive: it seeks to uncover the rational content implicit in historical
constellations of meaning without positing a metaphysically guaranteed teleology. It offers
criteria for how to interpret the axial transformations in a way that neither collapses them into
crude material causation nor elevates them into speculative metaphysics.

At the same time, Habermas is not treated as a formal “method” that is mechanically
applied. Rather, his work functions as a theoretical exemplar and legitimating horizon for the
kind of reconstructive cultural-structural analysis undertaken here. The thesis thus adopts a
Habermasian-inspired reconstructive orientation, while allowing the specific methodological
procedures to be shaped by the particularities of the Axial Age scholarship.

Methodological Orientation: Reconstructive and Comparative

The methodological orientation of this thesis can be characterized as reconstructive and
comparative, rather than strictly genealogical in the Foucauldian sense.

On the reconstructive side, the aim is to uncover and make explicit the underlying structural
concept of axiality as it functions across a diverse interdisciplinary corpus of literature. The
assumption is that, despite divergences, Axial Age scholarship implicitly converges on a set of
structural qualities that define what counts as “axial.” Since these qualities are seldom
systematized, the aim of this thesis is to reconstruct them as a coherent set of socio-cultural
structural characteristics.

On the comparative side, the study examines how different scholars have employed the
concept of the Axial Age to mediate between historical data and theoretical abstraction.
Through close reading and conceptual triangulation, this thesis compares the semantic and
analytical functions of the concept of axiality across a wide array of philosophical, sociological,
theological, and historiographical works. The comparative approach is interpretive rather than
empiricist: its validity derives from internal coherence, transparency of reasoning, and
sensitivity to the interplay between description and normativity.

17 See: Jiirgen Habermas, Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus (Suhrkamp Verlag, 1976).
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What is meant by a genealogical approach here should be understood only in a broad sense:
the thesis traces the emergence, transformation, and redeployment of the Axial Age idea across
successive interpretive contexts (from Jaspers through Eisenstadt and Bellah to Joas and others).
It does not, however, undertake a formal Foucauldian genealogy of power/knowledge regimes.
To avoid conceptual overreach, the term “genealogy” is therefore invoked merely as a family
resemblance rather than a designated methodological framework.

Research Questions:

Within this framework, the thesis is organized along the line of one primary and one closely
related secondary research question:

1. Primary research question:
o What are the fundamental socio-cultural structural qualities of axiality as
articulated across the corpus of Axial Age thesis scholarship?

In other words: when scholars speak of the “Axial Age,” what structural features of societies,
religions, and forms of thought are they implicitly or explicitly invoking?

2. Secondary (sub-)question:
o To what extent, and in what sense, can a reconstructed concept of axiality
function as a useful historiographical category for historians, analogous to the
concept of “modernity”?

Methodologically, the second question is best regarded as a sub-question of the first. Once
the structural core of axiality has been reconstructed, the question becomes whether this
concept can aid historians in distinguishing pre-axial from post-axial formations and in refining
long-range periodizations.

Data and Corpus:

Although this thesis does not work with primary sources in the narrow sense, it does operate
on a corpus of scholarly texts that function as its empirical material. Methodologically, these
texts constitute the “data” from which the structural concept of axiality and its qualities are
reconstructed.

This work has proceeded in several steps:

1. Initial mapping of the field: An initial horizon scan using general internet search
engines (including the Axial Age entry on Wikipedia) was undertaken to identify the
prominent figures and canonical works in Axial Age scholarship. This provided a first
overview of the field.

2. Acquisition of key monographs and anthologies: On this basis, the central book-length
treatments were acquired and read, including:
o The Axial Age and Its Consequences (Bellah & Joas, 2012), the major anthology
emerging from the 2008 Erfurt conference;
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o Robert Bellah’s extended monograph, Religion in Human Evolution, which is
the most comprehensive single scholarly treatment of the Axial Age;

o Shmuel Eisenstadt’s earlier anthology, The Origins and Diversity of Axial Age
Civilizations, which revived and re-oriented the Axial Age thesis in late
twentieth-century civilizational sociology;

o selected portions of Karl Jaspers’s original formulation of the “Axial Age” in
The Origin and Goal of History, consulted primarily to establish his role and to
assess the limited historiographical specificity of his account; and

o Karen Armstrong’s widely read, though more popular, work on the Axial Age,
The Great Transformation, which I used to acquire a broad overview of the
topic.

3. Database searches for articles: Using Lund University’s electronic databases, searches

were conducted for terms such as “Axial Age” and “axiality,” and German and
Scandinavian equivalents, and all apparently relevant scholarly articles were
downloaded. This yielded approximately 30-40 peer-reviewed articles, which were
read with varying degrees of intensity depending on their direct relevance to the
research questions.

To enhance methodological transparency, the selection of works for close analysis can be

summarized in terms of explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria:

Centrality in the field: canonical monographs and widely cited articles in the scholarly
debate on the Axial Age thesis.

Theoretical contribution: texts that advance explicit claims about what structurally
distinguishes Axial Age societies (e.g., transcendence, second-order thinking, new
canonical texts, new forms of individuality).

Relevance to the primary question: works that attempt, implicitly or explicitly, to specify

what is distinctive about the Axial Age as a stage or structure of social and religious
life.

Exclusion criteria:

Derivativeness: minor “school-paper” texts that simply repeat positions of canonical
authors without additional theoretical insight.

Lack of structural focus: works that deploy “Axial Age” mainly as a rhetorical label or
background description, without addressing its structural characteristics.
Idiosyncrasy: highly marginal themes that appear only once or twice in the corpus and
cannot be triangulated across other authors or disciplines.

These criteria were not applied through mechanical counting, but they were consistently

operative in my judgments about which works were to be included in the analytical core. The

resulting corpus can thus be described as relatively comprehensive but purposively delimited:

inclusive of all major contributions, while bracketing out tangential or derivative material.
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Analytical Procedure: Coding, Thematic Analysis, and Triangulation

Note-Taking and Research Journal

The analysis proceeded through close reading of the selected texts combined with systematic

note-taking. During the reading process, passages were underlined and annotated, and key

formulations and arguments were transferred into a document that functioned as a research

journal.

From the outset, notes were distinguished along two axes:

Civilizational/geographical (e.g., Greece, Israel, India, China); and

Thematic/qualitative (e.g., transcendence, second-order thinking, disembedding,
canonization, individuality, reconfiguration of religion).

This constituted a first step of the analytic categorization of the material.

Informal Coding and Thematic Consolidation

From the perspective of qualitative methodology, the following procedure can be described as

a form of informal coding and inductive thematic analysis:

1.

Initial labelling (open coding): As texts were read, conceptually significant passages
were spontaneously assigned labels. These labels were not managed via specialized
software or a formal codebook, but through systematic note-taking and mental
categorization.

Category formation: Over time, these labels were clustered into broader categories,

» « » « » «

such as “transcendence,” “second-order thinking,” “disembedding,” “textual
canonization”, and so on. For example, multiple discussions on other-worldly realms
and a sharp distinction between sacred and profane converged into a category of
transcendence. Recurrent descriptions of new reflexive and critical capacities were
brought together under second-order thinking, and similar processes led to categories

for disembedding, new forms of individuality, the role of canonical texts, and so forth.

Iterative refinement: As more of the corpus was read, these preliminary categories were
refined: some merged, some were renamed for conceptual clarity, and others were
demoted to peripheral status when they did not recur across the field.

Although no formal content analysis (with coding schemes, inter-coder reliability, etc.) was

undertaken, the process follows recognizable steps of open coding - category formation >

thematic consolidation typical of qualitative research.'®

'8 For a comprehensive account of how to apply the method of “coding” to qualitative data analysis, see: Nicholas Hedlund, “CODING: an
overview and guide to qualitative data analysis for integral researchers”, IRC Resource Paper No. 1 (2013).
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Cross-Textual Triangulation and Core Themes

A crucial step in the analytical procedure was triangulation across the various fields of study,
academic papers, canonical literature, and prominent authorships. Having identified a set of
candidate themes, the following questions were asked:

e Does this theme recur in the canonical monographs and anthologies?

o Isitarticulated in different disciplinary registers (sociology, theology, religious studies,
historical anthropology)?

e Does it appear in both earlier and more recent phases of Axial Age scholarship?

Themes such as transcendence, second-order thinking, disembedding, textual
canonization, and the emergence of new forms of individuality proved to be highly pervasive.
They appear repeatedly in many of the major works, across disciplinary boundaries, and are
frequently treated as central to what makes the Axial Age “axial.”

Other motifs, by contrast, were found to be sparse, highly author-specific, or tangential to
the question of structural distinctiveness. These were noted but not elevated to the status of
defining characteristics.

Through this combination of coding and triangulation, the thesis arrives at a set of six
structural qualities of axiality, which form the analytical core. While their initial identification
had a subjective and intuitive dimension, their status as core qualities rests on their robust
recurrence and cross-textual support. No claim is made that these six exhaust all possible

formulations; they are proposed as a well-grounded reconstruction of the current state of the
field.

Historiographical Application of the Reconstructed Concept

The secondary methodological step moves from the reconstructed set of structural qualities to
the question of historiographical utility.
Here the procedure is primarily deductive and analogical:

1. The thesis recalls how historians have long used the sociological concept of modernity
as a historiographical category, structuring the distinction between pre-modern and
modern societies and informing interpretations of long-term developmental processes.

2. On this basis, it is argued that the concept of axiality can function analogously:
marking a threshold between pre-axial and post-axial formations and clarifying
developments that a single, undifferentiated “pre-modern” category tends to obscure.

3. A small number of illustrative applications (e.g., to specific religious or political
formations) are sketched to show how an axial/post-axial distinction might re-orient
historical interpretation, in a manner comparable to the heuristic impact of
modernization theory.

Methodologically, this part of the thesis does not introduce new data but offers a reasoned
extrapolation of the reconstructed concept of axiality into the domain of historiographical
practice. The reason that this part does not refer to any existing scholarly discussions is that

15



The Axial Turn

such a discussion—to the best of my knowledge—simply has not taken place in the academic
community.

Reflexivity, scope, and Limitations

Methodologically, I am acutely aware of the double hermeneutic inherent in this
historiographical analysis: the interpretation of interpretations. Each scholarly construction of
the Axial Age is itself an act of historical reasoning conditioned by contemporary intellectual
concerns, disciplinary contexts, and cultural horizons. By making this reflexivity explicit, the
thesis seeks to avoid both naive empiricism and total relativism.

On the one hand, I recognize that historiography is a situated discourse, bound by linguistic,
cultural, and disciplinary conventions. On the other hand, I still insist on maintaining that
disciplined comparison, explicit criteria, and methodological transparency can yield rationally
defensible insights into historical structures of meaning.

The chosen approach also has clear limitations. By privileging conceptual analysis over
empirical reconstruction:

e it cannot claim to arbitrate between competing chronologies of axial transformations

or to settle debates about the empirical “reality” of simultaneity;
e it does not offer new primary-source data; and

e it does not constitute a full genealogy of the Axial Age concept in the Foucauldian

sense.
Its contribution lies instead in:
 clarifying the structural concept of axiality distilled from existing scholarship;

e justifying a set of core structural qualities through qualitative coding and

triangulation; and

o articulating a theoretical framework in which the historiographical qualities of
axiality—as both a mirror and a driver of humanity’s evolving self-understanding—

can be critically assessed.

%ok

In sum, the methodological and theoretical orientation of the thesis can be described as critical-
reconstructive historiography: critical in its attention to the conceptual lineage and internal
tensions in the scholarly Axial Age discourse, and reconstructive in its effort, inspired by
Habermas, to retrieve the rational content embedded in that lineage and to render it

methodologically transparent.
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PART ONE: Six Interrelated Qualitative
Elements of The Axial Age

“What is new about this age, in all three areas of the world, is that man becomes conscious of Being
as a whole, of himself and his limitations. He experiences the terror of the world and his own
powerlessness. He asks radical questions. Face to face with the void he strives for liberation and
redemption. By consciously recognizing his limits he sets himself the highest goals. He experiences
absoluteness in the depths of selthood and in the lucidity of transcendence.

All this took place in reflection. Consciousness became once more conscious of itself, thinking

became its own object.”"

—XKarl Jaspers

Karl Jaspers describes the Axial Age as a transformative epoch in which the foundational
categories of human thought that we still use today and the origins of the major world religions
were established. This period marked a universalizing shift in human consciousness: previously
accepted norms, customs, and beliefs were critically examined, questioned, and often discarded.
Traditional mythological frameworks lost their self-evident authority, giving way to new forms
of rational and ethical reflection. In several regions—Greece, Israel, China, India, and Iran—
thinkers and prophets began to confront myth with reason (logos), replace polytheistic deities
with a transcendent God (or corresponding conceptual and experiential category), and redefine
religion (or, using more precise terms, in this context “religion” entails: faith, belief structures,
rituals, social role definitions, contemplative practices, and underpinning cosmology®*) in
ethical terms. Despite the decline of the mythical worldviews, myths did not vanish entirely,
Japers argues; instead, they were transformed into symbolic or allegorical narratives, expressing
deeper meanings. This reinterpretation signaled both the destruction and creative renewal of
myth. While myth receded as a dominant worldview, it persisted among the broader population
and remained a cultural backdrop. Jaspers terms this broad historical transformation
“Vergeistigung”, or “spiritualization” with an English word. Humanity’s unquestioned
immersion in tradition gave way to existential uncertainty, opening new dimensions of thought
and self-awareness. Despite differences in content and belief, figures such as Chinese hermits,
Indian ascetics, Greek philosophers, and Israelite prophets collectively exemplified a cultural
change—to reflect inwardly and elevate oneself beyond both personal and worldly confines.
This introspective turn, according to Jaspers, represents a defining moment in the spiritual
evolution of humanity.? Arguably, the “novelty” that Jaspers claims for this capacity can be
viewed with some amount of skepticism. But further qualification and definition of what the
introspective turn entails can result in more analytically robust and factually predictive claims.
(This is, naturally, what the present thesis works to review and advance.)

19 Karl Jaspers, The Origin and Direction of History (Routledge Classics, 2001, first published 1953, German original 1949), pp. 8-9.

2 Bellah paraphrases the anthropologist Clifford Geertz in defining religion as a “system of symbols that, when enacted by human beings,
establishes powerful, pervasive, and long- lasting moods and motivations that make sense in terms of an idea of a general order of existence.”
Bellah notes that this definition contains no mentions of commonly considered ideas such as “belief in supernatural beings” or “belief in gods
(God),”. Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. xiv.

2! Karl Jaspers, The Origin and Direction of History (1949), pp. 8-10.
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Jirgen Habermas has, as mentioned, engaged with Jaspers’ concept of the Axial Age on
numerous occasions—a relationship that began early in his intellectual career. While Habermas
credited Jaspers” The Question of German Guilt (1947) with shaping his early thought, it was
through a 1958 review (later republished in 1983 in Philosophical-Political Profiles) that he first
directly addressed the Axial Age which he acknowledged as a formative rupture that opened up
the possibility of “universal communication.” However, as pointed out by Eduardo Mendieta,
even in this early appraisal, Habermas questioned Jaspers’s strict dichotomy between scientific
objectivity and philosophical faith. Rather than endorsing existential inwardness as the locus of
the axial turn, Habermas gradually reconceived the epoch as the inauguration of
communicative rationality. For him, the legacy of the Axial Age lies not in metaphysical
transcendence but in the emergence of intersubjective discursive practices through which moral
and epistemic claims could be rationally assessed. In a 1976 essay “History and Evolution,”
which was later included in his book Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus
(1976),** Habermas situated the Axial Age within a broader theory of sociocultural evolution.
Contra Luhmann’s systems-theoretical account of social development as functionally self-
organizing autopoiesis, Habermas argued that the evolution of society must be understood
through the lens of normative learning processes—reflected in the development of new
personality structures and forms of moral consciousness. The axial turn thus represented a stage
in the “development of normative structures,” a critical juncture in which traditions were
subjected to reflexive critique and cognitive decentering, enabling new models of social
integration and personal identity. Such processes, he later argued, must be reconstructed
through fallibilistic sciences capable of articulating these emergent competencies from both
first- and second-person perspectives. In a 2009 manuscript, “Chapter 2: The Sacred Roots of
the Axial Age Traditions,” Habermas revisits Jaspers’s concept of the Axial Age to explore how
its cognitive breakthroughs—expanded reflexivity, heightened awareness of contingency, and
the emergence of a transcendent standpoint—continue to shape modern self-understanding. At
the cultural level, these developments enabled the formation of worldviews that are
simultaneously universal and historically contingent; at the social level, the relativization of
political authority before a universal moral order; and at the personal level, the emergence of
an individuated, self-responsible subject accountable before a hidden divine judge. Habermas
then poses a novel question: What makes religion persist despite rationalization? Unlike Jaspers,
he emphasizes not just worldviews but religious practices—rituals in which communities bear
witness to their faith—as the “sacred core” of religion. These practices have intrinsic meaning
for participants, irreducible to external sociological functions.*

Habermas also engages extensively with the Axial Age in his recent work Auch eine
Geschichte der Philosophie in which he offers both an expansion and a critical reinterpretation

of the thesis. He interprets the Axial Age, like Jaspers and others, as a period marked by the
emergence of critical reflection, the decoupling of myth from logos, and the rise of universalistic

2 English translation titled: Communication and the Evolution of Society.
» Eduardo Mendieta, “The Axial Age, social evolution, and postsecular consciousness”, Critical Research on Religion 6(3) (2018), pp. 299-301.
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moral codes. His engagement with Jasper’s concept is part of his broader project to trace the
genealogy of what he calls “postmetaphysical thinking”?* While Habermas acknowledges
Jaspers’ contributions, he once again critiques certain limitations of the original thesis, for
instance that it is overly centered on elite intellectual developments and insufficiently accounts
for the broader social, ritualistic, and communicative contexts that underpin these
transformations. Habermas emphasizes that religions are not merely worldviews but remain
deeply intertwined with practices, rituals, and communal life, which all play a crucial role in
shaping and sustaining ethical and philosophical ideas.*

In his more recent works, Habermas revisits the Axial Age to explore how the spiritual

legacies of monotheistic traditions might still inform a “postsecular consciousness”. Here, he
identifies three interrelated cognitive advancements initiated in the axial period: an increased
awareness of contingency, a deepening reflexivity, and the emergence of a transcendent
standpoint. This standpoint enabled moral universalism, the separation of essence from
appearance, and the differentiation between theoretical and practical reason—thus initiating a
worldview no longer structured through myth but through discursive, revisable truth claims.
Crucially, Habermas emphasizes that axial religions remain irreducible to their doctrinal
content; their persuasiveness lies in embodied communal practices that bear witness to shared
meanings. Mendieta concludes that in Habermas’ concept of the “linguistification of the
sacred,” he articulates how religious worldviews gradually translated the semantic potential
embedded in ritual into everyday language, creating interpretive systems that mediated between
sacred cosmologies and empirical knowledge. By doing so, the Axial Age inaugurated a
communicative logic that remains operative in secular contexts, particularly in deliberative
democracy and intercultural dialogue. For Habermas, the axial breakthrough thus anticipates,
but does not collapse into, modernity; it marks a cognitive and ethical shift whose emancipatory
potential continues to unfold.*

In Carmen Lea Dege’s interpretation of Habermas, she sees his take on the Axial Age as a
response to the “motivational problems of modernity”, a clearly Weberian view on the matter
related to the claim that modernity suffers from a normative deficit that causes a “motivational
vacuum”. Consequently, modern institutions struggle to withstand ideological strains towards
previous modes of spirituality, which in worst-case scenarios can lead to authoritarian
mythologies such as fascism. It is in this context that Habermas sees the Axial Age concept as a
means to salvage what was lost by the separation of logos from mythos and help connect reason
and faith in a new postmetaphysical thinking. Dege argues that this diverges from Habermas’

earlier views and that he now believes modern reason is unsustainable without the capacity to

# According to Stanford’s Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Habermas® postmetaphysical thinking refers to the thinking of the philosophers
following Hegel and is characterized by: rational reconstruction as a method; the idea that reason is historically, socially, and linguistically
situated; embedded in intersubjective communicative processes; the use of weak transcendental arguments (rather than the strong
transcendental arguments of metaphysics); the ability to provide context-transcending validity; and a modesty with regard to ethical and
ontological claims. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/habermas/#PostThin

% Jiirgen Habermas, Auch eine Geschichte der Philosophie: Band 1: Die okzidentale Konstellation von Glauben und Wissen (Suhrkamp Verlag,
2019), pp. 213-214 [e-book 250-251].
% Eduardo Mendieta, “The Axial Age, social evolution, and postsecular consciousness”, (2018), pp. 301-304.
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transcend immanent reality, a capacity that can be obtained from the axial traditions. Habermas
now agrees with Robert Bellah’s claim that religion would not have survived the secularization
of modernity had it not been for the cognitive breakthrough of the Axial Age that separated

myth from religion.”

X%

Jaspers emphasized that none of the axial “breakthroughs”, as he calls them, emerged in the
center of great empires. Instead, they all occurred in relatively unstable, but affluent, geopolitical
settings where a multitude of smaller polities were engaged in “a struggle of all against all”.?*
Bellah argues that this highly competitive environment with numerous opportunities, and
where no one had a complete monopoly on power, created suitable conditions for itinerant
intellectuals to function outside the narrow confines of centralized priesthoods or
bureaucracies.? For the first time in history, Jaspers claims, we thus have independent thinkers
who dared criticize the current state of affairs, challenge the prevailing thinking of elites, and
subject unconsciously accepted ideas, customs and conditions to critical scrutiny.*® Bellah refers
to these new intellectuals as “moral upstarts” who, rather than relying on force, used speech to
challenge the prevailing political order,’* while W. G. Runciman has used the equally fitting
term “righteous rebels” to describe these new agents of change.?* The instability of the times are
likely to have impelled thinkers to address a multitude of existential issues that tended to
generate universal answers that transcended local values and ideals, as Gananath Obeyesekere
suggests: They questioned preexisting ideas and proposed a number of alternative salvific and
non-salvific solutions to the problems of existence.”® All of this led Jasper to characterize the
Axial Age as an age of “reflection”, openness to “new and boundless possibilities”, and of man
raising “himself above his own self” He also saw it as the age of “transcendence”, the
“ethicization of religion, the struggle of “logos against mythos,” a new self- understanding of
the human being vis-a-vis the world, and the discovery of history”. In later interpretations,
“reflexivity”, “historicality”, and “agentiality” have been identified as some of the most central
features of the Axial Age.*

The Axial Age correlates with the Iron Age, and that is unlikely to be a coincidence. With
the invention of iron-making, the networks of exchange that facilitated the manufacturing of
bronze (tin and copper) suddenly lost their relevance. Not only did this greatly diminish the
power and influence of the trading hubs at the centers of these networks, and thereby the
empires that controlled the trade, it also had a disruptive effect in terms of increased warfare as

¥ Carmen Lea Dege, “Myth, Modernity, and the Legacy of the Axial Age: Taylor, Habermas, Assmann, and Jaspers” Journal of the History of
Ideas, Volume 84, Number 4 (October 2023), pp. 750, 754.

%8 Karl Jaspers, The Origin and Direction of History (1949), p. 11.

* Robert N. Bellah, “What is Axial about the Axial Age”, European Journal of Sociology / Archives Européennes de Sociologie / Europdisches
Archiv fiir Soziologie, 2005, Vol. 46, No. 1, Religion and Society (Cambridge University Press, 2005) p. 74.

% Karl Jaspers, The Origin and Direction of History (1949), p. 10.

3! Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. 264.

*>'W. G. Runciman, “Righteous Rebels: When, Where, and Why?”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012).

** Gananath Obeyesekere, “The Buddha’s Meditative Trance: Visionary Knowledge, Aphoristic Thinking, and Axial Age Rationality in Early
Buddhism?”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 140.

* Heiner Roetz, “The Axial Age Theory: A Challenge to Historism or an Explanatory Device of Civilization Analysis? With a Look at the
Normative Discourse in Axial Age China”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), pp. 249-250.
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smaller local polities now had access to superior metal weapons (that could be produced in
more numerous geographic locations than before). This is thus the period that ended the palace
economy of Mycenaean Greece and led to the Greek Dark Ages; the end of the New Kingdom
of Egypt and the foreign rule of the Hyksos during the Second Intermediate Period; the gradual
disintegration of the Chinese Zhou dynasty that eventually culminated with the Warring States
period; and the collapse of The Indus Valley Civilization. However, parallel with the
disintegration on the political level, the introduction of new iron tools also caused significant
economical, technological, and agricultural development which altogether led to radical
upheavals in the social and political domains. The Axial Age thus begins during the economic
upswing of the early Iron Age, not so long after the so-called “Bronze Age Collapse”, and before
the rise of the Roman, Han, and Maurya empires which Jaspers argued brought an end to the
creativeness that had characterized the axial period, in favor of dogmatic fixation.”> The
instability of the period is, however, not sufficient to explain the emergence of the axial
breakthroughs. As Eric Weil points out “breakdowns in history are extremely common;
breakthroughs extremely rare.”*® We will return to this issue later.

It also needs to be mentioned that the beginnings of the Axial Age correlate with the period
when writing evolved from being primarily a means of accounting to becoming a medium for
preserving and developing ideas and narratives—a tool without which it is hard to imagine how
the intellectual achievements of the Axial Age could have come about. Additionally, David
Graeber & David Wengrow point out that the cities in which the axial breakthroughs occurred
all recently had seen the invention and widespread adoption of coinage.’” Graeber draws on the
work of Richard Seaford and Marc Shell regarding the relation between coinage and early Greek
thought, arguing that the introduction of coinage created an “ideal division of spheres of human
activity”, one between the market and religion, which he believes is a context that is necessary
to consider if we want to understand the emergence of the religious and philosophical insights
of the Axial Age.*

Bjorn Wittrock asserts that there seems to be three key conditions for an axial breakthrough
to emerge: The first condition is the sweeping changes that the Iron Age brought about. The
second is that of a widespread perception of political crisis, which entails both external military
threats and internal strife and conflict. And the third condition is the existence of a stratum of
literati with a certain degree of autonomy from central political power. It is not enough for a
society to have a written medium, Wittrock points out, there also needs to be fora where
thinkers freely can exchange ideas.”” These conditions will not, however, automatically lead to
an axial breakthrough. Bellah mentions the Phoenicians (and their Carthaginian offshoot) as a
striking example of a highly developed literate civilization who, like the Greeks and Hebrews,

% Karl Jaspers, The Origin and Direction of History (1949), p. 10.

3 Eric Weil, “What Is a Breakthrough in History?” Daedalus, Spring, 1975, Vol. 104, No. 2, Wisdom, Revelation, and Doubt: Perspectives on the
First Millennium B.C. (1975), p. 26.

% David Graeber & David Wengrow, The Dawn of Everything: A New History of Humanity (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2021), p. 450.

38 David Graeber, Debt: The First 5000 Years (Melville House, 2011), p. 249.

¥ Bjorn Wittrock, “The Axial Age in Global History: Cultural Crystallizations and Societal Transformations”, The Axial Age and Its
Consequences (2012), pp. 104-105.
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were under great pressure from foreign empires but nonetheless never produced an axial
breakthrough (as far as we know).*

Shmuel Eisenstadt: Axiality as Rupture

Before I discuss the qualitative elements of axiality, I will delve into the work of two sociologists
that have defined much of the field and made possible the thematic overview that I offer. The
first is Shmuel Eisenstadt.

According to Eisenstadt, the defining feature of the Axial Age is (quoting Benjamin
Schwartz) the “strain towards transcendence” and the conceptualization and
institutionalization of the tension between the transcendental and mundane orders. He argues
that although pre-axial civilizations usually perceived the transmundane world as a higher order
than the mundane, both were structured in accordance with similar principles while the
transmundane world tended to be a concrete setting similar to the mundane earthly world. In
axial civilizations, on the other hand, there is a sharp distinction between these two spheres and
the transmundane is always regarded as a higher transcendental moral or metaphysical order
beyond any this- or other-worldly reality.* The distinction between these two worlds, with an
emphasis on the transmundane (or transcendental), combined with a growing use of “second-
order thinking”, higher reflexivity, and “a radical problematization of the conceptions and
premises of cosmological and social orders” is to Eisenstadt one of two tendencies at the center
of the Axial Age. The other is the literary elites’ “disembedment” from tribal or territorial
settings and from older traditional ruling groups. It was these two tendencies that led to the
particular cultural reorientation that characterizes the Axial Age and which he regards as “the
most radical pattern of decoupling of various structural and cosmological dimensions of social
order” before the emergence of modernity.*

What Eisenstadt considers so revolutionary about the Axial Age is that it triggered a
“comprehensive rupture and problematization” of the existing social and cosmological order.
The civilizations in question responded to this by developing “new models of order” grounded
in the contrast between transcendental ideals and mundane life. These new worldviews
expanded human horizons, introduced a hierarchy between higher (spiritual) and lower
(worldly) realities, and encouraged efforts to shape social life according to universal principles,
he argues. As a result, new relatively autonomous institutional domains emerged that were open
to critique and were governed by their own internal logic rather than traditional or ascriptive
frameworks. Eisenstadt explains that the Axial Age brought a radical reconfiguration of human
society by linking mundane social and political life to transcendent, often religious or ethical,
visions. Societies began reshaping their institutions (governance, economy, kinship) according
to these higher principles. Central to this transformation was the emergence of new societal
“centers” (churches, monasteries, etc.) that embodied these transcendental ideals and sought to
influence the broader periphery. These centers often gave rise to new, universalizing
“civilizational” collectivities that transcended ethnic and political boundaries and that could
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contest existing structures. In politics, the “king-god” was replaced by the idea of a ruler
accountable to a higher, often moral or divine, order. This shift introduced the novel idea that
political authority could be challenged. Similar transformations occurred in family, kinship, and
economic life, as these areas became more autonomous and governed by new symbolic and
ethical logics. Eisenstadt claims that a key feature of the axial civilizations was a new kind of
reflexivity: critical, theoretical reflection on society and its institutions. This reflexivity
generated internal tensions, such as differing transcendental visions, the divide between reason
and faith, and the question whether these ideals could or should be fully institutionalized. These
changes enabled the rise of relatively autonomous intellectual elites, leading to ideological
struggles between orthodoxy and heterodoxy that were not just theological but were often
political and social, involving movements of protest and contestations of power. Sectarian
groups in particular became key carriers of such universal axial ideals.*

As the new axial ideas became institutionalized, they transformed existing political and
religious structures and a new type of elite emerged—intellectuals, scholars, clerics—who were
no longer bound by ritual or hereditary roles, or by ethnic or tribal boundaries. The new
relatively autonomous intellectual elites became, with Eisenstadt’s words, the Kulturtriger
(carrier of models of cultural and social order) of their respective axial visions. Examples
include the Greek philosophers and sophists, Jewish prophets, Chinese literati, Hindu
Brahmins, Buddhist monks and later various Sanghas, and the Islamic Ulema.* Eisenstadt
refers to Weber’s analysis of these groups’ importance in transforming the original axial visions
into lasting institutional orders and for articulating the models that would make them central
to both ruling coalitions and to various protest movements, actively shaping cultural meaning
and political order through symbolic control and institutional innovation.*

The tension between the transcendental and mundane orders raised new existential and
metaphysical questions, chiefly the problem of salvation, and demanded frameworks to bridge
the gap between higher cosmic principles and everyday life. This tension thus produced
competing visions of salvation and social order, fostering a deep reflexive awareness, what
Eisenstadt calls “second-order thinking.” Such reflexivity enabled societies to critique their own
foundational assumptions. Finally, he argues that the Axial Age gave rise to utopian visions:
transformative ideals that sought to reconstruct the mundane world in accordance with
transcendental principles. These were more than mythic dreams, Eisenstadt argues, they were
actively pursued frameworks for social reordering rooted in a sense of cosmic purpose.*®

*okok
What we can draw from Eisenstadt’s assessment is that many of the features he attributes to the

Axial Age—such as the emergence of universal ethics, the formation of communities that
transcend kinship and ethnicity, and the capacity to critique arbitrary political authority—
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could, without further contextualization, easily be mistaken for some of the defining features of
modernity. While the axial distinction between a mundane and a transcendental order is not
identical to Weber’s notion of modernity—understood as the differentiation of autonomous
institutional spheres like politics, science, and religion—it nonetheless invites comparison,
particularly when considered alongside the axial emphasis on second-order thinking, critical
reflexivity, and the pursuit of a just political order grounded in universal principles. Although
these axial developments cannot be considered modern in the strict sense according to
conventional sociological definitions, it is not difficult to see why they have sparked ongoing
debate about the axial roots of modernity. The key question remains whether these features
should be viewed merely as anticipations of what would later crystallize in modern societies, or
as early articulations of the very ideas that made modernity conceivable. Either way, the axial
turn clearly marks a critical stage in the long trajectory of human self-reflection and social
transformation.

Robert N. Bellah: Axiality as Symbolic Capacities

Robert Bellah’s interpretation of the Axial Age builds on and expands upon Eisenstadt’s work
but adds a distinct evolutionary and developmental perspective rooted in sociological theory
and cognitive anthropology. Bellah views the Axial Age as a new stage in the evolution of
religion and society, following earlier tribal and archaic stages, in which religious traditions start
to reflect on themselves in systematic ways. Drawing on Merlin Donald’s theory of cognitive
evolution, Bellah sees the Axial Age as made possible by new developments in the symbolic
capacity of human beings, including literacy, formal reasoning, and new forms of religious and
philosophical narrative.

Bellah claims that religion in both tribal and archaic contexts remained cosmological, fusing
nature, society, and the divine in a unified order. But in contrast with tribal societies, where
ritual was collective and fostered group solidarity, archaic (or early agrarian) societies centered
their rituals on the divine king and a priestly elite while the broader population (at most) acted
as mere spectators. Such rituals sought to symbolize the divine qualities of kingship and to
legitimize political authority and concentrated power. The cosmological unity in these early
states was thus held together with new religious-political symbols, often enacted through
sacrificial rituals (both animals and humans), that in divine terms explained and legitimized the
stark social hierarchies and growing inequality in the new much bigger agrarian civilizations.
This worked as long as rulers kept a firm grip on power, but once political instability occurred
it exposed the system’s fragility. Moments of crisis raised questions about divine legitimacy and
justice, laying early groundwork for axial ideas like conditional kingship and personal appeals
to the divine. When early civilizations went through intermittent periods of breakdown it raised
serious questions such as “Where is the king? Where is the god? Why are we hungry? Why are
we being killed by attackers and no one is defending us?” Although such inconvenient questions
were put aside once political unity and stability had been reestablished, they kept lingering on.
One of the most central issues of the Axial Age, according to Bellah—in the East as well as the
West—is the recurring question of who the “true” king is: the ruler who is aligned with justice.
In Greece, Plato replaces the heroic Achilles with the philosopher Socrates as the ideal king. In
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China, Mencius identifies the failed official Confucius as the true, uncrowned ruler. In India,
the Buddha renounces royal power to seek spiritual truth. In ancient Israel, kings were often
judged by divine standards, with God ultimately seen as the sole sovereign, even working
through foreign rulers. And Christianity reinterprets kingship by declaring Jesus—crucified yet
divine—the true “King” in a spiritual sense. These examples reflect a broader axial pattern: the
emergence of moral or spiritual authority as the highest form of legitimacy.*

Bellah makes use of Bruce Trigger’s comparative analysis of early archaic civilizations to
reinforce his claim that archaic societies differ from their tribal predecessors in the way that a
religious and political transformation (which essentially are two sides of the same coin) gives
rise to two new ideas: kingship and divinity.*® Bellah draws on Eric Voegelin’s concept of
“compact symbolism” to show that this fusion of the divine and the human reaches its peak in
the figure of the king. As incarnation, son, or servant of the gods, the king embodies the crucial
link between society and the cosmos. His presence ensures cosmic order and social stability,
while his weakness signals profound disorder. This symbolic unity remained largely intact until
the Axial Age when it began to unravel.*’ Since the early civilizations were so much larger than
the tribal communities they replaced, they could no longer create sufficient group solidarity
through simple tribal festivity, nor could social cohesion be upheld through military force alone.
The solution that every major agrarian civilization adopted was thus the idea of divine kingship
which concurrently led to “kings acting like gods and gods acting like kings”. Quoting Thorkild
Jacobsen, a historian specialized in Assyriology and Sumerian literature, Bellah concludes that
the state became an essential part of the cosmos, while the cosmos was perceived as a state.*

Bellah mentions that the king in archaic societies was almost always depicted as a warrior;
but as these societies matured, he was also increasingly perceived as a defender of justice, a
nurturant figure that cared for his people. It is from Egypt and Mesopotamia we have the image
of “the good shepherd”, and in China the emperor was seen as the father and mother of his
people. These pre-axial appeals to ethical standards of legitimacy would pave the road for the
political and theological reflections of the Axial Age that eventually led to the “moral upstarts”
(or “righteous rebels” with the words of W. G. Runciman) that came to shape the post-axial
period.”!

Robert Bellah also features prominently in Auch eine Geschichte der Philosophie where
Habermas acknowledges Bellah’s elaborations about the roles of myth and ritual in the
transition from tribal to state-organized societies. Habermas incorporates these insights to
address some of the limitations in his earlier theories, linking Bellah’s account to his own theory
of the “linguistification of the sacred” (Linguistifizierung des Sakralen)—the idea that, during
the Axial Age, religious worldviews began to articulate rationally discussable truth and moral
validity claims. Habermas also acknowledges Bellah’s interpretation of the Axial Age as a major
step in the evolution of human consciousness marking a fundamental shift from ritual-bound,
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mythic consciousness toward more abstract, self-reflective, and normatively demanding forms
of thought. However, Habermas insists on preserving the distinctiveness of modern rationality
and views the Axial Age more as a necessary but not sufficient precondition for modern
rationality.*

Qualitative Element 1: Writing and Textual Canonization

Writing, or more precisely, the capacity to compose literature—that is, to inscribe ideas and
narratives into durable symbolic media—along with the logistical means to preserve, reproduce,
and disseminate such knowledge, constitutes a practical technological prerequisite for the
emergence and enduring influence of the Axial Age. While it is true that India lacked a writing
system at the time of the Buddha (archaeologists continue to debate whether the undeciphered
symbols of the Indus Valley Civilization constitute a form of proto-writing or not, though in
any case that knowledge did not survive the collapse of early Indian civilization) it is nonetheless
relatively uncontroversial to assert that the wider diffusion of Buddhism, like that of
Christianity which also initially relied on oral sources, was deeply reliant on the literary
traditions that developed subsequently.

Habermas, for instance, argues that the accumulation of written knowledge eventually
caused “cognitive dissonance” against the background of myth and magic, which thereby
provided an internal impetus for reflection and conceptual reconstruction of the mythical
understanding of the self and the world.” However, while literacy might be a necessary
prerequisite, it is not sufficient. Johann P. Arnason claims that neither the “transition from ritual
to textual coherence” nor the use of writing or the “creation of representative texts” are enough
for an axial breakthrough to occur. The decisive factor is a “culture of interpretation that makes
the texts central to cultural memory, and which in turn presupposes supporting institutions and
elites”.>* Here Arnason draws on Jan Assmann’s idea of “cultural memory” and the central role
it plays in the way societies preserve, transmit, and reconstruct shared knowledge over time. It
is worth mentioning that Assmann also emphasizes that axiality should not be understood as a
direct consequence of writing, but rather as a potential enabled by a certain level and quality of
literacy, whose realization depended on particular historical and cultural contexts.

Originally, writing merely served practical, administrative functions—something Assmann
refers to as “sectorial literacy.” Over time, however, it penetrated the cultural core, giving rise to
what he calls “cultural literacy.” This transformation occurred in Mesopotamia towards the end
of the third millennium BCE and in Egypt at the beginning of the second millennium BCE. The
result was the emergence of a form of collective memory that enabled societies to transmit core
temporal, spatial, and theological orientations across generations, thereby sustaining cultural
identity. This transformation also enabled the writing of history, distinguishing it from myth.
While the factual accuracy of these records can be questioned, the very act of recording human
actions gave precedence to human agency over divine causality.”® In doing so, we can see how
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written history became a step towards a more rational and secular worldview, although the full
consequences of its potential would only come to the fore with modernity.

Heiner Roetz has accordingly argued that the emergence of the so-called “axial
consciousness” (that Bjorn Wittrock has defined as a heightened reflexivity, historical
awareness, and agency) was enabled by the “self-reflection of symbolic culture” that writing
made possible.”” But that is not all. Eisenstadt has even suggested that the “idea of literary or
artistic immortality may be considered as a first step in the direction of transcendence or
transcendental visions”>® As Assmann contends: “writing restructures not only thought but
also, under certain cultural circumstances, the whole network of relations between human
beings, man and society, man and cosmos, man and god, and god and cosmos.”*® Writing, as
he puts it, constitutes “a special kind of symbols that bestow visibility to the invisible, stability
to the volatile, and wide dissemination to the locally confined.” By contrast, he argues, oral
language is “volatile, invisible, and locally restricted.”*

Assmann draws an interesting analogy between the effects of writing and those of musical
notation, noting that the introduction of notation in music likewise increased complexity,
expanded creative potential, and accelerated innovation. The written medium, unlike oral
tradition, tends to reward novelty and transformation over faithful reproduction. In oral
cultures, repetition is valued, whereas literate cultures strive towards innovation and cumulative
development. With writing, the figure of the author becomes expected not merely to preserve
tradition but to “augment” it—hence the Latin term auctor, derived from augere (to increase or
grow).®" Although Habermas considers Assmann’s claim about the author’s expectations for
novelty to be somewhat exaggerated, he contends that a notable pressure towards innovations
starts to take place once oral traditions begin to be put into writing.®

Matthias Jung has observed that writing opened up new ways of engaging with reality,
allowing abstract and previously inaccessible dimensions of existence to be conceptualized and
articulated. An important consequence of the invention of writing was the loosening of the
direct “representational tie between the sign and the signified”, Jung argues. With the ability of
symbols to refer to other symbols, it became possible to privilege indirect or inferential
references over direct iconic or indexical ones. This development enabled the emergence of
symbolic expressions asserting “universal validity claims”. This also introduced the possibility
of “semiotic transcendence” in which signs are experienced as arbitrary and underdetermined
in reference—in turn creating a tension between transcendent content and its symbolic
representation.®® Moses Mendelssohn has highlighted the significance of these grammatological
transformations, arguing that the use of writing, and the symbolic capacities it unlocked, had a
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profound impact on both human cognition and religious thought.® The axial subject, or
“symbol-user,” was thus a being shaped by the very symbolic tools she had created, through
feedback loops between consciousness and new modes of sign usage.®

Writing also precipitated fundamental religious changes through what Assmann terms the
“second step toward canonization”, a process he identifies as central to the Axial Age. Assmann
contends that the axial period was not primarily defined by figures like Confucius, Plato, or
Moses, but by the processes of secondary canonization that followed their work. This stage
marked a critical departure from myth, as religious truths began to be codified into authoritative
scriptures that invalidated other traditions. While the full canonical process occurred primarily
in the Hebrew and Buddhist contexts, it set a precedent followed by all major world religions.
The first step of canonization, predating the Axial Age, had involved selecting exemplary texts
from existing literature. The second step, however, involved identifying absolute truths and
sharply distinguishing one’s own tradition from others, now labeled as paganism, idolatry,
heresy, or error. These sacred texts became, with Assmann’s words, “verbal temples,” containing
divine presence and requiring interpretation to exert normative and formative influence. This
led to the development of hermeneutics, which replaced earlier traditions of mouvance (where
commentary was embedded within the text). Once the canon was closed, commentary was
separated from the text proper, marking the end of the canonization process. Assmann argues
that the canon functioned as both a “transethnic homeland” and a “transcultural instrument of
education,” closely aligned with the ideas of revelation and transcendence. Pre-axial religions,
which assumed divine immanence in physical objects and natural phenomena, were now
dismissed as idolatry. The focus shifted to sacred texts and their interpretation; wherein divine
truth was revealed. Despite variations across traditions in the degree of exclusivity or religiosity,
all Axial Age cultures that underwent secondary canonization share a common reliance on
hermeneutics and a strict distinction between text and commentary. On this basis, Assmann
concludes that “the Axial Age is nothing else but the formative phase of the textual continuity

that is still prevailing in our Western and Eastern civilizations.”®

%%

While Graeber’s observation about the correlation between coinage and the occurrence of the
axial breakthroughs is noteworthy, it is nonetheless incomplete without reference to the
grammatological reconfiguration that writing, or literature, made possible. Coinage may have
catalyzed abstract thinking about value, but it was writing that made abstraction durable,
transmissible, and contestable. In this light, the Axial Age can be understood as a
transformation in the symbolic order that reordered relations between myth and history, power
and knowledge, immanence and transcendence. The rise of canonical texts, interpretive
communities, and hermeneutic traditions are not merely consequences of writing but rather
expressions of its inner logic.
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Hence, the axial consciousness that emerged in this era was not solely the product of
prophetic genius or social upheaval but the cumulative effect of a new symbolic ecology—one
in which words could outlast bodies, arguments could outlive empires, and meaning could be
displaced, deferred, and yet somehow deepened across time.

Qualitative Element 2: Transcendence

“Transcendence” is a concept that has been central to many interpretations of the Axial Age
ever since Benjamin Schwartz in 1975 sparked renewed interest in the axial thesis with his
article “The Age of Transcendence”. Schwartz argues that if there is one underlying impulse
shared by all the axial movements, it must be the “strain toward transcendence” which he
defines as a “critical, reflective questioning of the actual and a new vision of what lies beyond”.
He exemplifies with the Greek philosophers’ strain towards an order beyond the Homeric gods;
Abraham’s departure from Ur in the Hebrew tradition; Confucius’ search for the source of ren;
and Taoism’s strain towards the nameless Tao.”” Schwartz returns to the observation that this
reflexive posture forms the crucial link connecting all the axial traditions in his 1985 book
Transcendence in Ancient China in which he states that:

“Whether one deals with the Upanishads, Buddhism, or Jainism in India, with the rise of biblical
Judaism, with the emergence of Greek philosophy or with the emergence of Confucianism, Taoism, and
Mohism in China—one finds a kind of standing back and looking beyond; of questioning and reflectivity
as well as the emergence of new positive perspectives and visions.”®®

In each axial case, thinkers began to articulate ideals that transcended worldly power,
offering universal ethical standards and cosmological visions that oriented human life towards
something higher than traditional, kinship-based or ritual-based social orders. While Schwartz
did not offer a full theory of why the Axial Age occurred, he helped lay the groundwork for later
scholars who engage the Axial Age in terms of moral evolution, the emergence of second-order
thinking, and the development of post-traditional sources of normativity.

Arnaldo Momigliano has labored to characterize the Axial Age as the “age of criticism”
rather than the “age of transcendence”, but Hans Joas sees no contradiction between the two,
arguing that it is merely a difference of emphasis; the first focusing on the social and political
consequences of the Axial Age, whereas the second emphasizes the “religious historical
upheaval itself”® It has also been contested whether the emphasis on a strict dualism between
a higher, transcendent realm and a devalued mundane reality is the most fundamental feature
of the Axial Age. José Casanova, for instance, points out that such a distinction appears more
pronounced in the Hebrew and Buddhist traditions than in the Greek or Chinese ones.
However, dualistic notions did emerge in the latter contexts as well (Plato’s Allegory of the Cave
being a paradigmatic example) though these cultures may have placed greater value on
practical, this-worldly matters. Hence, it is essential to clarify that transcendence in the axial
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context should not be equated solely with religious belief or metaphysical dualism. Rather, it
represents the ability to gain critical distance from the world—a cognitive and existential
detachment that opens up the possibility of reevaluating and transforming the human
condition.” Seen in this light, the Axial Age may be interpreted as the “discovery” of
transcendence, as proposed by Matthias Jung; as a time when religious and philosophical
traditions began to conceptualize a transcendent realm or higher order that served as a
normative benchmark against which the existing social order could be measured and criticized.
In Jaspers’ formulation, the key anthropological development of the period is Vergeistigung—a
term that can be translated as both “intellectualization” and “spiritualization,” terms which, in
German, are not contradictory but complementary.” Modern discussions often converge on the
notion of transcendence as the central interpretive lens for understanding this epochal shift,
necessitating a further clarification of the term.

Transcendence, in the axial context, refers not only to a movement beyond the human or
the mundane but also to the discovery of a new vantage point from where the existing social,
moral, and cosmological structures can be questioned and reimagined. It creates what Charles
Taylor calls a “place of being beyond the cosmos,” which provides the foundation for the
critique. This is exemplified in the Hebrew prophets who denounce societal practices in the
name of divine justice, or in the Chinese idea that the Mandate of Heaven can be revoked if an
emperor fails to rule in accordance with certain ethical standards. It is also within this context
that the cognitive capacity for so-called “second-order thinking” emerges: a form of reflection
in which the very symbols and concepts used to describe the world are themselves subjected to
critical examination. This shift is closely tied to the emergence of what has been called “implied
globality”—the idea that the principles of transcendence and critique are not merely applicable
within a single cultural or national tradition, but are of universal human relevance. It is here
that we encounter figures such as the Buddha and Socrates, whose teachings imply a broader
scope than their immediate cultural contexts. However, this universalizing tendency also
produced a weakening of the individual’s embeddedness in traditional social structures, a
radical change that Taylor refers to as “disembedding”’ This is another frequently occurring
concept in the axial discourse that will be addressed in later sections.

Consequently, it is helpful to shift focus away from strictly religious interpretations and the
specific doctrinal contents of each tradition if we are to understand the axial turn. Instead,
attention should be directed towards the broader philosophical and cognitive achievements of
the era: a new capacity for systematic reflection, radical questioning, and forms of
transcendence understood more generally. In this broader sense, transcendence denotes a
cognitive orientation that enables individuals and societies to step back from their immediate
reality—to go beyond existing limits and to realize that another world is possible.

Although Jaspers did not explicitly posit transcendence as the defining feature of the Axial
Age, he nonetheless used the word quite frequently in The Origin and Goal of History (around
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30 times). Jaspers never properly defined the term though. At one point he describes
transcendence as the “infinitude of the Comprehensive”, what Ingolf U. Dalferth interprets as
the ultimate, all-encompassing reality beyond the spatial and temporal limits of the world. This
transcendent realm cannot be grasped through immanent categories of subjectivity and
objectivity; rather, it is, in Dalferth’s words, “the ultimate nonobjective One” that grounds all
being. Faith, accordingly, becomes the immanent mode of awareness directed towards this
transcendent horizon. So, when Jaspers writes that “Faith alone sets in motion the forces that
master man’s basic animal instincts, deprive them of overlordship, and transform them into
motors of upsurging humanity”, Dalferth notes that this faith is not to be confused with belief
in a specific religious dogma. Rather, Jaspers speaks of “philosophical faith”—a trust in God, in
humanity, and in the latent possibilities of the world. It is, in this sense, a level of consciousness
that enables individuals to move beyond instinctual reactions and to affirm the potential validity
of visions that lie beyond immediate empirical reality.”

Here it is worth noting that it would be a mistake to dismiss such faith in transcendental
realms of existence as irrational or mere superstition. In fact, this kind of philosophical faith is
actually a prerequisite for rationality itself. To have faith in the mind’s capacity to perceive truths
that lie beyond the visible, empirical world of objects and phenomena is absolutely necessary
for modern philosophy and science. We should be careful about equating the cognitive and
philosophical advancements of the axial turn with those of modernity, but it still makes sense
to see the Enlightenment’s confidence in human reason as a secularized legacy of this earlier
axial faith in the mind’s capacity to access higher orders.

Dalferth further argues that humanity, defined in reference to transcendence, is marked by
a “permanent human transcending.” The search for unity in a shared history, he notes, is an
unending task. Quoting Jaspers: “Unity as the goal... cannot become real... The One is rather the
infinitely remote point of reference, which is origin and goal at one and the same time; it is the
One of transcendence... Everything accessible to us lies between these ultimate poles.””
Dalferth thus concludes that “the quest for transcendence” is the essential “humanizing force
of human history.” It enables humans to continually redefine themselves, to take responsibility
for their own development, and to navigate between what is and what could be. While the
transcendent realm—conceived as “the eternal beyond of history”—can never be fully realized,
he argues, it remains a regulative ideal, a true world of being against which the unending
changes of the mundane world can be measured and oriented.”

%

The transcendent nature of the axial traditions differs sharply from that of the pre-axial religions
which were typically focused on the immanent—that is, the sacred was embedded within the
natural world rather than located somewhere beyond it. This is evident in the way these earlier
belief systems tended to revolve around ancestral worship, divine kingship, fertility rites, and
the maintenance of cosmic harmony, with the goal of earning worldly favors and social stability.

73 Ingolf U. Dalferth, “The Idea of Transcendence”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 146. [Jaspers, The Origin and Goal, p. 219.]
7* Ingolf U. Dalferth, “The Idea of Transcendence”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 146. [Jaspers, The Origin and Goal, p. 219.]
7> Ingolf U. Dalferth, “The Idea of Transcendence”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 147. [Jaspers, The Origin and Goal, p. 219.]
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With the Axial turn, however, a “higher”—and often impersonal—realm of ultimate reality,
truth, or value emerged as the standard against which worldly life was to be judged. Whether
conceived theistically (as in the Hebrew God), metaphysically (as in Plato’s Forms or the Indian
Brahman), or ethically (as in Confucian ren or the Dao), this transcendent order introduced
new possibilities for critique, self-transformation, and moral universalism. In Israelite
prophecy, God is an absolute moral authority above kings and temples, while justice, not ritual,
is the basis of divine favor. In Greek philosophy, the good life is about aligning oneself with
reason and truth, and thinkers like Plato posit eternal truths beyond sensory reality. In the
Indian Upanishads and in Buddhism, liberation is sought from the endless cycle of rebirth
(samsara) through insight into an ultimate, unchanging reality (Brahman or Nirvana). And
even if the Chinese traditions are less dualistic, Confucianism and Daoism posit higher
principles such as Heaven (tian) or the Dao that function as moral standards transcending
traditional customs and political authority.

This historic reorientation towards transcendence enabled individuals and communities to
reflect critically on inherited norms, to imagine alternative orders, and to subject the world—
not merely endure it—to evaluation and transformation. Rather than a break with religion, it
represents a deepening of spiritual and philosophical consciousness—what Jaspers termed
Vergeistigung, or the spiritualization of human life. In this light, transcendence is not reducible
to doctrinal dualism or otherworldliness. It names a cognitive and existential capacity: the
ability to “stand back and look beyond,” to generate second-order reflections, and to evaluate
existing realities from a higher, more universal, vantage point.

The enduring significance of this legacy lies in its unfinished character. As Dalferth and
Jaspers both suggest, transcendence is not a destination but a horizon—a regulative ideal against
which we measure ourselves, our institutions, and our shared world. The task of “permanent
human transcending” remains open: a call not simply to look beyond, but to become more fully
human in the process.

Qualitative Element 3: Second-order Thinking

“Second-order thinking” is a concept that was initially introduced into the axial discourse by
Yehuda Elkana in the article “The Emergence of Second-order Thinking in Classical Greece”
from the 1986 anthology The Origins and Diversity of Axial Age Civilizations. Here, second-
order thinking is simply defined as “thoughts about knowledge”—while thoughts about the
world, just to be clear, are not to be considered second-order thinking. The strain in “strain
toward transcentalism” (which appears to be a slight paraphrase of Schwartz) is in its very
nature second-order, Elkana asserts. He adds that there can be no “quest for transcendence
without second-order thinking”, but that “not all second-order thinking results in a
transcendental breakthrough”’¢ Second-order thinking is thus, like literacy, a prerequisite, but
in itself not sufficient, for an axial transformation to occur.

Bjorn Wittrock has explicitly rejected the idea of transcendence as the defining feature of
the Axial Age and has instead emphasized what he considers a deeper feature: “an increasing

76 Yehuda Elkana, “The Emergence of Second-order Thinking in Classical Greece”, The Origins and Diversity of Axial Age Civilizations (1986)
pp. 40-41, 44.
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reflexivity of human beings and their ability to overcome the bounds of a perceived inevitability
of given conditions in temporal and social orderings””” Wittrock compares Jaspers’ notion of
the Axial Age as a transition from mythos to logos with Elkana’s description of the emergence
of second-order thinking (or second-order reflexivity in Wittrock’s interpretation) which he
defines as “reflection on the forms and substance of thought itself” and a way of reflecting “upon
the conditions of thinking itself”.”® This is very much in line with Jaspers™ description of the
Axial Age as an epoch where “consciousness became once more conscious of itself, thinking
became its own object”, which Assmann considers a kind of “general consciousness”, “a
technique of cognitive disembedding from the symbiotic embeddedness of early man in the
cycles of nature, political institutions, and social constellations” that allows humans to see their
existence from a distance. This is similar to that which Eisenstadt calls “transcendental visions™:
conceptualizations with new unconditioned truth claims that presuppose new techniques of
“standing back and looking beyond”, a “self-distanciation from the various conditions under
which the traditional truths were believed and transmitted”.”

According to Bellah, the capacity for second-order thinking, when applied to cosmology in
cultures previously dominated by myth, gave rise not only to the idea of transcendence but also
to critical reflection on the religio-political foundations of society.* This interpretation echoes
Jaspers’ view that the Axial Age marked a decisive turning point in which critical reflexivity
became institutionalized and new visions of existence emerged that transcended the constraints
of specific historical and cultural contexts.®' Habermas views this process as an emancipatory
moment: a break from ancestral lineage and mythic authority that enabled human beings to
reflect freely, distancing themselves from immediate experience.* Although Habermas does not
use the term “second-order thinking” directly in his Axial Age discussions, his notion of the
“linguistification of the sacred” arguably aligns closely with the concept in the way it refers to
the translation of religious authority into rational, propositional discourse, which can be
debated and justified, which thereby opens up a space for reflection on the validity of norms.

Wittrock argues that this heightened reflexivity to “transcend the immediately given”,
common to all the axial cases, manifested itself in four particular dimensions:

1. Cosmology: More reflective cosmologies emerged, often distinguished by a tension
between the mundane and the transcendent, inscribed in oral and textual traditions
and interpreted through emerging canonical systems. Such canonization inevitably
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contested preexisting beliefs and practices and caused both diffusion of orthodoxy and
heterodox challenges.

2. Historical Consciousness: “An awareness of the temporal location and the limitations
of human existence and thereby a sense of relative contingency”.

3. Sociality: New conceptualizations of human connectedness and social bonds.
Agency: A growing awareness of human action’s malleability, increasingly premised
on individualistic assumptions.

Combined, Wittrock concludes, these changes to the abovementioned major dimensions of
human existence marked a radical shift in fundamental human self-understanding that
reflected a reconceptualization of the existential position of human beings and redefined the
boundaries of thought, time, and society.*’

Hans Joas’ characterization of the Axial Age as the “reflexivization of the sacred” can be seen
as an attempt at synthetizing second-order thinking and transcendence. Rather than seeing
transcendence and reflexivity as competing attributes, he interprets transcendence as a specific
form of reflexive engagement with the sacred. Reflection on the origin of sacredness gives rise
to notions of transcendence, which displace magical attempts to control the sacred.
Transcendence, then, embodies an ethicized renunciation of instrumental control over the
divine. The idea of God as “source of all sacredness” illustrates this shift but is not universally
accepted across religious traditions, and is especially contentious for secular worldviews that
reject metaphysical transcendence in favor of immanent critique.*

X%

In light of the foregoing discussion, it is clear that the two concepts of “transcendence” and
“second-order thinking” are closely related and that they often overlap. It is, however, important
to state that they are not entirely synonymous.

While transcendence refers to the discovery or positing of a higher, ultimate reality beyond
the empirical world, second-order thinking, by contrast, denotes a more fundamental cognitive
operation: the reflexive capacity to think about thought itself, to interrogate the frameworks
through which knowledge, beliefs, and meaning are constructed. As Yehuda Elkana and Bjorn
Wittrock argue, this reflexivity is a necessary precondition for the axial breakthrough, but not
its full realization. One may engage in second-order thinking without arriving at a transcendent
vision, but no such vision can arise without some degree of second-order reflection.

The two concepts thus operate at different levels: Transcendence refers to the object or
content of the Axial breakthroughs (e.g. God, the Good, Nirvana), while second-order thinking
refers to the form or cognitive method by which these ideas are discovered, articulated, and
applied. In short, we could say that transcendence is the turn towards a higher realm of
existence, while second-order thinking is the capacity to recognize that such a turn is possible
at all.

% Bjorn Wittrock, “The Axial Age in Global History: Cultural Crystallizations and Societal Transformations”, The Axial Age and Its
Consequences (2012), pp. 108-109.
8 Hans Joas, The Power of The Sacred (2021), pp. 163, 192-193.
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In this sense, the Axial Age can be understood as the historical convergence of these two
capacities: the formal emergence of reflexivity and the substantive articulation of transcendent
ideals. Together, they constitute the core dynamic that allowed the axial civilizations to
disembed from mythic, immanent frameworks and reimagine their place in a bigger cosmos.

Qualitative Element 4: Disenchantment and Disembedding

There are two additional and frequently occurring concepts (although not as prominently
featured as transcendence and second-order thinking) in the axial discourse that deserve to be
addressed: Disenchantment (and related terms), and disembedding. Let us start with the first
one:

Jan Assmann mentions that Jaspers’ notion of Vergeistigung closely resembles Max Weber’s
concept of “rationalization and disenchantment”® Here it is important to note, however, that
disenchantment should not be confused with secularization, as Hans Joas points out, but rather
be seen as a process of “demagicization” in which the world becomes intelligible without
reference to magical causality. Events still happen, but they are no longer imbued with symbolic
or supernatural meaning. This process of demagicization, particularly in religion, began during
the Axial Age but extended far beyond it. Weber distinguishes between magical and sacramental
modes of religious experience. While “magic” involves instrumental manipulation of divine
forces for personal ends, the “sacramental” implies submission to divine presence through ritual
openness.*® Most axial traditions embody elements of both, however, blending utilitarian
invocation with reverent devotion—a tension that persists into the present.

On the surface, it may appear strange, or perhaps even contradictive, to compare Jaspers’
notion of Vergeistigung (which directly translated means “spiritualization”) with that of
“demagicization”—all while emphasizing that the latter should not be mistaken for
secularization. Yet, here it can be helpful to remember that Vergeistigung can also mean
“intellectualization”, and that the two terms, as Matthias Jung points out, in German are seen as
complementary rather than contradictive.*” So, although Gananath Obeyesekere considers the
ways in which Weber has used the term “bewildering”, he still contends that the Weberian
meaning of “rationalization” is useful in regards to seeing the transcendental and universalizing
soteriologies of the Axial Age as a “systematization of thought”.® This development, in turn,
contributed to what Axial Age scholars have described as the “desacralization of political
domination”® But this should not be mistaken for secularism either. Rather, the systematization
of thought that this process of rationalization and disenchantment brought about would
eventually lead to the desacralization of pre-axial notions of divine kingship, religious rituals
and symbols dedicated to the immanent (rather than the transcendent), and a differentiation
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between the sacred and the profane and between the religious and the secular®—not the idea
that religion should be separated from government and civic affairs.

Joas argues that disenchantment, or the “demagification” of the world, is not synonymous
with the rejection of transcendence. Rather, the emergence of transcendence is one historical
expression of disenchantment. To reject transcendence today is not a logical continuation of
demagification but often a reversal of it, potentially leaving the sacred vulnerable to
remagification through instrumentalism. Secular worldviews, if they wish to move beyond
magical thinking without collapsing into new forms of it, he argues, must be conceptualized in
their own right rather than treated as the endpoint of Axial Age trajectories.”

It is in this context worth mentioning that the process of differentiation and
disenchantment, central to Weberian modernization theory, actually did not emerge with the
Enlightenment but much earlier. In fact, it can be argued that it began even before the axial
turn. For instance, it is commonly pointed out that in the animist beliefs of hunter-gatherers
there is little to no differentiation between the spiritual and the physical world. The whole world,
both the subjective realms of the mind and the physical universe, is bound by webs of kinships
in which humans, animals, and other natural phenomena, living as well as innate, are intimately
connected within a greater whole. Hunter-gatherers thus do not see themselves as separate from
their environment and they typically do not perceive the natural world as something to be
grasped intellectually or as an object external to one self.”? They identify with the world and feel
that they are both within and apart from it at the same time.” This all changed with the
Agricultural Revolution. In order to grow their own food, humans began to perceive the natural
world as an object of manipulation, hence creating a conceptional and ontological
differentiation between the human world and the natural world. And with the rise of
civilization, we see a further differentiation between the world of common people and that of
the elites (kings and priests) and the state. In pre-axial civilizations, however, there is yet to be
a clear differentiation between the elites, the state, and the divine. This would only appear with
the axial turn.

Related to this discussion, Eric Voegelin has described the pre-axial world as one of
“compactness” and the axial shift as a movement towards increased “differentiation”. In
compact societies, distinctions between the divine and mundane, true and false religion, etc.
were blurred or non-existent. In contrast, he argues, axial thought carved out sharp conceptual
boundaries.” This is similar to how Charles Taylor emphasizes the way axial religions broke the
traditional embeddedness in three key dimensions: the social order, the cosmic structure, and
the definition of human flourishing.” This process of “conceptional differentiation”, entails what
Assmann has identified as a common denominator of all the axial transformations:
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“distanciation” or “disembedding”, which he links with the occurrence of the radical
questioning during the Axial Age that Jaspers calls “critique” and that refers to the ability to
stand back from and analyze previously taken-for-granted structures of meaning. In contrast
with Robert Bellah and Merlin Donald who conceive the axial turn in terms of “addition and
integration”, Assmann draws on Jaspers’ initial conception which he interprets as the “power of
negation” hence leading to a process in which the rise of logos means the end of mythos, and the
rise of monotheism (here understood in a broader meaning of the word that also includes such
unitary notions of Nirvana, Ren, the Platonic idea of the Good, etc.) means the end of
polytheism.*

Now, although there is much merit in Assmann’s observation, it is probably more correct
to see the axial turn as involving complex interdependent processes of both integration and
negation, rather than a question of either-or. We will return to this issue in the section on the
developmental aspects of the axial turn.

In any case, it is clear that this process of disenchantment, differentiation, and
desacralization, also entailed a process that can be described in terms of disembeddedness: With
the agrarian revolution humans are disembedded from the natural world, and then with the
transition to agrarian civilization a further differentiation occurs between the state and the
people, which consequently disembed common humans from the sacred and the magical.
Through the state’s monopoly on ritual, magic is replaced by (or at least subordinated to) myth,
which accordingly can be described as a process of desacralization that disembed humans from
society (viz. the sociological distinction between Gesellschaft and Gemeinschaft). And then with
the axial turn, even rulers and priests are subjected to a process of differentiation and
desacralization that disembed them from the transcendental.

Accordingly, it is clear that all of the mentioned terms—disenchantment, demagicization,
Vergeistigung, differentiation, desacralization, and disembedding—refer to overlapping
dimensions of a broader historical transformation. Yet they are not fully synonymous. Each
highlights a distinct emphasis or aspect of this complex process:

o Disenchantment: Emphasizes the loss of magical and mythic worldviews through the
rise of rationalization. It is the overarching term capturing the shift towards a world
rendered intelligible through reason rather than supernatural forces.

o Demagicization: A subset of disenchantment, this term focuses specifically on the
elimination of magical causality—the move from instrumental manipulation of divine
forces (magic) towards symbolic, sacramental, or rational modes of religious practice.

o Desacralization: Highlights the removal of sacred authority or divine legitimacy,
particularly in the political realm. It denotes the decline of divine kingship and the
differentiation between religious and secular domains, but not necessarily their
separation.

o Vergeistigung: A multivalent term meaning both spiritualization and
intellectualization. It captures the inward turn and rational elaboration of religious and

% Jan Assmann, “Cultural Memory and the Myth of the Axial Age”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 372, 375.
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ethical life, emphasizing a shift from external ritual to internalized, reflective forms of
piety and morality.

o Differentiation: Refers to the emergence of conceptual and institutional distinctions—
between humans and nature, sacred and profane, religion and politics, elite and
commoner, cosmos and society.

o Disembedding: Focuses on the separation of individuals or domains from traditional,
embedded contexts. This includes disembedding from nature (with the agrarian
revolution), from communal religious meaning (with state ritual monopolies), and
from cosmic or mythic integration (with axial critique and transcendence).

In sum, while these terms all point to the historical shifts in meaning, authority, and social
organization associated with the Axial Age and its antecedents, their differing emphases—on
causal intelligibility, ritual function, political legitimation, spiritual interiority, structural
articulation, and existential orientation—reveal the multidimensional nature of the axial
transformations.

Qualitative Element 5: The “Individual”

A striking feature of the Axial Age is the appearance of great individuals such as Confucius,
Buddha, Zoroaster, the Hebrew prophets, and the Greek philosophers—and perhaps even, of a
nascent sense of individuality. For the first time in history, we have prominent individuals who
are not kings, warriors, or gods, but something else. As Lewis Mumford puts it:

“No longer was the ideal man a hero, a being of extraordinary bodily dimensions and muscular prowess,
like Gilgamesh, Herakles, or Samson: no longer a king who boasted of the number of lions he had killed,
or the number of rival kings whose goods he had captured and whose persons he had humiliated or

mutilated: nor would this ideal figure boast of the number of concubines he had engaged in sexual
»97

intercourse in a single night.
It is in this context that Robert Bellah mentions the role of the “renouncer”. This is a person
who renounces “the role of the house holder and all of the social and political entanglements
that go with it”, and from the outside looks at established society and criticizes its authorities.*®
Karen Armstrong has argued that these individuals “were among the first to achieve the
internalization of religion”, something she considers a hallmark of the Axial Age. Although
Armstrong does not use the terms transcendence and/or second-order thinking in this context,
it is natural to link Armstrong’s discussion to these central concepts in the axial debate. As she
argues, prior to the Axial Age, ritualists claimed that the sacrificial rites created the divine; in
India, for example, the “sacrifice was the atman” (the true or eternal soul), but with the
renouncers, the atman was to be found within each and every human, and through that, one
could access the power holding together the universe.” This is a very similar idea to Greek
philosophy’s notion of individual reason or Christianity’s notion of an individual soul.

%7 Lewis Mumford, The Myth of the Machine: Technics & Human Development (Mariner Books, 1971), p. 258.
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In any case, such renouncing critical figures are found in all axial civilizations, from the
Hebrew prophets, to the Daoists in China, Socrates in Greece and the Buddha himself.
Curiously enough, many of these individuals did ultimately garner support and survive despite
their outsider position and often got to influence or control official state education. This may
have had to do with the so-called “legitimation crisis” during the Axial Age, as pointed out by
Habermas, a state of “dissonance between the developmental-logical advance and the moral-
practical regression” which was brought about by the radical societal changes of the times,
which allowed for a higher degree of social and religious criticism than before.'® Bellah
mentions that a striking parallel in each of the Axial cases “is the degree to which each one
threw out his respective inherited tradition and attempted to replace it with an entirely new
one”.'" It can be debated whether this dismissal of previous traditions applies to all of the axial
cases, or if it is not more correct to speak about a certain degree of building on-top of the
existing, but it is clear that this new “individuality” was a decisive break with previous, much
more collective notions of religiosity.

Charles Taylor argues that there is a crucial reciprocal connection between disenchantment
and the individual: “The compromise between the individuated religion of devotion, obedience,
or rationally understood virtue on one hand, and the collective often cosmos-related rituals of
whole societies on the other, was broken, and in favor of the former. Disenchantment, reform,
and personal religion went together.” As such, he concludes, with the emergence of the
individual “the great disembedding [...] implicit in the Axial revolution, reaches its logical
conclusion. This involved the growth and entrenchment of a new self-understanding of our
social existence, one which gave an unprecedented primacy to the individual.”'* In Christianity,
for example, “the New Testament is full of calls to leave or relativize solidarities of family, clan,
society, to be part of the Kingdom”, Taylor observes, and in certain protestant churches you are
not a member by birth but have “to join by answering a personal call’, thus leading to a society
founded on covenant and therefore (at least in theory) free individuals.'®

However, while axial traditions often emphasized individual moral awakening, they did not
celebrate individualism as such, as Bjern Thomassen has put forth. Rather, they sought to re-
anchor the human person in a transcendent or divine order. In ancient Greece, this is evident
in the motif of hubris—excessive human pride punished by divine retribution (nemesis)—and
in Plato’s opposition to the Sophists’ relativistic and liberal use of speech. Across various
traditions such as Confucianism, Buddhism, and Socratic philosophy, the focus on individual
ethical practice involved curbing the ego and striving for balance, rather than asserting personal
autonomy.'® This is also the central claim in a study by Baumard et. al., arguing that the “real
change” of the Axial Age was a new cognitive style or reward system that emphasized “self-

discipline and selflessness”'*
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Jan Assmann argues that the axial capacity to step back and look beyond, to disembedd
oneself from the social and ideological confines of society and tradition and devote oneself to
radical questioning, is “inseparably linked to the discovery of individuality”. He exemplifies this
new “interiority” with Augustine’s notion of homo interior, and Paulus’ ho endos anthropos, the
rise of inner man”, which he defines as a form of “inner transcendence” that can be compared
with David Riesman’s idea of a turn “from tradition- to inner-directedness”—something

Assmann considers a common denominator of all axial features.!'%

%%

Accordingly, we could argue that what humanity stumbled upon in its inward-gazing quest for
the transcendent, was nothing less but their own individuality. Yet, even if we can speak—
cautiously—of the emergence of “the individual” during this period, it is crucial not to conflate
this with our modern notions of individuality. The Axial Age may have introduced the idea of
an individual soul, but this did not amount to the modern liberal conception of the autonomous
individual with social, political, or legal rights. Most people remained deeply embedded within
tightly knit social, familial, and religious structures. What emerged was not individualism, but
rather an interiorization of the sacred, a shift from ritualistic externality to inward spirituality.
Religion remained a profoundly communal affair, often emphasizing humility, self-restraint,
and alignment with a transcendent moral order over personal self-assertion. The axial
breakthrough lay not in the celebration of individual autonomy, but in the recognition of an
inner dimension through which the divine—or the rational, or the good—could be accessed.

Qualitative Element 6: Religion as Soteriology

Not all of the axial thought traditions align well with our contemporary—modern—notions of
religion. The most obvious outlier is of course the philosophical tradition of the Greeks, but
Confucianism without any additions from Taoism or Buddhism is arguably more similar to
Platonic philosophy than it is to religions such as Christianity or Judaism. In this context, it
should be uncontroversial to assert that our present-day conception of religion is largely a
modern construct,'” with a strong euro-centric, or more accurately phrased, Abrahamic-
centric bias.

José Casanova confirms this bias and acknowledges the difficulty it creates when analyzing
the axial cases. Drawing on Yehuda FElkana’s conception of “scientific theorizing” and Eric
Voegelin’s notion of “mythospeculation, he mentions that it is tempting to categorize the most
theoretic mythospeculations of the Axial Age as the least religious, and the least theoretic as the
most religious.'” However, as implied by Casanova himself, such a perception is largely a
construct derived from what is conventionally considered religious or theoretic in a modern
context. This distinction did, after all, not exist during the Axial Age. Once again, I would like

1% Jan Assmann, “Cultural Memory and the Myth of the Axial Age”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 374.

197 The “World’s Parliament of Religions of 1893” in Chicago is often referred to as the event that established which belief systems were to be
considered religions.

198 José Casanova, “Religion, the Axial Age, and Secular Modernity in Bellah’s Theory of Religious Evolution”, The Axial Age and Its
Consequences (2012), p. 210.
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to highlight Robert Bellah’s paraphrase of Clifford Geertz’ definition of religion as a “system of
symbols that, when enacted by human beings, establishes powerful, pervasive, and long- lasting
moods and motivations that make sense in terms of an idea of a general order of existence.”
Here it is worth mentioning, as Bellah notes, that this definition contains no mentions of
commonly considered ideas such as “belief in supernatural beings” or “belief in gods (God),”'*”
With this definition, we should be able to assert that all of the axial traditions qualify as religions
and that they should be analyzed in relation to the thought traditions they replaced.

In David Martin’s interpretation of the differences between pre-axial and axial religions he

writes:

“Whereas pre-Axial religion is often bound in with the powers of Nature, its temporal rhythms and
cycles, Axial religion either abandons such cycles for timelessness or creates a forward- looking narrative
whereby salvation comes in history. Whereas pre-Axial religion accords reverence to inanimate objects

as though they were active agents representing ‘the powers,” Axial religion dismisses such reverence as
»110

idolatry. Whereas pre- Axial religion is tribal, Axial religion is universalistic.

This is somewhat in accordance with Charles Taylor’s claim that the Axial Age brought a
profound shift from religious life centered on “feeding the gods” (where flourishing was defined
as material and social success, and the gods were ambivalently aligned with human welfare) to
a vision of a higher, morally grounded good. In this new model, transcendent powers are
unambiguously aligned with human wellbeing, not merely worldly success but deeper ethical
or spiritual fulfillment. Taylor emphasizes that “in early religion, we primarily relate to God as
a society’, meaning that pre-axial societies conceived of individuals as inseparable from the
social matrix, with collective rites defining religious life. But with the axial turn, the idea
emerged that individuals could—and should—step outside this embeddedness to pursue truth
or salvation, even if it meant failing by conventional standards of success. This shift is reflected
in Christianity and Buddhism, where the highest good may involve suffering, self-denial, or
renunciation of the world entirely—such as dying young on a cross or ending the cycle of rebirth
by renouncing the mundane world altogether."" The transcendent realm, once containing
forces both benevolent and malevolent, was now conceptualized as wholly good. The highest
human goal shifted from flourishing to salvation or virtue, often requiring redefinition of the
mundane order in light of transcendent standards.

In this context Taylor outlines several key features of the axial model of the good:

(a) It transcends ordinary flourishing (e.g., health, prosperity, long life).

(b) It becomes a universal human goal, not restricted to a spiritual elite.

(c) It is grounded in ultimate reality—whether divine command, metaphysical truth, or
cosmic law.

19 Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. xiv.
"9 David Martin, “Axial Religions and the Problem of Violence”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 294.
! Charles Taylor, “What Was the Axial Revolution?”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), pp. 31-34.
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(d) It is internally coherent, morally harmonious, and endorsed by the highest spiritual
authorities.'"

Although the axial religions did not immediately replace all the pre-axial cults, they opened
up new paths of disembedded religiosity—forms of spiritual life that transcended local ritual
systems and allowed for individual pursuit of the divine. Monasticism, for instance, embodies
this disembedding, severing ties with civic religion and traditional social structures.

The institutional crystallization of axial religious insights occurred not during the Axial Age
proper (800-200 BCE), but in late antiquity and beyond. This period saw the emergence of
“successor faiths” such as Rabbinic Judaism, Christianity, Manichaeism, and later Islam, which
consolidated and expanded axial ideals. These faiths developed distinctive features:

(a) A new emphasis on care of the self.

(b) The rise of scriptural traditions enabled by the codex.

(c) The decline of sacrificial ritual and mimetic religion.

(d) A shift from public temple cults to private congregational worship.

(e) A transformation of religious pedagogy from wisdom teachers to spiritual masters.'"?

In this context José Casanova offers a five-stage model of religious evolution:

(1) Primitive religion: Oriented towards cosmic harmony, with no concept of salvation.

(2) Archaic religion: Emergence of gods, priests, and kingship within an undifferentiated
cosmological order.

(3) Historic/axial religion: Breaks with cosmological monism, introduces dualism,
individual salvation, and a transcendent realm.

(4) Early modern religion: Salvation becomes worldly; hierarchical cosmologies collapse;
religious values become embedded in secular institutions.

(5) Modern religion: Dualism gives way to pluralism; religious meanings are no longer
monopolized by traditional authorities. The modern self becomes reflexive,
multidimensional, and capable of self-reinvention.

This trajectory reflects a long arc of differentiation: religion slowly extricated itself from
politics, society, and cosmology, ultimately becoming individualized and privatized. While
often interpreted as a process of secularization—the “Death of God” and the ultimate triumph
of scientific reason and human emancipation from magical rituals and myths—this process can
also, as Casanova argues, be seen as a continuation of the human impulse to symbolize and
reinterpret its relationship to the transcendent, now expressed through rationalized,
individualized, or even secular modes of religiosity.'**

112 Charles Taylor, “What Was the Axial Revolution?”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), pp. 36-37.

13 José Casanova, “Religion, the Axial Age, and Secular Modernity in Bellah’s Theory of Religious Evolution”, The Axial Age and Its
Consequences (2012), p. 211. [Guy G. Stroumsa, The End of Sacrifice: Religious Transformations in Late Antiquity (University of Chicago Press,
2009), p. 2.]

! José Casanova, “Religion, the Axial Age, and Secular Modernity in Bellah’s Theory of Religious Evolution”, The Axial Age and Its
Consequences (2012), pp.196-198.
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After completing the central research for this thesis and identifying the six structural qualities
of axiality, I happened upon a doctoral dissertation by my colleague Nick Hedlund, in which he
mentions a 2010 anthology, An Awareness of What Is Missing, that contains a dialogue between
Habermas and several representatives of the Jesuit School of Philosophy. In this exchange,
Habermas sketches out what he takes to be the shared cognitive and moral innovations of the
axial traditions. As Hedlund summarizes, Habermas argues that each axial tradition: “1)
enabled a synoptic, transcendent view of the world as a whole; 2) distinguished myriad surfaces
from underlying essences; 3) highlighted the place of the individual in the world; and 4)
underscored the responsibility of the acting subject.” ''®

Even in this compressed formulation, several of the core features identified in this thesis are
readily discernible. The first point clearly aligns with the axial emergence of transcendence,
while the second reflects the capacity for critical disembedding from inherited cosmological
frameworks, and arguably the axial development of second-order thinking as well. The third
and fourth points map onto the axial transformations surrounding individuality, moral agency,
and the new forms of selthood characteristic of axial societies. In other words, Habermas
implicitly identifies at least three—and arguably four—of the six structural qualities of axiality
that have been identified in this thesis: transcendence, (second-order thinking), disembedding,
and individuality.

What is noteworthy, however, is that Habermas introduces these elements only incidentally
and in service of a broader philosophical agenda—namely, his account of the emergence of
communicative rationality, moral universalism, and post-metaphysical thinking. While his
remarks resonate strongly with the axial patterns identified here, he does not formulate a
synthetic model of axiality as such, nor does he systematically articulate the interrelation of the
structural features themselves. His treatment remains conceptually powerful but structurally
incomplete. By contrast, this thesis seeks to distil these dispersed insights into a coherent
analytical framework, one that identifies axiality as a distinct socio-cultural configuration
characterized by six interrelated qualitative elements. Thus, rather than claiming originality
over Habermas, the point is that his reflections independently converge on several of the same
structural dimensions—while the fuller reconstruction offered here renders explicit what in
Habermas remains implicit, episodic, or philosophically subordinated to other concerns.

For this very reason, it remains worthwhile to revisit Habermas’ developmental perspective
on the Axial Age which gestures towards a deep structural interpretation that he never fully
elaborates, yet which, when reconstructed and extended, provides a powerful theoretical
foundation for understanding the Axial Age as a formative stage in the evolution of reflexive,
human civilizations.

% Nicholas Hedlund, Visionary Realism and The Emergence of a Eudaimonistic Society: Metatheory in a Time of Metacrisis, Doctoral thesis
(Ph.D), (University College London, 2023), p. 445.

[Jirgen Habermas, “An awareness of what is missing”. In J. Habermas, M. M. Reder, J. Schmidt, N. Brieskorn, & F. Ricken (Eds.), An
awareness of what is missing: Faith and reason in a post-secular age (Polity Press, 2010), pp. 15-23.]
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Theoretical Excursion:
Developmental Approaches to the Axial Turn

Jiirgen Habermas interprets the Axial Age as a pivotal stage in the evolution of human cognitive
and moral capacities, emphasizing the moral-practical dimension of its transformations.
Habermas advances an evolutionary account of history in his 1976 book Zur Rekonstruktion des
Historischen Materialismus,"® drawing on Jaspers’ Axial Age thesis to argue that all
“evolutionarily successful civilizations” underwent a transition from mythological-cosmogenic
worldviews to rationalized, ethical cosmologies between the 8th and 3rd centuries BCE.""”

To align this development with a universal model of historical progress, he proposes a
developmental framework for understanding historical change that supplements and
transcends the classical Marxist concept of “mode of production.” Arguing that such economic
categories lack sufficient abstraction to account for the structural transformations of societal
evolution, Habermas turns to the cognitive-developmental theories of Jean Piaget and especially
Lawrence Kohlberg’s sequence of moral-practical stages—preconventional, conventional, and
postconventional. These stages not only describe individual psychological development, as
initially put forth by Kohlberg, but in Habermas’ interpretation also correspond to the
dominant forms of normative integration and conflict regulation at different stages of cultural
evolution. However, the three stages do not map directly onto the distinct historical epochs—
pre-axial, axial, modern—at least not in their entirety. For instance, tribal societies have
conventional action systems, or Handlungssysteme (the structured ways in which individuals
coordinate their behavior through norms, institutions, roles, and communicative practices)
since norms are in place that regulate people’s behavior even in tribal societies—but in terms of
conflict resolution, or Konfliktregelung (the mechanisms by which societies manage social
tensions and crises, whether through repression, ritual, negotiation, or discourse) tribal
societies remain preconventional since moral judgments are based on the concrete consequences
of actions, especially in terms of punishment and reciprocity which is typically managed
through compensatory or retributive mechanisms such as feud law, reflecting a practical focus
on the restoration of disrupted social equilibrium rather than on abstract justice. Only with the
rise of complex agrarian civilization do we see a transition to conventional stage conflict
regulation as justice becomes tied to the maintenance of social order and the legitimacy of
rulership, and thus becomes a matter of conformity to established roles and the authoritative
judgment of rulers, who are regarded as the bearers of moral and legal authority. The axial turn
does not change this, according to Habermas. The action systems and conflict resolution remain
at the conventional stage until the modern era, but with the Axial Age, norms are suddenly
subjected to critical reflection in light of universalizable principles which entails the emergence
of a postconventional morality in philosophy and religion.'* Accordingly, the postconventional
action system of modernity—in which actions are no longer based solely on traditional roles or
inherited norms but increasingly on reflexive, universalizable principles that can be rationally

!¢ English translation titled: Communication and the Evolution of Society.

"7 Jiirgen Habermas, Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus (Suhrkamp Verlag, 1976), p. 164. (org. “allen evolutionir
erfolgreichen Hochkulturen”)

118 Jiirgen Habermas, Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus (1976), pp. 164-170.
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justified—can find its roots in the philosophies of the Axial Age. (It should be noted, however,
that Habermas does not claim that modern societies are fully or uniformly postconventional.
He emphasizes that different domains of social life may reflect different developmental logics: a
society may institutionalize postconventional norms in law and politics while still reproducing
conventional or even preconventional forms of authority in other spheres—e.g. family, religion,
or cultural traditions. Thus, the postconventional action system in modernity is an emergent
but uneven achievement, marked by both progress and contradiction.)

Through this reinterpretation of Kohlberg, Habermas offers an insightful framework for
understanding axiality as a distinct socio-cultural stage—not entirely modern, but still different
from the archaic civilizations of the ancient world. The Axial Age, in this light, signifies not the
replacement of conventional by postconventional reasoning but the opening of a new
dimension of reflexivity: the linguistification of the sacred, the emergence of discursive
justification, and the critical differentiation of moral insight from inherited structures of power
and tradition which would all later enable a modern, postconventional, action logic.

Like Habermas, Heiner Roetz also interprets the Axial Age through the lens of Kohlberg’s
moral development theory, similarly suggesting that the Axial Age—which he sees as a
“adolescent crisis”—represents a transition from conventional to postconventional morality. In
both Greece and China, Roetz notes, thinkers challenged conventional moral frameworks and
formulated principles based on reason, autonomy, and universal ethical claims—some even
gesturing towards an even higher hypothetical stage of communicative ethics of responsibility,
as proposed by Habermas and others.'”® Engaging with Piaget’s cognitive developmental
framework, Roetz also challenges the notion that only the Greek philosophers reached Piaget’s
level of “formal-operational thinking” (reflexive, hypothetical, experimental, “second- order”)
while the Chinese, for instance, remained at the “concrete-operational” (logical operations in
concrete contexts). In reading the normative reasoning of the classical Chinese philosophical
texts, Roetz argues, a sound interpretation renders it highly implausible that they should have
been written solely by concrete-operational or preoperational authors.'® In this interpretation,
“rationality” is thus not a uniquely Western or modern phenomenon.

However, these axial advances in cognitive development—whether we speak of
postconventional morality or formal-operational rationality—remained largely confined to elite
intellectual circles and arguably did not reflect the broader consciousness of the time. Thus, it
would be misleading, Roetz concludes, to equate the Axial Age with a complete moral or
rational revolution, or to view axial thinkers as fully modern. Their thought—while anticipating
modernity—remained deeply embedded within conventional, mythological structures that
limited their conceptual reach.'*!

%%

1 Heiner Roetz, “The Axial Age Theory: A Challenge to Historism or an Explanatory Device of Civilization Analysis? With a Look at the
Normative Discourse in Axial Age China”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), pp. 257-258.

120 Heiner Roetz, “The Axial Age Theory: A Challenge to Historism or an Explanatory Device of Civilization Analysis? With a Look at the
Normative Discourse in Axial Age China”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 265.

!2! Heiner Roetz, “The Axial Age Theory: A Challenge to Historism or an Explanatory Device of Civilization Analysis? With a Look at the
Normative Discourse in Axial Age China”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 266.
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In the model that inspired Robert Bellah to return to the axial thesis, Merlin Donald shows how
human culture has evolved through three distinct stages: from “mimetic” culture, over “mythic
culture’, to that of “theoretic culture”, the latter beginning with the Axial Age.'** Each transition
constitutes “a new level of consciousness, relegating the evolutionarily older ways of relating to
the world to some cultural niche - yet always preserving, never replacing them, so that all stages
are simultaneously present in modern societies”'* The notion “that every stage of human
cognitive evolution found a permanent home in the evolving collective system”, is something
that Donald agrees is “similar to the evolutionary principle of conservation of previous gains.”'**
Elsewhere this has also been articulated as the frequently used catch-phrase “transcend and
include”

Donald’s model emphasizes how each transition involves fundamental changes in memory
systems, representational tools, and social cognition. He argues that the Axial Age marks the
inception of the transition towards theoretic culture and that it was largely driven by the
invention of external symbolic media—especially writing—which reduced cognitive load,
restructured memory and communication, enabled iterative reasoning and the refinement of
abstract concepts, and centralized control over cultural content, laying the foundation for
complex symbolic systems such as law, mathematics, architecture, and bureaucracy. The rise of
symbolic technologies also enabled “cognitive engineering”: the deliberate shaping of mental
states through books, performances, rituals, and spectacles. This gave rise to new forms of
authority and creative expressions, allowing for a more complex “cognitive ecology” he argues.
Theoretic culture, then, is characterized by a deep restructuring of thought processes through
symbol-based, externally mediated systems. These systems produced culturally embedded
“cognitive algorithms”—particularly within bureaucratic institutions that contributed to the
emergence of a literate elite and a new form of cultural control based on “logico-scientific”,
“paradigmatic” thought. Though largely monopolized by elites, these systems introduced lasting
structures for societal self-regulation and conscious agency. Donald emphasizes that theoretic
culture is still evolving and to this day largely remains confined to a minority of the population.
The Axial Age should thus, he argues, be seen as the initial germination of this mode of thought.
Donald claims that the axial visions in many ways lacked the conceptual coherence needed to
govern large, complex societies. What emerged instead, he argues, was a shared symbolic
framework enabling metacognitive reflection at both the societal and individual levels.
Religions became instruments of group-level cognitive regulation, institutionalizing practices
of self-monitoring and moral self-discipline.'*

Matthias Jung builds on Donald’s tripartite model of mimetic, mythic, and theoretic
cultures, framing them as successive yet coexisting layers of consciousness. Jung interprets these
stages through Peircean semiotics: mimetic consciousness aligns with iconicity (based on

122 Merlin Donald, “An Evolutionary Approach to Culture: Implications for the Study of the Axial Age”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences
(2012), p. 48.

123 Matthias Jung, “Embodiment, Transcendence, and Contingency: Anthropological Features of the Axial Age”, The Axial Age and Its
Consequences (2012), p. 80.

124 Merlin Donald, “An Evolutionary Approach to Culture: Implications for the Study of the Axial Age”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences
(2012), pp. 71-72.

12 Merlin Donald, “An Evolutionary Approach to Culture: Implications for the Study of the Axial Age”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences
(2012), pp. 48-74.
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likeness and immediacy), mythic with indexicality (causal and analogical relations), and
theoretic with symbolicity (indirect, inferential reference). Crucially, Jung argues that the
emergence of symbolic language enabled the detachment of signs from immediate reference,
facilitating abstract reasoning and inferential thinking—the cognitive bedrock of theoretic
culture. This development introduced the possibility of “semiotic transcendence”: the
awareness of arbitrariness in signs and the underdetermination of reference, echoing the axial
tension between transcendent content and its symbolic mediation. Jung draws on Robert
Brandom to explain how theoretic culture employs “rational expressivity” to articulate implicit
commitments and “logical expressivity” to reflect on the structures of reasoning itself.
Referencing Habermas, he situates the axial breakthrough in the capacity for reflective distance
and emancipation from mythic immediacy, symbolized by the First Commandment’s rupture
with contingent lineage and divine caprice. Finally, Jung characterizes our modern human
consciousness as a “hybrid mind”, integrating analogical and symbolic faculties. In line with
Robert Bellah, he sees the evolutionary trajectory not as substitution but as cumulative
layering—each stage functionally integrating earlier ones while enabling higher-order cognitive
and cultural operations.'* Still, as Charles Taylor argues, the axial spiritualities remained deeply
embedded in mythic life since their full “disembedding potential” was constrained by the
religious life of the majority.'*

Even if we agree with the notion of our modern cognition as a “hybrid mind”—one in which
we remain part mimetic, part mythic, and part theoretic, as successive cultural layers
accumulate without fully displacing earlier ones—what Bellah echoes when he notes that tribal
and archaic religious forms still persist, I still believe that Donald’s model mistakenly conflates
multiple stages into one extended “theoretic” epoch spanning over two millennia. And even if
Donald concedes that this so-called theoretic culture is still in formation, and that this stage of
development remains incomplete, it would arguably more adequately capture the complexities
of the post-axial period, and its particular interplay between the mythic and the theoretic, if we
regarded it as a distinct, and in many ways transitional, “mythic-rational” stage of socio-cultural
development as suggested by Habermas and others. After all, none of the axial thought
traditions, as pointed out by Bellah, even attempted to replace the mimetic and mythic with the
theoretic alone. Such an endeavor only occurred with the emergence of modernity and the
Scientific Revolution in the 17™ century.'® The coexistence of mythic and rational “theoretic”
modes of thought during the post-axial period should therefore not be viewed as a form of
“proto-modernity” or “flawed modernity,” but as a distinct stage of its own with its very own
logic. I believe this distinction matters: perceiving the Axial Age as the beginning of a long
transitional epoch preceding modernity proper avoids misleading teleologies and better
accounts for the uneven development of rational structures.

On a related and concluding note, I would like to mention that while Jaspers’
characterization of the Axial Age as having “ended in failure”, which reflects the perceived gap

126 Matthias Jung, “Embodiment, Transcendence, and Contingency: Anthropological Features of the Axial Age”, The Axial Age and Its
Consequences (2012), p. 83.

127 Charles Taylor, “What Was the Axial Revolution?”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 38.

128 Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), pp. 394-395.
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between its ideals and their institutional realization,'®

not only is a surprising claim if it
nonetheless unleashed a “cognitive breakthrough” that allegedly still instructs the way we relate
to nature, the sacred, politics, and ethics, as Eduardo Mendieta points out,'*° but also that such
judgment—measured against modern standards—arguably is misplaced. Just as modernity has
not fulfilled all of its Enlightenment promises, the axial project equally remains an “unfinished”

one.

PART TWO:
The Axial Qualities of Each Civilization

Before we move on to a more detailed examination of the distinct qualities of the various Axial
Age civilizations, I would like to present a brief comparative overview of the five axial cases that
Bjorn Wittrock has produced. Here he looks at the relationships between political order,
religious cosmology, and the role of intellectual interpretation. He has come to characterize the
five paths as: transcendental-interpretative (Israel); philosophical-political (Greece); universal-
inclusive (China); pluralistic-semantic (India); and dualistic-agential (Iran).

Israel: The emergence of the Mosaic distinction between true and false religion introduced
a conceptual separation between religion and politics. This gave rise to a “transcendental-
interpretative” tradition rooted in textual canonization, contestation between orthodoxy
and heterodoxy, and a certain degree of independence from political power. Prophetic
critique often positioned religious agents in tension with, or even in opposition to, secular
rule.

Greece: The Greek tradition, shaped by but distinct from Near Eastern influences,
developed a “philosophical-political” mode of reflexivity. Here the distinction between the
transcendental and the mundane sphere is relatively insignificant compared to the
transcendental-interpretative tradition of the Near East. Accordingly, this did not lead to
any codified religious cosmology, but rather a more philosophical and pragmatic literate
tradition concerning the political and moral life of the polis characterized by a large degree
of intellectual independence, institutional autonomy, and political engagement.

China: Here a “universal-inclusive” path emerged that gradually synthesized different
regional ritualistic practices and political orders. It is a path characterized by a high degree
of contingency, often written in the light of a perceived loss of cohesion and with an
emphasis on a renewed articulation of tradition, history, and human agency, from which
political legitimacy is to be derived; viz. the idea of the Mandate of Heaven. However, the
crucial axial feature of this idea is that political power can be invoked by inadequate
management of this mandate. The Chinese axial path consists of many different
philosophies, (of which the most central, Confucianism and Daoism, have relatively little

' Heiner Roetz, “The Axial Age Theory: A Challenge to Historism or an Explanatory Device of Civilization Analysis? With a Look at the
Normative Discourse in Axial Age China”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 252.
1% Eduardo Mendieta, “The Axial Age, social evolution, and postsecular consciousness” (2018), p. 293.
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concern with the distinction between transcendental and mundane spheres), which makes
this tradition more inclusive and allows for a high degree of philosophical contestation.

India: India’s pluralistic-semantic path, exemplified by early Buddhism’s challenge to
Vedic religion, foregrounded agency, historicity, and the reinterpretation of inherited
conventions. While initially non-axial, Vedic religion was compelled to engage axial
developments through a dynamic of contestation and semantic appropriation. However,
this reflexivity remained largely disconnected from concrete political structures, with the
exception of relatively brief periods like the Maurya Empire under Ashoka who made
Buddhism the state religion.

Iran: The Iranian tradition, exemplified by the Achaemenid and Sassanian empires,
represents a “dualistic-agential” path, marked by a cosmology distinguishing
transcendental and mundane realms, yet oriented towards this-worldly engagement.
Religious and political orders were interdependent, though asymmetrical, with statecraft
deeply influenced by religious cosmology (e.g., Zoroastrian dualism). While heterodoxies
existed, orthodoxy was more closely aligned with imperial authority than in other
traditions. '*!

This typology not only highlights the diversity of axial transformations but also underscores
their shared attempt to articulate new forms of legitimacy, reflexivity, and moral orientation.
While each tradition developed in response to its unique historical and cultural conditions, they
all exhibit new modes of symbolic reasoning and second-order reflection. In what follows, we
will examine these five civilizational trajectories in more detail, attending to how each realized
the broader potentials of axiality through its own distinctive constellation of political, religious,
and intellectual developments.

Greece: Theoretic Attitude

Shmuel Eisenstadt emphasizes that Axial Age Greece was unique compared to the other axial
civilizations since the religious and philosophical developments were not closely tied to any
centralized religious institutions. Instead, it was characterized by a more secular and
rationalistic approach. A hallmark of the axial breakthrough in Greece was the development of
critical self-reflection and abstract reasoning in which thinkers questioned traditional myths
and societal norms. This enabled a far more analytical and questioning worldview. The political
organization of the Greek city-states (poleis), with their emphasis on citizen participation and
public debate, provided a conducive environment for the flourishing of philosophy, rhetorics,
and what Eisenstadt terms “proto science”. The relative autonomy of these city-states allowed
for diverse expressions of thought and minimized the dominance of any single religious or
political authority. He argues that the Greek case displayed a strong “this-worldly orientation of
the transcendental vision” and that there was a strong emphasis on the natural and the social
order, especially in regards to justice. These developments did not, like in the other axial cases,

B3I Bjérn Wittrock, “The Axial Age in Global History: Cultural Crystallizations and Societal Transformations”, The Axial Age and Its
Consequences (2012), pp. 114-119.
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lead to a coherent full-fledged institutional integration into a common ideological framework.
The Greek case did also not see an obliteration of the existing pagan, or archaic, religious beliefs
and symbols. Despite Plato’s and other philosophers’ critique of the pre-axial gods, the
polytheistic pantheons survived until the conversion to Christianity. This, Eisenstadt argues,
was due to the relative disconnection from other-worldly orientations. The unique development
of Greek democracy, which based its authority on the relatively egalitarian social organization
of the polis, was in turn, he argues, the result of the tribal “semiequalitarian and semicommunal
arrangements” that existed in the Greek world at the beginning of the Axial Age."* It thus
appears that the Greeks, following the collapse of the Mycenaean kingdoms, resorted to a
previous, more egalitarian, mode of social organization and that the “Greek miracle” to a
considerable degree owes its unique democratic attitude to the existence of earlier tribal ways
of social organization.

The Greek polis was, according to Ian Morris, a unique political conception of the state that,
unlike the other axial civilizations, centered its authority on the community of citizens who
engaged in open deliberation to make binding decisions. This led to a form of governance in
which coercive force was not monopolized by a centralized authority, but rather was distributed
across the citizen body, rendering standing armies and formal police largely unnecessary. The
polis lacked notions of individual rights grounded in transcendent authority; instead, all
legitimacy derived from collective political agency. Despite internal tensions, the polis
represents a radical departure from the hierarchical, sacralized state models found in Egypt,
Mesopotamia, and China. This, Morris argues, constituted a form of statehood in which the
citizens themselves were the state.’® Robert Bellah comments that although the majority of the
poleis enjoyed popular participation in the form of the assembly, and even if nobles could not
govern without the explicit or tacit approval of the assembly, genuine democracy was a late and
relatively rare development. Oligarchy through the rule of dominant noble families remained
in place in most of the Greek poleis. These were, however, with the exception of Sparta, relatively
weak. '

Merlin Donald has argued that in terms of thought, the Greek case was unique in the way
that it valued “reflection for its own sake,” which went “beyond pragmatic or opportunistic
science” and eventually led to what he calls a “theoretic attitude”'”> The theoretic
accomplishments of the Greeks, and the importance of these for modern science and rationality,
hardly needs to be reemphasized here. It is, however, as Bertrand Russel puts forth in A History
of Western Philosophy, noteworthy that the origins of the word “theory”, which in its original
meaning has been interpreted as “passionate sympathetic contemplation”, is to be found in the
mystic religion of Orphism, which was a Greek cult associated with the mythical poet Orpheus.
Orphism was a reformed version of the earlier Dionysian (the god of wine and intoxication)
religion that used intoxicants and other trance-inducing techniques to achieve ritual
purification. Although Orphism was despised by the more rationally inclined Greeks, it greatly
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influenced the Pythagoreans—through whom the word “theory” obtained its modern
meaning."”* The Pythagoreans, although based on rational mathematical teachings, were in
essence a mystery cult that practiced an esoteric path towards ecstatic revelation, and it has been
claimed that Pythagoreanism in turn was a reformed version of Orphism."*” Russel goes on to
argue that Platonism essentially is a form of Pythagoreanism.'”® Whether that is entirely
accurate is beyond the scope of the present thesis, but he is probably correct when he asserts
that the mystical Orphic elements, through Pythagoras, made its way into Plato’s philosophy,
not only in terms of his high regard for mathematics, but also in his “intimate intermingling of
intellect and mysticism”, “belief in immortality of the soul”, his “priestly tone”, and concern with
the “other-worldliness” that are all present in the Allegory of the Cave."*® Russel even declares
Socrates to be a “perfect Orphic saint” in the way that he emphasized the “dualism of heavenly
soul and earthly body” and how he (allegedly) achieved complete mastery of the soul over the
body.!*

According to a paper by Dannu Hiitwohl, “Plato’s Orpheus: The Philosophical
Appropriation of Orphic Formulae”, Plato made frequent use of Orphic formulae throughout
his dialogues, which points to him having intricate knowledge of Orphic doctrine. Hiitwohl
argues that Plato systematically appropriates Orphic formulae and integrates them into the
philosophical framework of his dialogues. This appropriation is not merely thematic but
involves a consistent and deliberate transposition of Orphic concepts—particularly those
concerning the soul’s divine origin, its fall into corporeality, and the cycle of rebirth understood
as a form of punishment. Hiitwohl contends that this consistency in Plato’s use of Orphic motifs
not only reveals the influence of a coherent Orphic doctrine, but also enables a partial
reconstruction of that doctrine through Plato’s texts. Crucially, Hiitwohl distinguishes between
the historical figure of Orpheus and the broader Orphic tradition, and between Plato’s critique
of Orphic mythmakers and his philosophical engagement with Orphic ritual discourse. By
embedding Orphic formulae in his writings, Plato participates in and transmits Orphic
tradition, effectively reformulating Orphism into a rational philosophical system. Hiitwohl
concludes that Platonic eschatology should be understood as a philosophical reformation of
Orphic mysticism, making the study of Plato’s Orphica a vital resource for reconstructing the
otherwise fragmentary Orphic tradition.'!

Russel also reveals a striking similarity between Buddhism and Orphism by describing the
latter’s focus on the mundane world being a world of pain and wariness in which we all are
bound to a wheel turning through “endless cycles of birth and death”. “Only by purification and
renunciation and an ascetic life can we escape from the wheel and attain at last to the ecstasy of
union with God”, he writes.*? This arguably sounds very similar to the Buddhist notion of
Samsara, and as such strengthens the claim that similar intellectual currents moved through the
different axial cultures. And just like the Buddhists, and unlike the priests of the Olympian cults,
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the Orphics also established religious communities that did not exclude people based on gender
or ethnicity.'* The Platonic idea of an eternal world that cannot be perceived by the senses, but
only be revealed by the intellect, is not something Plato came up with on his own but is an idea
that can be traced back to Parmenides. This idea also has many parallels in the Buddhist
tradition. However, as Russel notes, where Parmenides emphasizes that the “only true being is
‘the One™, Plato claims that there are many true beings in his realm of ideas.'** Bellah notes that
although Parmenides, claiming the ultimate truth to be one of unchanging being, while
Heraclitus argues the exact opposite in that of continuous change, they nonetheless advocate
the same foundational idea that reality differs from how it appears. As such, Bellah argues,
Parmenides and Heraclitus can be seen as the “cofounders of reason or theory”, and thereby as
two “pivotal figures in the axial transformation.”'* This capacity to imagine things as different
from what exists can, as Bellah points out, be seen as a quintessential axial feature that makes
Plato a “banner bearer” of the axial turn.'*

Carmen Lea Dege points out that Jaspers identifies a fundamental tension in axial thought,
exemplified in figures like Parmenides, Heraclitus, Lao Tzu, and Nagarjuna, between the
aspiration to grasp being through thinking and the realization of its limits. In tracing Plato’s
allegory of the cave back to Parmenides’ journey to the sun maidens, Jaspers interprets this as
an open-ended process of self-reflection, where the thinker confronts the impossibility of fully
grasping being in thought without turning this impossibility into a new dogma. Parmenides,
according to Jaspers, reveals that thought inherently involves differentiation, which already
places it in the realm of doxa, not pure being. This leads to the paradox that the question of
whether being and thinking are separate can only arise if we presuppose their unity. Ultimately,
Dege concludes, Jaspers suggests that Parmenides transforms this paradox into a self-reflective
myth: the unity of being and thinking is preserved not as literal truth but as a cipher—a
symbolic construct pointing beyond itself.'*’

Israel: Unifying Deity

Robert Bellah acknowledges that while ancient Israel is consistently recognized as an axial case,
it did not, as seen in Greek philosophy, engage in theoretical reflection in the narrow sense of
“thinking about thinking” Despite the relative lack of formal logical argumentation, Israel’s
well-developed wisdom tradition, shaped by earlier Mesopotamian and Egyptian influences,
nonetheless exhibited a profound theoretic dimension through its textual practices. Bellah
emphasizes the role of external memory, textual criticism, and the conscious exploration of
alternative ethical and religious foundations as key indicators of Israel’s axiality. Drawing on
Arnaldo Momigliano, he argues that Israelite texts introduced “new models of reality” that
critically challenged and reimagined the dominant religious and political frameworks,
achieving a significant, if narratively expressed, reconfiguration of thought.'*
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The “great institutional achievement of Israel”, Bellah argues, was the “covenant between
God and a people”'*® He highlights the distinctive social and religious innovations of ancient
Israel, emphasizing the emergence of a concept of peoplehood not dependent on monarchy but
grounded in divine law and individual moral responsibility. Central to this transformation was
the postexilic development of the synagogue: a decentralized, text-centered religious
community capable of existing independently of political sovereignty. This form of communal
organization, subordinate externally to state power but internally governed by religious law,
provided a model for later developments such as the Christian Church and the Islamic Umma.
While not amounting to a formal separation of church and state, this innovation marked a
crucial step towards making such a differentiation conceptually possible.'

Eisenstadt writes that the conditions in which the Israeli case emerged in many ways were
the exact opposite from those of Greece. Unlike the Greek case, Israel’s transformation was
rooted in a breakdown of tribal structures and the emergence of new forms of collective identity,
solidarity, and trust. This process was driven by structural heterogeneity (marked by
interactions among peasants, nomads, and urban populations in overlapping ecological zones)
and by shared “all-Israelite” orientations that attempted to transcend tribal affiliations.
Crucially, these integrative tendencies emerged without a unified political or religious
institution to serve as a central organizing authority. Instead, common bonds were formed in a
diffuse and decentralized manner. This fragmentation was compounded by the geopolitical
volatility of ancient Palestine, situated at the intersection of major empires and marked by
unstable boundaries, population flows, and ongoing cultural encounters. The absence of stable
political entities and the fluidity of collective identity, he argues, created a distinctive context in
which monotheism and prophetic traditions could develop as integrative responses to ongoing
dislocation and differentiation. '

Central to the Israeli case was the monotheistic conception of a transcendental, universal
God who stood outside nature and history, yet entered into a covenantal relationship with Israel.
This vision marked a departure from tribal religiosity by de-ritualizing and demagicizing cultic
practice, promoting universal ethical norms, and rationalizing religious life—paralleling
developments in India Eisenstadt observes. The covenant, initially a tribal or national construct,
became reinterpreted as a universal moral contract, transforming God’s role from a tribal deity
to a transnational moral authority.'

The cultural innovations of ancient Israel were carried by a diverse set of elites—prophets,
priests, judges, tribal leaders, and later kings—who were not rooted in traditional ascriptive
tribal structures but formed autonomous, symbolically legitimized roles. These actors mediated
between disparate groups, forging collective bonds across tribal divisions and shaping trans-
tribal religious and political centers. Unlike the relatively stable poleis of Greece, Israelite centers
remained structurally fragile, lacking continuous populations or unified elites, especially prior
to and even during the monarchy. The result was an enduring tension between four intertwined
identities: ethnic-historical, kinship (genealogical), political, and religious-universal. These
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elements were differently emphasized across cultic, legal, and prophetic forms of religious
expression and were articulated by diverse elites, creating ongoing debates over the boundaries
and meaning of Jewish identity. This dynamic generated both a strong sense of collective
distinctiveness and ambivalence towards surrounding cultures. Judaism’s universalist claims,
especially its insistence on monotheism, underpinned a symbolic segregation from other
nations. Yet this segregation was not purely particularistic. Tensions between universalism and
particularism were mediated through theological rationalizations, including missionary
tendencies and openness to proselytization, contrasting with groups like the Samaritans.'*
Eisenstadt contrasts the Israeli case with ancient Mesopotamia, where certain proto-
transcendental developments (such as a powerful god concept and emerging moral demands
on rulers) failed to crystallize into full axial transformations. The primary reason, he argues,
was the absence of autonomous intellectual elites. Unlike Israel’s prophets and priests,
Mesopotamian religious functionaries (scribes, diviners) remained embedded within tribal or
royal structures, limiting their capacity to challenge or transcend existing institutional
frameworks. Despite geopolitical similarities, Mesopotamia’s historical trajectory differed due
to its less heterogeneous settlement patterns, relatively closed tribal units, and even a less central
geographic positioning. Eisenstadt concludes that these factors inhibited the development of
autonomous cultural carriers and prevented the emergence of a robust, institutionalized

transcendental vision. '

China: Social Order as Cosmic

Eisenstadt points out that Chinese axial civilization developed an exceptionally strong “this-
worldly” conception of salvation, particularly in the Confucian tradition. Here, the mundane
world—especially the domains of politics, ethics, and family—was not only seen as the arena
but also as the embodiment of a transcendental vision. Yet, the axial vision of China was not
devoid of transcendental tension, Eisenstadt argues, but rather defined it in secular, ethical, and
metaphysical terms rather than religious or eschatological ones. The result was a cyclical
conception of time and a rationalized, this-worldly resolution to transcendental concerns,
centered on the cultivation of social harmony and moral virtue. In this framework, institutions
such as the imperial order were semi-sacralized, and political and philosophical elites were
fused in the role of the Confucian literati. Unlike Greek civilization, which maintained a
disjunction between philosophical and political realms, Confucianism integrated speculative
inquiry with administrative responsibility. This integration emphasized ritual, learning, and
disciplined self-cultivation as means of aligning personal and cosmic order. Though often seen
as conservative or traditionalist, Confucianism—especially in its Neo-Confucian development
which originated with Han Yu (768-824 CE) and Li Ao (772-841 CE) in the Tang dynasty—
carried a reflexive, critical awareness of the imperfectability of the political order and a
commitment to ethical self-transcendence. However, despite the depth of its transcendental
vision, the Chinese case lacked the institutional consequences found in the monotheistic
civilizations. This limitation is according to Eisenstadt to be attributed not to the absence of
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transcendence, but to its secular articulation and this-worldly mode of its resolution which
prioritized personal and ethical transformation over institutional innovation.'*

The Western tendency to view Chinese culture in general, and Confucianism in particular,
as predominantly “this-worldly”, and for lacking a tension between the transcendental and the
mundane (which Eisenstadt, as mentioned above, contests), has, as Bellah observes, to a large
degree been the result of Max Weber’s influential study of the religious ethics of China. This
brings it closer to the Greek case and contrasts it with the “otherworldly” orientations of the
Hebrew and Indian cases."® In this context, as Bellah points out, the idea that transcendence is
the defining trait of the axial transition, but that that was of lesser importance in the secular and
“this-worldly” Chinese case, is alleviated if we use Benjamin Schwartz’s definition of
transcendence as merely “a kind of critical, reflective questioning of the actual and a new vision
of what lies beyond” "’

Eisenstadt claims that, unlike in pre-axial or other axial civilizations—especially the
monotheistic or Indic ones—Chinese civilization emphasized civility, often interwoven with
sacred undertones, as the primary basis of political legitimacy, while primordial or purely sacred
sources of authority remained secondary or were largely displaced. The Confucian-legalist
tradition established a centralized, absolutist political-cultural center tasked with resolving the
tension between the transcendental and the mundane. This center, though sharing a common
cultural language with the periphery, largely mediated access to sacred and normative authority,
ensuring institutional coherence and ideological dominance. The result was an exceptionally
close fusion between cultural and political collectivities, with little space for autonomous
religious or civilizational centers that might challenge the primacy of the state. These
orientations produced a legal system marked by codification but lacking institutional autonomy.
Law in China was embedded in ethical-political discourse, emphasizing disciplinary and
criminal law over civil law, duties over rights, and administrative control over legal
independence. Legal roles remained non-autonomous, concentrated in the hands of state
officials and lineage authorities. A key carrier of these institutional and ideological patterns was
the Confucian literati bureaucracy, a class that merged intellectual, cultural, and administrative
functions. Recruited and legitimized via Confucian-canonical criteria, the literati enjoyed
symbolic autonomy but were structurally intertwined with the imperial center. Their combined
cultural-administrative role stood in contrast to the more differentiated elites in European or
Islamic civilizations, where distinct religious and political hierarchies emerged. Despite their
prominence, the literati lacked independent organizational bases beyond the state—except
marginally in education—and their influence was often circumscribed by imperial authority.
Even educational institutions, while somewhat autonomous, remained functionally oriented
towards the state and isolated from peripheral elites. This institutional configuration reflects the
broader Chinese mode of resolving transcendental tension through worldly cultivation—a
pattern that both enabled a highly centralized, enduring political order and limited the
development of rival institutional centers such as churches or legal estates. It also highlights the
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unique configuration of Axial Age transformation in China: a civil-political sacralization of the
world, without the institutional pluralism seen in the other axial civilizations.'*®

Bellah argues that similar to Whitehead’s famous declaration that “Western philosophy is
nothing but a series of footnotes to Plato”, Chinese philosophy can be said to be “nothing but a
series of footnotes to Confucius”. This does not mean that all subsequent Chinese thought
should be seen as Confucian, just as little as all Western thought should be seen as Platonic, but
it still holds true that all major Chinese thinkers have had to come to terms with the teachings
of Confucius. The difference between these two foundational thinkers is, as Bellah notes, that
while Plato appeared towards the end of Greece’s axial transformation, Confucius appeared at
the beginning of China’s corresponding process. In China there simply were no, as Bellah
phrases it, “private thinkers” or “peripatetic philosophers” prior to Confucius, and even though
the Analects (the central work in the Confucian tradition containing the sayings and ideas
attributed to Confucius that his followers compiled in the centuries after his death) is “more
aphoristic than systematic” it still remains the inaugurating of the Chinese axial
transformation.'”

One of the central notions in the Confucian tradition is the concept of “ren” (sometimes
spelled “jen”), which in the West has been translated into “co-humanity” or “humaneness”, and
according to The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy has been defined as “the principle of
common humanity, or the moral qualities such as benevolence that make for humanity”,'® is in
the Analects, when the followers of Confucius ask for a definition, usually answered in rather

evasive terms and often stated in the negative'®

—not unlike the way in which Socrates goes
about the concept of “sophia”, or “wisdom”, in Greece. Ren is considered the highest virtue and
includes all other virtues (similar, if not identical, to Plato’s idea of “agathos”, the idea of the
good, as pointed out by Karen Armstong) '* and it was never deprived of a certain mysterious
quality, which Bellah argues is evident of the Chinese tradition not being as secular as it is often
portrayed in the West.'®

The other central concept in the Confucian tradition is that of “/i”, which in the West is

» «

typically translated as “rite”, “ritual”, or “ceremony”, and which Herbert Fingarette has argued,
as Bellah points out, Confucius saw as a sense of ceremonial life without which humans cannot
become truly human and that in Fingarette’s interpretation makes the Confucian tradition one
in which the secular is sacred. Bellah urges us, however, to refrain from making this reading of
Confucius reinforce the view that Confucianism is merely a secular philosophy rather than a
religion (however we want to go about this, essentially, Western concept). Many of the central
Confucian concepts like ren and i, the latter never losing its basic ritualistic religious meaning,
as well as tian (“heaven”) and dao (“path” or “way”, more precisely “the Absolute toward which
the faithful move”'**) all harbor something sacred about them that points, as Bellah argues,

beyond the mundane world (and thereby arguably has some deeply transcendental properties
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about them), which the later (to some extent more secular) neo-Confucian movements never
relinquished but rather reaffirmed.'®> Bellah additionally draws on Heiner Roetz’s, (who in turn
may have been influenced by Habermas’ use of Kohlberg’s model) comparison between ren,
which Roetz associates with Kohlberg’s stage of “postconventional morality”, a morality based
on universal ethical principles, and /i which he considers corresponds to the previous stage of
“conventional morality”.'%

Bellah goes on to argue that even if the content is quite different, the Chinese case bears
more resemblance with that of Israel than those of Greece and India in the way that it is attached
to history, or more accurately “mythistory”, which he sees as a defining feature of the Chinese
axial tradition. Bellah backs up this claim by reference to A. C. Graham who argues that the
strength of the Confucian historical tradition is derived from the way in which it seeks to
preserve the Zhou tradition (the imperial order that preceded the Warring States period) which
is regarded as the “guardians of Chinese civilization™'®” As such, the Confucians act not merely
as one among many philosophical schools, but as the custodians of the Zhou-derived imperial
order that they see as the fundament of Chinese civilization. This authority is derived from a
deep continuity with tradition, rendering them virtually irreplaceable within the symbolic and
institutional matrix of Chinese culture. (Only under exceptional regimes—such as the Qin
emperor’s radical erasure of historical precedent or Mao’s iconoclastic Cultural Revolution—
was it conceivable to marginalize Confucianism entirely.) Confucianism’s enduring power
stemmed from its method: it grounded universal ethical and cosmological claims in the close
study of concrete historical, ritual, and social practices, thereby offering a unique path for the
integration of the individual into the broader cultural and cosmic order. This intimate
alignment of personal cultivation with communal and civilizational forms may account for what
Graham terms China’s “social immortality”—its exceptional historical continuity and capacity
for cultural regeneration. Confucianism thus appears not as a static traditionalism, but as a
dynamic mode of cultural reproduction that sacrally invests the secular, enabling the axial
breakthrough to permeate institutional and personal life without generating the institutional
pluralism or ecclesiastical structures seen elsewhere.

In accordance with Heiner Roetz, Bellah claims, even if he does not believe in the existence
of any “universal” values in any absolute form, that the Analects do contain an ethics that at least
partly is based on something we can term as universal values if what we consider universal is
the mere aspiration towards universality: Confucian ethics is not, as Bellah emphasizes,
intended to merely act as Chinese ethics, but extends to all humans, even those the Chinese
considered foreigners or barbarians.'®® Ren, as Bellah observes, is also the ethical concept of the
Confucian tradition from where the Chinese axial case derives its version of the Golden Rule,
expressed as “do not impose on others what you yourself do not want, and you will not incur
personal or political ill will” in a section in the Analects where Zhonggong (chief minister to the
head of the Ji family) inquires about the meaning of ren.'® Quoting Benjamin Schwartz, Bellah

165 Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. 419.

1% Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. 417. [Heiner Roetz, Confucian Ethics of the Axial Age (SUNY Press, 1993 [1992]),
pp. 26-27.]

' Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. 416.

168 Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), pp. 421-422.

1% Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. 418.

57



The Axial Turn

also shows the Chinese link to the other axial cases by reference to the shared moral critique
articulated by Confucius and other Axial Age figures such as the Buddha, Plato, and the Hebrew
prophets. At the heart of their teachings lies a rejection of the civilizational vices—the
unchecked pursuit of wealth, power, status, and sensual gratification—made increasingly
accessible by the material and social advances of early high civilization. These thinkers
diagnosed moral disorder as a central obstacle to the realization of the good, advancing a
spiritual and ethical counter-narrative to the dominant ideals of personal aggrandizement and
glory. In doing so, they collectively reoriented the locus of the sacred, asserting that true divinity
no longer resided in worldly success but in the inward cultivation of virtue and moral restraint.
This represents a core feature of the axial breakthrough: a reflexive critique of civilization’s own
achievements and a turn towards transcendence grounded in ethical inwardness.'”

India: The Renouncer’s Path to Axiality

Eisenstadt argues that despite the Hindu and Buddhist civilizations’ profoundly other-worldly
orientations, these traditions nonetheless engaged in active and large-scale construction of this-
worldly societies. Rather than remaining confined to sectarian withdrawal or the solitary
pursuit of spiritual liberation, Hinduism and Buddhism catalyzed the formation of enduring
civilizational frameworks, transforming the social and political orders of the societies they
touched. Eisenstadt argues that the Hindu caste system, often mischaracterized as merely
traditionalist, in this context should be viewed as a deliberate institutional structure forged
within a transcendental worldview. (He does not labor to address the ethnic discrimination,
and thereby pre-axial social structure, that the caste system builds on, or its historical roots that
can be traced back to the Aryan invasion and corresponding subjugation of the indigenous
population of India that, in my view, has many similarities with the European colonization of
South Africa that culminated in the Apartheid system.) Similarly, Buddhism’s establishment of
monastic institutions and new political formations represents a world-making project derived
from ostensibly world-negating doctrines. Thus, both traditions illustrate the axial tension
between transcendence and immanence: the attempt to embody other-worldly ideals within the
institutional and cultural fabric of the mundane world, producing complex and sometimes
contradictory outcomes.'”!

Eisenstadt notes that the institutional development of Hindu and later Buddhist civilizations
contrasts markedly with the this-worldly orientation of Chinese civilization. Their civilizational
frameworks were shaped by a strong autonomy of the religious-cultural spheres, centered
around a perceived tension between the mundane and the transcendental. In India, this
manifested in the Brahmanic ritual order that, through the caste system, restructured kinship
and local affiliations into broader ascriptive categories. In Theravada Buddhism, the Sangha
formed a translocal religious collectivity that both shaped and transcended national
communities. Unlike other axial civilizations, especially the Chinese and monotheistic ones,
Hindu and Buddhist civilizations showed weaker tendencies towards the coalescence and
hierarchical integration of different institutional spheres. Nonetheless, both generated distinct
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institutional dynamics: redefining ascriptive collectivities, expanding institutional networks,
and fostering new social organizations. These developments were especially evident in the
political sphere, where kingship was desacralized yet still legitimated through other-worldly
symbols, leading to a dual structure of secular and religious authority. A defining feature of
these civilizations was the continuous rearticulation of group boundaries and membership
criteria, particularly in religious and kinship communities, with periodic emphasis on
egalitarian ideals. The emergence of Buddhism from within Indian society exemplifies such
transformative restructuring. However, India lacked the symbolic reconfiguration of mundane
spheres characteristic of the Chinese and monotheistic traditions, Eisenstadt concludes;
institutional change was largely organizational, without the creation of autonomous,
symbolically distinct political centers or imperial ideologies.'”

Bellah characterizes the stage of Vedic (the religious tradition that dominated India before
Buddha) thought that produced the Brahmanas (the Sanskrit compositions containing
commentaries and explanations to the hymns from the Rig, Sama, Yajur, and Atharva Vedas) as
pre-axial since they remained within the realm of ritual practice, mythic narrative, and mimetic
speculation rather than theoretical reflection. The ritual performer (sacrificer) in this tradition
remains deeply embedded in the hierarchical social order, with ritual functioning primarily to
elevate status within that fixed structure. In contrast, the emergence of the renouncer—who
rejects ritual and status in pursuit of self-realization—marks the appearance of the axial
individual according to Bellah. It is through the renouncer’s path of asceticism and meditation
that we see the development of a theoretical consciousness, culminating in the Upanisads.
Bellah, drawing on Sylvain Lévi and Paul Mus, notes a structural parallel between the sacrificer
and the renouncer—both seek union with the divine—but emphasizes that only the renouncer
embodies the axial breakthrough through reflective, theoretical thought. While the Upanisads
represent a significant transformation, Bellah cautions against viewing this as entirely
discontinuous from earlier Vedic tradition, suggesting instead that it constitutes a “heightened
continuation” of Brahmanic intellectual developments.'” He still goes on to identify the
Upanisads as marking a cognitively axial moment in early Indic thought, characterized by the
emergence of metaphysical reflection where metaphor serves to clarify abstract concepts and
argumentation aspires to universal truth. However, Bellah engages with Gananath
Obeyesekere’s critical observation that this cognitive development did not necessarily entail an
ethical transformation. While the Upanisads articulate a profound speculative soteriology,
Obeyesekere argues that they lack what he calls “axial ethicization”—the infusion of
metaphysical insight with a new moral orientation. Obeyesekere situates this absence within the
broader historical context of the first millennium BCE, a period ripe for philosophical and
soteriological innovation, yet emphasizes that it was Buddhism, rather than the Vedic or
Upanishadic tradition, that fully realized the ethical dimensions of the axial breakthrough.
Bellah, in citing this view, acknowledges the complexity of defining axiality, suggesting that
cognitive and ethical transformations need not occur simultaneously or within the same textual
traditions.””* He further highlights the tension between universalistic and particularistic
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conceptions of dharma (“right way of living” or “path of rightness”, similar to the Chinese
concept of dao) in early Indian thought. While the edicts of the Buddhist emperor Ashoka in
the third century BCE represent a rare example of an ethical and universalistic articulation of
dharma, such a vision remained marginal until modern times. In contrast, mainstream Hindu
texts such as the Bhagavadgita emphasize svadharma (the duty specific to one’s caste) as
normative. Bellah draws attention to the Gita’s iconic moment in which Arjuna is instructed by
Krsna to fulfill his duty as a warrior (ksatriya) by engaging in battle, including killing his kin,
but to do so without attachment to the outcomes, thus avoiding karmic consequences. This
reflects a framework where ethical action is largely determined by social role rather than
universal moral principles, underscoring the limited reach of axial ethical universalism within
the dominant Hindu tradition.'”” He concurs with Voegelin’s claim that every axial civilization
has “an archaic mortgage”, hence every axial culture has a combination of axial and pre-axial
elements, without which, Bellah adds, they otherwise probably could not have functioned. As
such, he concludes, the Indian case is not unique in this regard, but may simply constitute an
extreme case on a continuum.'”*

Bellah compares the roles of Brahmins in India and Confucians in China as custodians of
the normative order—dharma and li, respectively—both of which originally referred to
sacrificial ritual but later came to signify the broader social and moral order. Despite this shared
function, he notes a fundamental difference in their relation to the state: Confucians envisioned
the state as the vehicle for realizing the ideal social order, with public office as their primary
vocation, whereas the Brahmins conceived the ideal order as largely autonomous from the state,
which merely supported it, and oriented themselves primarily towards religious teaching and
priestly duties. This divergence, Bellah argues, underlies the modern Western perception of
China as more “secular” and India as more “religious”, despite both traditions grounding their
ideals in deeply religious worldviews.'”’

Eisenstadt labors to explain that unlike the Mediterranean and ancient Middle Eastern
contexts, the Indian and Chinese axial breakthroughs unfolded across broad ecological regions
and were deeply shaped by continuous migrations and encounters between nomadic and settled
agricultural populations. In China, relatively compact settlements and intensive agriculture
fostered cohesive political organization and frequent interaction among semi-autonomous
elites. The recurring pressure of nomadic incursions and the consolidation of centralized
political authority encouraged elite integration into state structures, culminating in a strongly
centralized imperial system. This context enabled a partial “secondary breakthrough” in the
form of Neo-Confucianism, though it lacked the institutional rupture seen in Christianity or
Islam. In contrast, India’s more dispersed settlement pattern, less intensive agriculture, and
fragmented political landscape produced weaker state structures and looser intergroup contact.
Here, religious heterodoxies such as Buddhism, Jainism, and later Bhakti movements marked
clear secondary breakthroughs, but these did not coalesce into a centralized religious or political
order. Instead, Indian civilization remained decentralized, with a shared cultural-religious
framework accommodating a diverse and shifting political mosaic. This contrast, Eisenstadt

17> Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. 520.
'76 Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. 523.
177 Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. 526.
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concludes, helps explain the distinctive trajectories of civilizational development and religious
institutionalization in the two cases.'”®

Iran: The Unexamined Axial Civilization

Iran is a special case in the axial discourse. There is a long-standing consensus among scholars
that this civilization belongs to the axial family; but it is nonetheless omitted from most
inquiries into the topic.'” None of the chapters in the 1986 anthology The Origins and Diversity
of Axial Age Civilizations addresses the Iranian case or Zoroastrianism. And the word “Iran” is
only used seven times across almost 500 pages (notes excluded), on five occasions, of which
only one actually spends half a page discussing the Zoroastrian religion.'*® The word “Persia”
appears ten times, but only in relation to its influence and interactions with the other axial cases.
In comparison, the anthology contains several chapters on post-axial religions like Christianity
and Islam. The 2012 anthology The Consequences of the Axial Age does not contain any chapters
on the Iranian case either. Here, the word “Iran” is also used only seven times across 400-500
pages (excluding notes and bibliography); the word “Persia” only five times, in three paragraphs.
And the only instance in which the Iranian case is discussed is the one by Bjérn Wittrock that I
have referred to in the beginning of this chapter. Robert Bellah has also omitted Iran from his
book Religion in Human Evolution, only using the word “Iran” three times, while “Persia” and
“Persians” appears more frequently, albeit only in relation to other civilizations.

The reason for this is, as Bellah explains, that we simply do not have any reliable sources.
We do not even know approximately when Zarathustra lived. Current consensus is that he lived
sometime between 1500-1000 BCE, but the range of dating among scholars spans more than a
millennium, ranging from 1700 to 600 BCE, the latter complying with the traditional claim that
Zarathustra’s revelation occurred “258 years before the time of Alexander” (however, not
specifying whether that is from Alexander’s accession [336 BC], his conquest of Iran, or the
establishment of the Anno Graecorum following the conquest of Babylon by Seleucus I Nicator
[312/311 BC]). This is widely dismissed as too recent by most scholars.'*' Needless to say, it all
makes the Iranian case notoriously difficult to work with.

There are some highly interesting hypotheses concerning the Iranian case, for example that
the axial turn, rather than occurring simultaneously yet independently, first emerged in Iran
and from there spread to, or at least significantly influenced, the later axial developments in
India, the Levant, and Greece. It makes sense from a geographical perspective, Iran being
located somewhat in the middle, giving rise to the first empire touching the three other axial
cases. And it also makes sense chronologically if we rely on the current academic conventions
dating Zarathustra to have been born long before any axial breakthroughs in the other cases.

'78 Shmuel Eisenstadt, The Origins and Diversity of Axial Age Civilizations (1986), pp. 302-305.

'7 During the research for this thesis, I encountered only one paper addressing Zoroastrianism in an axial context: Richard Payne,
“Zoroastrian Materialism: Religion, Empire, and Their Critics in Graeber’s Late Axial Age,” in Debt in the Ancient Mediterranean and Near
East, ed. John Weisweiler (Oxford University Press, 2023). However, given its materialist approach—what F. LeRon Shults et al. categorize as
the “material-social pathway”—and its interpretation of the Axial Age through David Graeber’s concept of a “military—coinage-slavery
complex,” the article lies outside this thesis’s focus on investigating the ideological-political discourse which remains the dominant within
Axial Age research. I will therefore refrain from engaging with its content here.

'80 On page 405 in The Origins and Diversity of Axial Age Civilizations.

181 A. Shapur Shahbazi, “The “Traditional Date of Zoroaster’ Explained”, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 40 (1) (1977): pp.
25-35.
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Yet, since these are but mere speculations with little to no evidence, I will refrain from discussing
them here. Hopefully future research into the axial developments in Iran will shed much-
needed light on the Iranian case.

The Pattern of Consequences of the Axial Age: From Righteous
Rebels to Institutionalized Order

The Axial Age was, as Jaspers claimed, brought to an end by the rise of new large empires in
both the East and the West. The classical period in Greece ended with the hegemony of the
Macedonian Kingdom and Alexander’s subsequent conquest of the “known world”
Conventionally, Alexander’s teacher Aristotle (384-322 BCE) is regarded as the last of the great
philosophers. This is also the same period when, according to the Talmud, the Jewish period of
prophecy called Nevuah, ended with the last prophet Malachi who died in 312 BCE.'** Both
Greece and Palestine would later become parts of the Roman Empire. But despite the many
accomplishments of the Romans, the general consensus among scholars is that it did not
produce any intellectual or philosophical innovations that rival the preceding period. In India,
Chandragupta Maurya founded the Maurya Empire around 320 BCE which reached its peak
with his grandson Ashoka (c. 304-232 BCE) who made Buddhism the national religion. China’s
Warring States period came to an end when the state of Qin defeated the state of Qi in 221 BCE
and reunified the empire. The Qin dynasty only lasted until 206 BCE, and following a short
warring interregnum the Han dynasty emerged victorious and established an imperial order
that lasted until 220 CE. Confucianism became something akin to a state religion under the
reign of Emperor Wu Di (141-87 BCE), but during the early Han period another axial tradition,
Taoism, was for a period the most influential although it did not receive any official status. The
Roman Empire’s gradual adoption of Christianity as the official religion during the 4™ century
CE (beginning with emperor Constantine’s Edict of Milan granting religious tolerance to
Christians in 313 and ending with the Edict of Thessalonica in 380 when Christianity became
the sole official religion) thus makes the West a latecomer in regards to officially
institutionalizing the axial turn.

India’s period of empire was rather short, ending with the collapse of the Maurya Empire
in 185 BCE, and the subcontinent would not experience political unity and independence until
the end of British colonialism in 1947. Likewise, Western Europe never saw the reemergence of
a large, long-lasting empire. Accordingly, both India and Europe developed a multitude of
different regional cultures and national languages. This stands in stark contrast with China and
Iran that, despite occasional collapses, invasions, and fragmentation, repeatedly managed to
reassemble their imperial structures. Accordingly, the experience of centuries of political
continuity enabled the emergence of a national identity in both of these latter cases during the
modern era.

Buddhism began to decline in India during the 4th-6th centuries CE, approximately the
same period when Buddhism, which had made its way into China in the first century CE,
became a serious competitor to Confucianism. Although a Sinicized form of Buddhism had

18 A. Bergstein, “Who Was the Prophet Malachi?”, Archived 2023-03-26 at the Wayback Machine, Chabad.org (it remains contested exactly
when though).
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more followers during the Tang dynasty (618-907), it never became the official state religion.
But it heavily influenced Taoism, with which it shares many similarities, that received official
status during the Tang era. However, none of the three axial traditions—Confucianism, Taoism,
and Buddhism—ever lost their foothold in China, and their respective influence waned and
gained over the centuries. Elements from all three traditions were synthesized into an official
imperial Neo-Confucian orthodoxy under the Ming dynasty (1368-1644). But even if the Qing
dynasty (1644-1912) advocated a return to Confucian orthodoxy, as a way of legitimizing their
power, it did not prevent Buddhism from making a strong comeback since that was the
traditional religion of the Manchu invaders who brought down the Ming dynasty.

In India, however, Buddhism almost completely vanished (although it survived on the
island of Sri Lanka) and was replaced by Hinduism in the 12" century.'® The roots of Hinduism
are to be found in the pre-axial Vedic religion which never ceased to play a role among common
people. However, most scholars consider Hinduism a synthesis of various pre-axial, axial, and
post-axial traditions.'® The influence of Buddhism and Jainism on Hindu thought and practice
is significant, so it would be incorrect, as some have argued, to see the Indian case as a return
to pre-axial religiosity. In many ways, Hinduism’s polytheism and archaic tendencies are not
that different from the Catholic Church’s endorsement and official incorporation of various
saints and angels, that in popular religiosity often takes the form of pre-axial notions of
sympathetic magic and (minor) sacrificial rituals. Likewise, the axial turn never ended the pre-
axial ancestor cults of China’s folk religions. As such, the religious developments of the post-
axial period firmly reinforce Matthias Jung’s notion of the so-called “hybrid mind” and Robert
Bellah’s frequently cited claim that “nothing is ever lost™'*> The Axial Age may have given rise
to what Merlin Donald terms “theoretic culture”, or Habermas’ more accurate term the “mythic-
rational”, but the axial turn never fully replaced the existing pre-axial beliefs and practices—
these older archaic ideas simply morphed and merged into the new axial traditions.

On a surface level it may appear as if the European case is unique since the axial
institutionalization phase occurred relatively late compared to the Asian cases, but that once
Christianity had been firmly established it remained the dominant and exclusively accepted
religion until the modern era. Unlike the Asian cases, Europe did not experience centuries of
co-existence and fluctuating popularity of several axial traditions after the conversion to
Christianity. This is, however, as implied, only an accurate description on the surface. The
adoption of Greek axial philosophy became a mainstay of Roman imperial culture, and its
inability, or unwillingness, to replace the pre-axial polytheistic pantheons simply followed the
same peculiar path of Greek axiality. The Romans were in that regard an axial civilization long
before Christianity entered the picture. Christianity may be regarded as post-axial rather than
axial given that it emerged after Jaspers’ periodization of the Axial Age, but it is nominally a
continuation and reform of the Jewish religion. This does not mean that Jewish axiality replaced
Greek axiality in Europe. It is more accurate to see Christianity as a synthesis of Greek

'8 Damien Keown, A Dictionary of Buddhism (Oxford University Press 2004), pp. 208-209. Akira Hirakawa, A History of Indian Buddhism:
From Sakyamuni to Early Mahdyana (Motilal Banarsidass 1993), pp. 227-240.

18 Craig A. Lockard, Societies, Networks, and Transitions. Volume I: to 1500 (2007) p. 50. Alf Hiltebeitel, Hinduism. In: Joseph Kitagawa, “The
Religious Traditions of Asia: Religion, History, and Culture” (2007) p. 12. Geoffrey Samuel, The Origins of Yoga and Tantra. Indic Religions to
the Thirteenth Century (2010), p. 193.

'8 Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. 13.
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philosophy and Jewish religion. Paulus, who is widely regarded as the chief architect of
Christianity, was after all a Hellenized Jew who was well-versed in Greek philosophy, drawing
on his extensive knowledge of especially Stoic and Epicurean thought when he wrote his
contributions to the New Testament. Platonic thought also greatly influenced the trajectory of
Christian theology, not least through Augustine; and there is no denying that the rediscovery of
Aristotle during the late Medieval period greatly influenced all subsequent Christian thought
in the West. In this way, the European post-axial case is not that different from the
corresponding Chinese trajectory where several axial traditions co-existed and continued to
influence and reshape cultural, religious, and philosophical developments.

Finally, there seems to be a shared overarching pattern for all of the axial trajectories, namely
that the initial axial period characterized by “righteous rebels”, eventually gave way to a
subsequent post-axial period in which the former “rebellious” ideas became institutionalized
and eventually were integrated into the imperial order in some fashion or the other.'® The post-
axial period is also one in which all subsequent thinkers, bluntly put, merely acted as “footnotes”
to their axial forebears—meaning that they all had to make reference to and orient themselves
in relation to the innovators of the Axial Age proper. Despite the originality and impressive
intellectual accomplishments of the post-axial period, it was not until the modern era that a

substantial break with the axial traditions could be performed and a new reference system could
be established.

%

Johann P. Arnason has argued that the social and political protests of the Axial Age should be
seen as moral responses to the competitive and often mutually destructive pursuit of wealth and
power in agrarian civilization, as well as to the extravagant lifestyles such resources enabled.
The axial turns, he argues, were in this regard a reaction to behavioral tendencies that were
perceived as threats to the integrity of the very civilizations in which both the excesses and the
protests emerged.'¥” Bjorn Wittrock similarly traces these upheavals to a novel configuration
within the large, complex societies of the agrarian age, where traditional frameworks, such as
kinship structures or the self-legitimizing authority of empire, no longer sufficed to provide
individuals with a stable sense of meaning and belonging. The increasing scale and
centralization of political authority, alongside highly formalized elite rituals, generated
recurring tensions and strains that fostered conditions ripe for the profound reorientations of
the Axial Age. These shifts were often initiated in spaces situated beyond the immediate reach
of political power—contexts that remained observant of developments at the center while also
experiencing their effects in palpable ways. Such peripheral positions enabled the emergence of
a “stratum of interpreters” capable of articulating “alternative cosmologies”. Yet, as Wittrock
concludes, these “axial ruptures” were eventually either pushed to the margins or
institutionalized into standardized forms, becoming closely integrated with new political and

'8 Jan Assmann, drawing on Guy Stroumsa, notes that we would not “stand on the shoulders of the Axial Age giants” were it not for the
structural change brought about by the commentaries of late antiquity and beyond. Jan Assmann, Achsenzeit: Eine Archdologie der Moderne
(C.H. Beck, 2018), pp. 292-293.

'87 Johann P. Arnason, “Rehistoricizing the Axial Age”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 351.
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religious orthodoxies that sought to serve the status quo. Nevertheless, the potential for
heterodox reinterpretations persisted, and could reemerge as powerful challenges to centralized
authority, even in cases where religious elites had become deeply embedded within the political
core.'®

So, despite the radical aspirations of many axial thought traditions, they usually tended to
become less so once their doctrines had become institutionalized by the state and once the
former “righteous rebels”, or more accurately their successors, had aligned themselves with the
prevailing power structures. It is probably this that brought Jaspers to declare that the Axial Age
had ended in failure. The kingdom of brotherly love never materialized after the conversion to
Christianity, and the harmonious and ethical reign in accordance with the virtues of /i and ren
advocated by Confucious can be rather difficult to equate with the actual behaviors of many
Chinese emperors. The prospect of bad karma likewise did not prevent rulers on the Indian
subcontinent from amassing huge amounts of wealth and power and using it in less ethically
informed ways. This does not mean, however, that the axial turns did not profoundly transform
the cultures and ethical considerations of the people they touched. It is hard to trivialize the
difference between the Rome of the gladiators and the Rome of the Popes; or the effect that the
conversion to Christianity had on Scandinavia, transitioned from pillaging Vikings to Christian
kingdoms in less than a century; or the way that Confucianism shaped Chinese culture during
the long-lasting order of the Han Empire, compared with the short-lived and “cruel”'® reign of
the Qin and the preceding chaos of the Warring State period.

The axial turn did not abolish slavery, but it significantly reduced its prevalence and
acceptance (especially in Europe until colonial times). And burning down a village or city,
killing and enslaving the inhabitants, were no longer an accepted method during war—at least
not as long as the inhabitants worshipped the one true god, of course. This cultural change did
not mean an end to atrocities from ever occurring—far from it—but unlike the preceding
period, it often caused outrage and intense criticism when rulers and warlords engaged in
bloody slaughter of civilians. For instance, scripture did not prevent the sacking of the
protestant city of Magdeburg during the Thirty Years’ War, which entailed the killing of most of
the city’s civilian population, but it was widely frowned upon across Europe—even by many
Catholics. Although the Pope did not officially condemn the actions of the Catholic army, his
silence on the matter and unwillingness to celebrate this Catholic victory may reflect the ethical
standards of the time. The contrast with Roman times is striking: Enemies who refused
subjugation usually had their cities and towns burned to the ground, much of the civilian
population was killed, and the remaining survivors were sold into slavery. Although the
esteemed Roman senator Cato the Elder did not explicitly lay out a detailed policy for killing
and enslaving the civilian population in his continued insistence on the complete destruction
of Carthage, the mass killing and enslavement that occurred once Carthage lost the Third Punic

18 Bjorn Wittrock, “The Axial Age in Global History: Cultural Crystallizations and Societal Transformations”, The Axial Age and Its
Consequences (2012), pp. 111-113.

'8 The Qin Empire has traditionally been considered cruel and tyrannic, and an example of bad governance by subsequent Chinese historians
and thinkers. It should of course be taken into consideration that this view emerged and was propagated by the Han who sought to portray
themselves as more virtuous than the regime they replaced. However, consensus among historians is that the collapse of the Qin in part was
due to the discontent that its oppressive methods of government caused.
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War were in line with conventional Roman military doctrine of the day. None of our sources
indicate that anyone in Rome ever condemned these actions.

Axial morality did, at least to some extent, shape the conduct of rulers in the post-axial
period. Although Christian rulers did not have to ask the Pope for permission to wage war, they
still needed a legitimate reason, a casus belli, to avoid the risk of papal condemnation. The Pope,
despite not having a whole lot of divisions, could excommunicate rulers who did not follow the
ethical guidelines set out by the Church. And in China, emperors had to abide by the Mandate
of Heaven if they wanted to continue their reign securely. This does not mean that the post-axial
period was full of just and morally informed leadership, but it arguably curbed some of the
worst excesses of elites by providing guidelines for ethical rulership that they had to abide to, or
at least pay lip service to, in order to maintain their legitimacy—and, it could actually have real-
life political consequences if one’s reputation became too blood-soiled. What had been a badge
of honor among pre-axial Romans and Vikings, could easily become a stain of disgrace and
ungodliness in Christian times—a political liability that could harm a ruler’s aspirations.

Still, the failure of axial morality to stop the slaughter and enslavement of native Americans
is hard to miss. However, the conquistadors’ brutality did not evade the attention of Christian
monks back in Spain who expressed great concern for the Crown’s new subjects, fiercely
arguing that the “heathens™ souls were of divine consideration and that they should be
introduced to the teachings of Christ rather than being killed. Similarly, Christianity did not
prevent the reemergence of slavery in colonial America, although the practice remained
universally despised in Christian Europe, but axially inclined Christians were nonetheless a
driving force in the abolitionist movement. Modern enlightenment ideas, alongside the
emergence of a new industrial economy, may have brought an end to the institution of slavery,
but the ethics of the axial turn were arguably still crucial for its abolishment. So even if the axial
turn did not fundamentally change the brutal games of power politics, the life conditions of
people, or the occasional slaughter of civilians, it did, after all, create a sort of cultural and moral
“veneer” on top of the existing archaic civilizational framework. We could talk of an overarching
cultural “superstructure” (no Marxist connotation intended) that, at least to some degree,
informed the conduct of rulers and put some restraints on what was considered acceptable
behaviors. Nominally, the mundane political structure was subordinate to the transcendental
axial superstructure, but in reality, it is probably more correct to speak about a symbiotic, yet
competitive, relationship in which neither entirely subsumed the other.

Now, it is obvious that the societal transformations of the axial turn do not compare with
the complete rearrangements that the agrarian- and industrial revolutions brought about.
Materially and politically, the axial turn did not cause any substantial changes to the
fundamental societal framework that emerged with the first agrarian empires: an agrarian
economy in which most people were peasants with little to no influence on the political regime
they lived under, siphoning off resources to a firm monopoly on organized violence controlled
by a small elite. This economic and political “engine” of societal coordination remained the
same until the modern era. The conventional three-step model of 1) hunter gatherers, 2)
agrarian societies, 3) industrial societies is therefore not put into question by the axial thesis.

Although it can be argued that the institutionalization of axial morality did more to protect
and reassert the prevailing political order than to advance the justice for and wellbeing of
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common folks, it still cannot be entirely dismissed that it also promoted moral teachings that
increased social cohesion and collaboration. The fact that the axial traditions remained
attractive propositions by rulers and commoners alike, and that these replaced existing pre-
axial belief systems wherever they were introduced, speaks to the societal power of the axial
turn.

The axial turn introduced a form of cultural and civilizational “sustainability” that the
preceding period lacked. The Roman Empire collapsed—but the Roman Church survived.
When pre-axial civilization collapsed, like the Egyptian and Mesopotamian, as well as the Aztec
and Incan, their imperial culture and religious traditions usually vanished with the political
structures that had brought them into existence to begin with. The axial traditions, on the other
hand, have survived the rise and fall of empires, outright invasions, and only succumbed to
replacement when another axial civilization took over. The Chinese imperial order based on
Confucianism survived the collapse of more than ten dynasties following the Han Empire,
including invasions by “barbarian” outsiders like the Mongols and Manchus—who simply
adopted the existing axial model rather than enforcing their own native culture. Islam (whose
axiality is directly derived from Christianity and Judaism) similarly did not go under with the
collapse of the last Arab dynasty of the Abbasid Caliphate. The Turkish invaders simply took on
the mantle of Islam and moved the center of the Caliphate to Constantinople. Even the
abolishment of the Ottoman Caliphate after the First World War did not mean an end to Islamic
civilization. In parallel with the developments of the Turks, the Persians did not return to their
native axial religion of Zoroastrianism once the Abbasid Caliphate had come to an end, but
simply developed their own version of Islam based on the Shia branch of Islam. And even if the
dominance of axially informed ideas may have come to an end in the West, as well as in East
Asia, through centuries of secularization and the preeminence of rational enlightenment ideas,
the axial turn (through the widespread conversion to Islam and Christianity) has just gotten
started in Africa—which is forecasted to harbor the majority of humanity sometime next
century.

Modern ideas of science and rationality may have been central in shaping the material
conditions of life in today’s world, but the vast majority of our planet’s inhabitants still subscribe
to axial ideas established in the first millennium BCE. In that regard—failure or no failure—the
axial turn has proven its sustainability and capacity to play a central role in the spiritual and
philosophical lives of human beings to this day.
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PART THREE:
Criticisms of the Axial Age Thesis

In the following I will not address the criticism of Karl Jaspers’ original thesis since it has been
done numerous times already and since Jaspers’ take on the Axial Age does not reflect
contemporary discourse. Instead, I will focus on the current field of research that has taken
shape since Shmuel Eisenstadt reignited the discussion in the seventies, and the more
contemporary developments from the past two decades since Robert Bellah returned to the
topic. I have chosen to focus on the criticism put forth by Jan Assmann since he’s one of the
most prominent critics and since he covers most of the critical arguments made by others.

Jan Assmann: Is the Axial Age Based on a Sufficiently Coherent
Concept?

Jan Assmann has engaged deeply with the Axial Age thesis, particularly in relation to Karl
Jaspers’ formulation and the later sociological elaborations by Eisenstadt, Bellah, and
Habermas. While Assmann appreciates the heuristic value of the Axial Age thesis, he has also
been a vocal critic—perhaps one of the most prominent and qualified ones—focusing on issues
such as periodization, eurocentrism, and especially the overstated discontinuity between
“archaic” and “axial” religion. He contends that religious development is far more continuous
and recursive than the axiality model suggests.

Assmann critiques the chronocentric and Eurocentric biases embedded in the Axial Age
narrative, as he claims: “The ‘Axial Age’ is in my Egyptologically biased eyes a concept and
theory that only a European could have invented.”'* The very idea of a definitive historical
Wende, or turning point, reflects a peculiarly European mode of thinking, rooted in the Judeo-
Christian distinction between sacred and profane history, mythos and logos. Assmann stresses
that this narrative logic is foreign to many other cultures’ historical self-understandings and
thus cannot serve as a universal framework."”" The assumption of a single civilizational
“breakthrough” is, in his view, a secularized version of the Christian salvation narrative,
smuggling theological notions of rupture and transcendence into ostensibly secular
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historiography.'*> He warns against treating the Axial Age as a fixed historical epoch akin to the
Bronze or Iron Age. Rather than accepting Jaspers’ construction as a “Tatbestand,” or empirical
fact, Assmann insists it should be understood as a heuristic—a flexible, comparative “probe”
(Sonde) rather than a rigid means of periodization.'” “There is no ancient culture,” he writes,
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“in which all the lights of the Axial Age-probe light up, nor one where they all remain dark.

%0 Jan Assmann, “Die Achsenzeit - zur Geschichte einer Idee”, Polylog 38 (2017), p. 23. [“Die » Achsenzeit« ist in meinen dgyptologisch
voreingenommenen Augen ein Begriff und eine Theorie, auf die nur ein Europder verfallen konnte.”]

%! Jan Assmann, “Karl Jaspers’ Theorie der Achsenzeit als kulturanalytische Heuristik”, Offener Horizont. Jahrbuch der Karl Jaspers-
Gesellschaft 4 (2017) pp. 51-52.

Jan Assmann, “Cultural Memory and the Myth of the Axial Age”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 375.

%2 Jan Assmann, “Cultural Memory and the Myth of the Axial Age”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 375.

13 Jan Assmann, “Karl Jaspers’ Theorie der Achsenzeit als kulturanalytische Heuristik”, (2017) p. 43.

1% Jan Assmann, “Karl Jaspers’ Theorie der Achsenzeit als kulturanalytische Heuristik”, (2017) p. 51. [“Es gibt keine alte Kultur, bei der alle
Lampchen der Achsenzeit-Sonde aufleuchten, ebenso wenig wie eine, bei der sie alle dunkel bleiben.”]
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Assmann also challenges the conceptual coherence of axiality itself. He emphasizes that
phenomena like Greek philosophy, Hebrew covenant theology, Buddhism, and Confucianism
are not only temporally staggered but fundamentally heterogeneous. He argues that the idea of
an “Axial Age” flattens this diversity and imposes retrospective coherence upon what were
originally context-bound innovations. The search for a common denominator across axial
traditions—such as radical transcendence or “world denial”—thus risks misrepresenting the

unique logics of each tradition.'*

He also critiques the uncritical assumption of synchronicity
across diverse civilizations, calling it “the congenital defect of the Axial Age theory” and
dismisses the idea that there was a revolutionary rupture so sudden and comprehensive that it
warrants the notion of a clear before and after. The Axial Age, he concludes, is nothing but a
modern myth.'*

Carmen Lea Dege points out, however, that by relegating the Axial Age to myth, Assmann
“flattens the horizon of history” and “leaves a normative lacuna that neither science, philosophy,
nor religion can fill any longer”. Consequently, Assmann’s theory of myth remains ambivalent
when contrasted with logos: it appears either as a scientific illusion or as an inscrutable depth
of the past—positioned as the counterpart or negation of reason. He struggles to frame the Axial
Age in mythical terms without either sacrificing the normative force of communicative reason
or lapsing into mysticism."” To summarize: Assmann cannot both dismiss the Axial Age thesis
as a myth and keep it as a useful heuristic. Additionally, if he considers it such a useful heuristic,
he would also need to acknowledge the open-endedness of such a thing and accept that people
would use it to take matters in a new direction that might not appeal to him personally.

In Achsenzeit: Eine Archdologie der Moderne, Assmann dismisses the utility of grouping
disparate figures such as the Hebrew prophets, Confucian thinkers, Greek philosophers, and
the Indian Buddha under a single conceptual umbrella. He describes such attempts as a form of
excessive categorization—“Schubladisierung”—which, in his view, does injustice to the
originality of each tradition. He also challenges the assumption that “world denial”
(Weltverneinung) or radical transcendence constitutes a shared feature across all the axial cases,
noting that while each tradition may manifest a tension between the mundane world and a
transcendent ideal, the nature of this tension varies so widely as to resist any general theory of
axiality.’® This skepticism also extends to the broader conceptual trajectory of the Axial Age
discourse. According to Assmann, Jaspers’ original emphasis lay on the shared themes and
motifs (thema), which meant to mark the period as a distinctive epoch. More recent thinkers
like Eisenstadt and Bellah, however, have shifted the focus towards analyzing specific
instantiations of axiality (rhema). For Assmann, this change marks an epistemological fall—
from a universal philosophical concept to a fragmented and methodologically inconsistent
framework. In his view, the Axial Age should remain a presentist philosophical idea, rather than
being reframed in terms of sociohistorical or evolutionary processes.'”

1% Jan Assmann, “Die Achsenzeit - zur Geschichte einer Idee”, (2017), pp. 37-39.

1% Jan Assmann, “Cultural Memory and the Myth of the Axial Age”, The Axial Age and Its Consequences (2012), p. 398.
17 Carmen Lea Dege, “Myth, Modernity, and the Legacy of the Axial Age” (2023) p. 761.

198 Jan Assmann, Achsenzeit (2018), p. 273.

199 Jan Assmann, Achsenzeit (2018), pp. 258-259.
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Assmann is particularly critical of attempts to integrate the Axial Age into models of cultural
evolution, especially those drawing upon biological frameworks. He vehemently opposes the
gene-culture coevolutionary framework championed by Bellah and others, asserting that
culture—unlike biology—is shaped by conscious intention and purposive reflection rather than
blind natural selection.””® However, as Anders Klostergaard Petersen points out, this dichotomy
has largely been superseded in current interdisciplinary scholarship, which increasingly
acknowledges the mutual embeddedness of biology and culture.”!

Petersen, a leading Danish scholar of religion, offers a strong response to Assmann’s
critiques. While acknowledging the merit in many of Assmann’s objections—particularly his
call for historical nuance and his sensitivity to interpretive anachronism—Petersen argues that
some of Assmann’s criticisms misrepresent the current state of Axial Age research. For instance,
Assmann’s dismissal of “world denial” as the common denominator pertaining to all of the axial
cases is in Petersen’s view, a strawman. No serious contemporary scholar claims that a similar
identity developed in all of the axial traditions; the point is rather one of convergence. Just as in
evolutionary biology in which different species may develop similar adaptations under parallel
selective pressures, so too do distinct civilizations facing analogous structural conditions
sometimes arrive at comparable solutions. The value of the axial thesis lies in identifying these
convergences without collapsing their diversity. Peterson also criticizes Assmann’s inability,
despite being well acquainted with Max Weber’s concept of salvation religion, to see the relation
to the notion of a counter-cultural asceticism that Weber developed in Zwischenbetrachtung:
Theorie der Stufen und Richtungen religioser Weltablehnung (1916) in which he rejects “world
denial” as a unifying concept of the era—something Bellah does not consider the only criterion
either.?”® Petersen further criticizes Assmann for failing to engage with the latest theoretical
discussions within the field of cultural and cognitive evolution, which reinforces the impression
that Assmann considers culture to be “entirely independent of biology and, hence, of natural
selection”*” Bellah’s use of Merlin Donald’s theory of cultural memory, for example, attempts
to root the Axial Age not in philosophical abstraction, but in identifiable shifts in cognitive and
communicative capacities. Assmann, Petersen contends, does not address these frameworks on
their own terms and therefore underestimates their explanatory potential. Moreover, Petersen
notes that Assmann’s insistence on preserving the Axial Age as a philosophical idea results in a
kind of essentialism that is ill-suited to the plural, dynamic nature of the historical record.
Concepts, Petersen reminds us, do not possess fixed meanings: they evolve alongside the
scholarship that uses them.?*

Assmann does not reject the Axial Age thesis outright. He acknowledges its usefulness in
drawing attention to the major transformations in religious and philosophical thought that
occurred during the period, and even attests that it has contributed to his own Egyptological

20 Jan Assmann, Achsenzeit (2018), p. 271.

2! Anders Klostergaard Petersen, “The Tangled Cultural History of the Axial Age: A Review of Jan Assman’s Achsenzeit” (Equinox
Publishing, 2019), p. 266.

22 Anders Klostergaard Petersen, “Review-artikel: Om Assmann og aksetid” Religionsvidenskabeligt Tidsskrift, (70) (2020), p. 210

2% Anders Klostergaard Petersen, “The Tangled Cultural History of the Axial Age: A Review of Jan Assman’s Achsenzeit” (2019), p. 265.
204 Anders Klostergaard Petersen, “Om Jan Assmanns aksetidsforstaelse, kosmos-religion og biologisk og kulturel evolution i kultur- og
religionshistorien” (2019), pp. 93-94.
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work.?”> However, he urges a more nuanced, historically grounded, and critically reflexive
approach. For Assmann, axiality is best treated as a conceptual tool—a way of interrogating the
reception and re-activation of past ideas—not as a substantiated stage in world history.>*
Assmann offers a comprehensive and often incisive critique of the Axial Age thesis, emphasizing
the risks of overgeneralization, retrospective construction, and conceptual vagueness. Yet his
critique is not without limitations. As Petersen highlights, Assmann’s resistance to evolutionary
and comparative frameworks can lead to an unhelpful rigidity that forecloses promising lines
of inquiry.

Is the Axial Age Measurable in Quantitative Analysis?

In a comprehensive study, a team consisting of Daniel Austin Mullins, Daniel Hoyer, Christina
Collins, Thomas Currie, Kevin Feeney, Pieter Frangois, Patrick E. Savage, Harvey Whitehouse
and Peter Turchin, have undertaken a wide-ranging empirical reassessment of the Axial Age
thesis using data from the Seshat: Global History Databank”” and methodological tools drawn
from the emerging field of cliodynamics.”® Their aim is to test four core propositions frequently
associated with the Axial Age thesis:

(1) that there was a historically discrete Axial Age;

(2) that the axial transformations initially occurred in a handful of specific regions but later
diffused globally;

(3) that such transformations were driven by a small number of exceptional individuals;
and

(4) that they arose from major cognitive and intellectual developments that altered
perspectives of political authority, law, and morality.>”

I will set aside the third point regarding the role of “exceptional individuals,” as few
contemporary scholars—particularly those discussed in this thesis—still treat figures such as
Confucius or the Buddha as isolated cultural catalysts. The more pressing and relevant issues
concern the temporal and spatial aspects of the axial thesis and the methodological framework
used to interrogate it.

The authors’ critique that much Axial Age scholarship rests on selective or anecdotal
evidence is not without merit. As they rightly note, the field has often relied on interpretive
narratives and case-based analogies, sometimes at the expense of methodological rigor. Their

charge of “cherry-picking” **—selectively invoking evidence that conforms to a pre-existing
thesis—deserves serious reflection. However, their claim that the Axial Age is of limited

theoretical utility unless it can be tied to a clearly bounded temporal period is far less persuasive.

2% Jan Assmann, “Karl Jaspers’ Theorie der Achsenzeit als kulturanalytische Heuristik”, (2017) p. 53.

2% Jan Assmann, “Karl Jaspers’ Theorie der Achsenzeit als kulturanalytische Heuristik”, (2017) p. 43.

297 https://seshat-db.com/

2% Cliodynamics is a transdisciplinary field that uses mathematical and computational modeling to analyze long-term historical trends and
dynamics. It aims to understand how societies change over time by identifying underlying patterns and mechanisms, treating history as a
science with predictable patterns and potential for forecasting.

29 Mullins et al., “A Systematic Assessment of ‘Axial Age’ Proposals Using Global Comparative Historical Evidence” American Sociological
Review, June 2018, Vol. 83, No. 3 (2018), p. 600.

1 Mullins et al., “A Systematic Assessment of ‘Axial Age’ Proposals Using Global Comparative Historical Evidence” (2018), p. 605.
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Still, Mullins et al. raise a valid point when they suggest that the positive evidence for axiality
invites the question whether similar patterns might be found in other times and places. Their
systematic approach attempts to resolve this by quantifying 12 key axial traits across ten regions
(five canonical—Greece, Israel-Palestine, India, Iran, China—and five non-canonical—Italy,
Egypt, Turkey, Cambodia, Japan) over five millennia. Using 12 proxy indicators (e.g. moralizing
punishment, universal norms, ruler constraint), they track the emergence and distribution of
axial features beyond the conventional 800-200 BCE window.

The findings are mixed. On the one hand, they confirm that a cluster of moralizing religious
and philosophical traditions emerged during the first millennium BCE in the five core regions,
supporting a minimal version of the Axial Age thesis. On the other hand, they demonstrate that
many of these features were already present, at least in nascent forms, well before the Axial Age
proper. The case of ancient Iran, for instance, shows strong axial traits—particularly in
Zoroastrian moralization and legalism—already emerging in the late Bronze Age. Similarly,
traditions such as the Akkadian Surpu liturgy exhibit concern with ethical transgression
centuries earlier. Moreover, axial characteristics are also identified in ostensibly non-axial
regions, particularly in the Hittite kingdom (Turkey), where strong moral norms and a non-
divinized kingship suggest a form of proto-axial development there. While the Italian,
Cambodian, and Japanese cases show later and less clearly defined axial traits, their inclusion
stretches the spatial and temporal scope of axiality well beyond Jaspers’ original boundaries.
This, again, underscores the difficulty of maintaining a sharply defined “age” or “set” of axial
societies.

The Egyptian case is perhaps the most interesting—and problematic. Egypt scores highly
across many axial proxies, even surpassing several canonical regions, which leads to an
interpretive dilemma: either, the Axial Age thesis is so broad that it loses any explanatory power,
or the proxies themselves may inadequately capture the essential distinctions of axiality. The
study seems to draw on Jan Assmann’s work and his account of Akhenaten’s brief experiment
with monotheism as evidence of Egyptian axiality (although the researchers acknowledge the
Egyptian absence of one of the most, if not the most, central features of axiality, namely the
secularization of political authority and the questioning of divine kingship). Assmann has often
referred to the monotheistic experiment of the pharaoh Akhenaten (1352-1338 BCE) who
abandoned the traditional polytheistic religion of Egypt in favor of a new state religion centered
on the worship of the sun god Aten as evidence for the axiality of ancient Egypt. It remains
contested, however, whether this religion should be considered absolutely monotheistic, or is
more accurately described as “monolatristic”, “syncretistic”, or “henotheistic”?!! In any case, the
experiment only lasted around 20 years, reverting back to the traditional Egyptian religion after
Akhenaten’s death, and remained forgotten until archaeologists rediscovered his legacy in the
late 19 century. It appears that Akhenaten’s successors actively sought to erase the memory of
him and his religion, indicating a deep resentment of this top-down approach to axiality.
Although Akhenaten’s religion in some ways can be said to foreshadow the monotheism that is
sometimes considered a central feature of axiality, I agree with Bellah when he argues that this

! Ronald Thomas Ridley, Akhenaten: A Historian's View. The AUC History of Ancient Egypt (The American University in Cairo Press, 2019),
pp. 13-15. George Hart, A Dictionary of Egyptian Gods and Goddesses (Routledge, 2000), p. 44.
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brief Egyptian excursion did not fully tick all the boxes for a true axial breakthrough. After all,
Akhenaten’s religion did not critically question the relation between god and king, which Bellah
considers the very hallmark of the axial turn, but rather reaffirmed the archaic idea that the
divine, in this case Aten the sole god, only revealed himself through the pharaoh, and thus: only
through the pharaoh could the people gain access to the divine.”’> Habermas has similarly
argued that “as long as the power of the one God remains embodied in the person of the king,
the people who believe in this God also lack a transcendent point of reference for the individual
believer.”

I also agree with Bellah’s characterization of Egyptian “mythospeculation”, while complex
and at times approaching axial forms of transcendence, as being fundamentally pre-axial; or at
most, to be considered “proto-axial”*"* Deities such as Amun and Ptah were conceived as
simultaneously immanent and transcendent, embodying paradoxes without the need for
rational resolution. This fluid and multivalent cosmology reflects a mythic rather than a
theoretical orientation: it resists abstraction and systematic critique, traits that would later define
the axial breakthroughs. Bellah sees Akhenaten’s short-lived monotheistic revolution as a
potential proto-axial anomaly, but it ultimately remained embedded within an archaic
structure. Its exclusivity to the pharaoh reinforced hierarchical, non-participatory modes of
religiosity, inhibiting the emergence of genuine axial features such as universal moral concern,
individual spiritual agency, or dialogical revelation. Moreover, Bellah emphasizes that Egyptian
religion, even after the piety had been democratized and private devotion had become
widespread, remained dependent on sacral kingship as the foundation of communal religious
life. Even successive imperial powers—from the Persians to the Romans—upheld the symbolic
role of the pharaoh to sustain the Egyptian religio-political order. It was only with the advent of
Christianity that this model was ultimately displaced. Thus, Bellah presents Egypt as a
civilization on the threshold of axiality, possessing many of the reflective capacities that would
later define axial religiosity, but lacking the social and political transformations necessary to
fully realize them. The enduring of divine kingship and the absence of a direct, universalizable
relation to the divine kept Egyptian religion within the archaic, pre-axial paradigm, despite its

extraordinary theological imagination.*"

X%

While the study by Mullins et al. offers a valuable corrective to overgeneralized or idealized
narratives about the Axial Age, its conclusions must be read with caution. The observation that
axial traits appear outside the traditionally recognized core regions does not, in itself, invalidate
the axial thesis. Rather, it invites a more flexible understanding of axiality—not as a rigid, tightly
bound historical package, but as a constellation or family of traits that can manifest under
varying conditions. In this sense, the heuristic and comparative value of axiality as a conceptual
category—particularly when decoupled from strict temporal boundaries, as in Eisenstadt’s and

12 Robert N. Bellah, “What is Axial about the Axial Age” (2005), p. 83.

* Jiirgen Habermas, Auch eine Geschichte der Philosophie (2019), p 186 [220]: “Solange die Macht des einen Gottes in der Person des Kénigs
verkorpert bleibt, fehlt ndmlich dem Volk, das an diesen Gott glaubt, fehlt auch dem einzelnen Glaubigen der transzendente Bezugspunkt.”
14 Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. 243.

215 Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. 246.
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Bellah’s pluralistic and evolutionary framing—arguably continues to offer meaningful insights
into patterns of cultural and institutional transformation.

Nonetheless, the study underscores a broader methodological limitation inherent to the
cliodynamic approach. While the Seshat database excels at tracking longue durée patterns and
institutional developments, its reliance on proxy indicators may oversimplify or distort the
complex philosophical, religious, and intellectual phenomena central to the Axial Age. The
reduction of richly contextualized traditions to quantifiable traits—however methodologically
rigorous—risks flattening historical nuance. That ancient Egypt, as early as 2500 BCE, registers
more axial “proxies” than Axial Age China (according to the figure on page 612, which is a little
hard to read though), poses a significant interpretive dilemma: either the Axial Age thesis, as
traditionally understood, is entirely unfounded, or the operationalization of axiality in this
study is flawed.

It is beyond the scope of this thesis to conduct a full evaluation of the data and methods
employed, but I am inclined to lean towards the latter. Quantitative “data-crunching”
methodologies, especially when applied to complex ideological transformations, often suffer
from shallow definitions and poor contextualization. The notion that decades of historical,
sociological, and philosophical scholarship might be overturned by a single dataset is, in my
view, implausible. Indeed, the authors themselves appear to recognize this as they refrain from
drawing such sweeping conclusions, despite what their dataset suggests—perhaps indicating
their own reservations about the broader implications of their findings.

Analysis: Limitations of the Axial Approach to Historiography

In the following I will refrain from putting forth my own criticism of the Axial Age thesis or the
field itself and instead focus on what I consider the major limitations in regard to its relevance
to and application in the historiographical sciences.

One of the greatest limitations of the axial approach to historiography is of course that very
few historians, if any, master all the ancient languages of the four or five civilizations in
question—and it is probably beyond the capacity of most to ever obtain such mastery in one
human lifetime. But even if we compromise on the language skills and allow ourselves to rely
on translations of the source material, it is still a hugely demanding undertaking to become
sufficiently knowledgeable about all of the axial cultures in order to produce quality research.
Doing proper research on ancient civilizations is already one of the most difficult disciplines
within the historiographical sciences; not only because it requires a certain proficiency in
ancient and often extinct languages, but also because it requires comprehensive knowledge
about a society and a time so vastly different from one’s own. This alone makes it hard to
specialize in more than one of the axial civilizations. But even if one were to acquire this level
of academic scholarship, it still is not entirely obvious how we should go about using this
knowledge, and what exactly the point would be of working with multiple simultaneous yet
unrelated case studies.

Now, it is clear that the axial approach to history is well-suited for conducting comparative
sociological studies. We can draw parallels with the emerging field of comparative studies of the
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Roman and Han empires which has produced some very interesting results in recent years.*'¢

Such studies can help us discern between universal and more culturally specific societal
patterns, alleviate euro-centric biases, and improve our understanding of the general
institutional frameworks in agrarian civilizations. The advantages that such trans-cultural
approaches can have to our sociological understanding of past—and present—societies ought
to be so obvious that they do not need any further elaborations here. But can the axial approach
also improve our historiographical understanding? Can it help us make better sense of past
events? And have historians simply missed out on a useful methodology, or have they
appropriately avoided an approach that is not very suitable to their field of study? If we look at
how historians usually go about their work, it may in fact be indicative of the latter.

Having an extensive knowledge of Chinese civilization does not hurt when analyzing
ancient Greek sources—but it probably does not help much either. A career path dedicated to
the study of four or five ancient civilizations will, however (for most mortal scholars), make it
rather difficult to compete with colleagues who have specialized in just one. In all likelihood,
the quality of one’s research will simply be higher by limiting oneself to a single axial
civilization. But even if we imagined the presence of some superhuman capacity in a single
genius scholar, consistently producing top quality research on both ancient Greece, China, and
India—it still begs the questions how one should go about studying the Persian Wars, the
Warring States Period in China, and the political situation in the Mahajanapada period
simultaneously, or if such an approach would make any sense at all? Surely, making informed
comparisons between these historical cases could probably produce some interesting results,
but working simultaneously with chronologically parallel but otherwise completely unrelated
source material is hardly conducive to the act of doing actual historiographical research:
producing new knowledge about past events, historical figures, and particular life conditions or
cultural discourses in a particular context. It may be a great boon to have a scholar that is
knowledgeable about all of the axial civilizations putting together a textbook on world history,
or teaching first-year university students an overview course on the emergence of human
civilizations—but this particular skillset is simply less of an advantage for producing the kind
of novel discoveries that enter the frontpage of historiographical journals. As such, it is little
wonder that the Axial Age thesis has not been more widely adopted by historiographical
researchers.

%

Historians are however not the only ones to have resisted or ignored the axial thesis. Most
sociologists have not been eager to adopt it either. Despite having rid itself of the most esoteric
aspects of Jaspers’ original thesis, along with his eurocentrism, and despite the high-quality
research that has been produced the last couple of decades, the field of Axial Age research—if
we can even talk about such a thing—is still limited to a very small number of scholars. And

216 For example: Rebecca Robinson, Imperial Cults: Religion and Politics in the Early Han and Roman Empires (Oxford University Press, 2023);
Walter Scheidel (ed.), State Power in Ancient China and Rome (Oxford Studies in Early Empires) (Oxford University Press, 2015); Guido
Alfani, Michele Bolla & Walter Scheidel, “A comparison of income inequality in the Roman and Chinese Han empires”, Nature
Communications (2025); Jack Tribolet, “Military Comparison of the Han Dynasty and the Roman Republic”, Comparative Civilizations Review
(2024).
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why is that? Well, the reason may be as simple as the fact that grande histoire is not in vogue—
and has not been since Jean-Frangois Lyotard in 1979 defined our new postmodern condition
as “incredulity towards all metanarratives”. The grand narrative of modernity, that rationality
and science eventually would produce a perfect utopia, did not survive the post-war period’s
critical assessments of the social and environmental consequences of modern civilization. The
subsequent collapse of socialism, and its corresponding grand narrative of dialectical
materialism, put the final nail in the coffin and discredited any such attempts at grand,
overarching narratives thereafter. Accordingly, petite histoire has been the dominant doctrine
within the historiographical sciences at least since the end of the Cold War.

This does not mean that grande histoire or metanarratives have been entirely absent during
the last decades, however, but it has mainly been a prominent phenomenon in popular non-
fiction. Yuval Harari and David Graeber might have sold a lot of books, but that is (luckily) not
sufficient to change the mind of serious scholars. And while Robert Bellah and David Christian
(a historian who wrote a massive book—Maps of Time: An Introduction to Big History—about
the history of the world beginning with the Big Bang) may have gotten the respect of the
academic community—having demonstrated impressive rigor and scholarly craftmanship—it
would be a hard stretch to claim that their accomplishments have been trendsetting.

Yet, it is not that the Axial Age thesis runs completely counter to the dominant intellectual
currents of the past four decades. It is arguably more an issue of aiming slightly outside the outer
limits of the target ring of contemporary academia: The axial discourse is “trans-cultural”, rather
than “multi-cultural”; and it is “pre-colonial’, rather than “post-colonial”’—hence, the Axial Age
strays just outside the margins of what has been academically kosher in the humanities since
the end of the Cold War. This liminal condition of being close, but not quite there, can explain
why the axial thesis has kept resurfacing, but never becoming firmly established, nor entirely
dismissed or discredited either.

In the following I will explore and discuss how this odd fellow of the humanities could
become a helpful tool to scholars across multiple disciplines if we managed to adequately define
it and carefully integrate it into our existing intellectual frameworks. This is not just a normative
claim—that the Axial Age is an “amazing” thesis—but more a claim about the axial thesis
containing and enabling the visibility of historiographical “truths” that would be hard to discern
without it.
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PART FOUR: Axiality as a Qualitative,
not a Chronological Category

“Modernity is a qualitative, not a chronological category”
—Theodor Adorno

In the following I would like to explore if and how historians should go about using the Axial
Age thesis in their work. But before we go on to assessing the historiographical potentials of the
axial thesis, let us first address the periodization issue.

Admittedly, it is not very likely that the notion of an Axial Age is going to replace, or even
complement, the already established periodization conventions within the historiographical
sciences; not only because conventions tend to be impossible to change as long as they are
convenient (which the current ones are), but also because the Axial Age as a new historical
period at best makes little to no difference to the field of historiography—and at worst may
create more problems than it solves.

First of all, it is simply quite hard to see what exactly it would be that historians would gain
from renaming the first half of antiquity—and it is even harder to see what sinologists and
Chinese historians would gain from merging the traditional periodization of the Spring and
Autumn period (c. 771 - c. 481 BCE) and the Warring States period (c. 475 - 221 BCE) and
replace it with the Axial Age. These established, yet incompatible, periodization standards have
served their respective historiographical communities well because they are based on the events
that historians generally consider the defining moments in shaping the historical trajectories of
the civilizations in question. It is worth mentioning that the Eastern Zhou dynasty (770-256
BCE), which covers both of the abovementioned periods, fits neatly into Jaspers’ original
periodization (800-200 BCE). However, it is difficult to see what the axial qualities of the Eastern
Zhou should have been that the Western Zhou (c. 1046 — 771 BCE) lacked. After all, the two
defining moments of the axial turn in China happened with the Western Zhou’s establishment
of the Mandate of Heaven around 1046 BCE and with Confucius (c. 551 - c. 479 BCE), the first
great Chinese thinker, who began his work many centuries after the Eastern Zhou took over the
imperial mantle in China. Jaspers’ starting point around 800 BCE may work well in a European
context since this is the time of the great Greek poems, the Odyssey and the Iliad, which
conventionally is regarded as the beginning of classical antiquity—but in China it simply makes
little sense to see this particular century as the defining watershed moment as it falls right
between the two most important developments of the axial turn in the Chinese context. Since
the problem of trans-cultural periodization has already been thoroughly critiqued since the
beginning of the debate about the Axial Age I will refrain from pursuing the matter further here
and simply mention that similar arguments have been made for the other non-European

civilizations.?”

*17 For a critical assessment of the periodization issue of the Axial Age thesis see: Antony Black, “The ‘Axial Period”: What Was It and What
Does It Signify?”, The Review of Politics, Winter, 2008, Vol. 70, No. 1, Special Issue on Comparative Political Theory (2008), pp. 23-39. + John
D. Boy & John Torpey, “Inventing the axial age: the origins and uses of a historical concept”, Theory and Society, May 2013, Vol. 42, No. 3
(2013), pp. 241-259.
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In any case. Having different systems of periodization applying to different cultures is not a
huge problem in and of itself, and converting to a global universal standard would not only
create a lot of confusion (given that many would refuse to adopt the new convention, and since
it would not eradicate the previous periodization system from occurring in older literature).
Having a “one-size-fits-all” periodization would simply leave us with a poorer standard that in
the particular cultural contexts would be even more arbitrary than the ones it replaced. The
various systems of periodization that are in use across nations and academic disciplines may be
completely incompatible with each other, but they make sense in their particular geo-historical
contexts and tend to serve the specific needs of their users. It is clear that the concept of the
“Middle Ages” makes no sense outside Europe, and it is not surprising that the concept of the
“Viking Age” remains largely confined to Scandinavian historiography**—but that is hardly a
problem. The “Iron Age” is a very useful category among archaeologists, just like the “Rococo
period” is among art historians, but outside their specific domains of origin they tend to be of
lesser utility. The Axial Age is no different.

Scholars on the Axial Age tend to focus primarily on the cultural, religious, and
philosophical transformations of the period, but very little on specific events, political
developments, and even less on the histories of particular states or political leaders—the bread
and butter for most historians. As such, it is little wonder that it has mainly been sociologists,
researchers of religion, and philosophers who have used the Axial Age as a concept, while
historians have largely ignored it. The Axial Age discourse may involve topics that are of great
interest to most historians, but it simply does not revolve around the events they consider the
defining moments in history—thus failing to meet the credentials required to earn the
distinguished honor of being referred to as an “age” And here I think we are approaching the
crux of the matter.

First of all, it is very easy to dismiss the existence of a distinct historical age (and in the age
of “incredulity towards grand narratives” it is even a virtue to do so), while it is very hard to
defend the reasons for introducing such a new age. Having a group of non-historians claiming
to have identified a new “age” is already a hard sell in the historiographical community—
proclaiming this supposed age to be a universal phenomenon cutting across and applying to
most of the civilizations of the ancient world is almost certain to close the door hermetically.
Historians are simply not in need of another age—especially not one constructed by an esoteric
philosopher 80 years ago that a few fringe sociologists and scholars of religious studies have
carried on using.

However, historians are not entirely alien to sociological terms and theories; quite the
contrary, many of the most distinguished scholars in the historiographical sciences frequently
engage with the works of Marx, Weber, Habermas, Foucault, and others. Sociology has
consistently influenced historiography and helped historians produce new insights and
knowledge that would not have been possible otherwise. The sociological discourse on
modernity, for example, has not only provided the theoretical framework from which our
current categories of periodization have been derived (pre-modern, early-modern, modern
period), it has also profoundly shaped the ways historians have analyzed and thought about

218 With the exception of the odd British historian, strangely tending to exhibit less celebratory fancies about the period’s accomplishments.
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their source material. Theories on modernization provide a solid theoretic backdrop that
informs us about the particular ways in which societies function on different stages of
development, in turn shaping the corresponding discourses in which the source material has
been written, which we can then learn and apply to our interpretations and help us make better
sense of the worldviews of the authors we study. The theories on the Axial Age may hold a
similar potential. But if the Axial Age thesis were to offer such promising insights, we will need
to investigate why it has not been more influential.

To begin with we should probably look at the way in which this research has been labeled:
The simple fact that most of the scholars that have been presented in this paper have kept using
Jaspers’ original phrasing of a so-called “Axial Age”, rather than the arguably more theoretically
applicable term “axiality” may—unintendedly—have contributed to preventing the recognition
and further application of their research; not only by historians who have good reasons to
dismiss such constructs from scholars outside their field—but even by most sociologists, feeling
compelled to deconstruct such a, on the surface, fanciful construct. But if we concede that the
content of this research nonetheless contains some unique and valuable insights about the
qualities of the intellectual, religious, and institutional changes of the 1% millennium BCE—then
it is arguably a missed opportunity to advance our understanding of human civilization.

As such, by moving focus away from the “when-abouts”—and “if-abouts”—of an “Axial
Age”, and instead begin treating axiality as a qualitative, and not a chronological category, if you
allow me to paraphrase Adorno, it would prevent us from wasting more time on unsolvable
periodization dilemmas that distract us from appreciating and making use of the knowledge
and perspectives that the Axial Age researchers have produced. Axiality is, by all means, a
suitable sociological umbrella term to describe the distinct qualities that emerged with the great
religions, philosophies, and wisdom traditions—and it is arguably preferable that we distinguish
between pre-axial and post-axial societal developments rather than labeling everything before
the Renaissance “pre-modern”.

The case I am laboring to make is, as implied by my reference to Adorno, that axiality as a
sociological category, in terms of making sense of societal developmental patterns, is on par with
the well-established category of “modernity”. That is, in all humility, a very large claim that
obviously needs some very compelling explanations to why, then, axiality has not already
become more universally acknowledged in academia. After all, if it is such a useful category,
and since it has been around for decades, the clumsy phrasing of an “age” simply cannot be the
entire explanation. There must be other, more critical factors, at play to have prevented its wider
usage. One of these is probably to be found in the way the humanities is structured according
to distinct academic fields of specialization such as sociology, anthropology, and historiography.
Let me expand upon this last point.

The simple reason that most mainstream sociologists, if we start there, have not bothered to
make any further differentiations to the pre-modern category is in all likelihood derived from
the very fact that sociology is largely concerned with contemporary society, not ancient society.
Thus, having additional categories to apply to past societies that are no longer in existence is
just not very useful. Of course, the pre-modern category is generally considered too broad to be
applied to both traditional religious societies, subscribing to some form of organized moral
religion, and to indigenous contexts, in which communities sustain themselves through hunting
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and gathering and adhere to animistic beliefs. Accordingly, many anthropologists, who make
up the majority of those studying the latter, make explicit or at least implicit distinctions
between foraging and agrarian societies (or the distinct elements of any complex combination
of these two modes). However, there is generally little to no distinction between pre-axial and
axial (or post-axial) societies among both sociologists and anthropologists. This probably has
to do with the simple fact that there are no pre-axial agrarian civilizations left in the world to
study. The world presently contains people who practice animist rituals, and the world presently
contains peoples and entire societies who subscribe to the worldview of one or several of the
Axial Age (or derived thereof) religions—but we do not have any pyramid-building civilizations
with god-kings, temple scribes, and high-priests performing sacrificial rituals to the god of war
in front of their subjects. And once (or if) foragers and horticulturalists make the transition
from animistic and traditional nature and folk religions these days, they tend to go directly to
one of the axial religions (usually Christianity or Islam).

Accordingly, our conception of the pre-modern may in fact be more or less synonymous
with what has already been described as “axiality”. With pre-modern societies, we simply mean
axial (or post-axial) societies. So once again, why, then, should we bother about axiality?

The pre-modern category may suffice when we study contemporary societies, but it poses
certain problems when we apply this sweeping category to all historical societies between the
agrarian revolution and the modern age. Although historians often make the distinction
between “bronze age” and “iron age” civilizations, and even if Western historiography makes
the distinction between “ancient history” and “antiquity”, this is arguably not the most optimal
way of seeing things: the former refers to qualities that are more suitable for archaeologists,
while the latter is an arbitrary chronological category that does not refer to any qualities at all.

One of the problems with the Bronze Age category, taken as a qualitative indication of socio-
cultural development, is, for example, that it does not account for the fact that Sub-Saharan
Africa skipped the Bronze Age altogether and went directly from the Stone Age to the Iron Age.
Does that imply that the Africans skipped a stage of socio-cultural development? Of course not.
They simply did not have access to tin and copper and only developed metallurgy once they
learned how to extract iron. The transition from bronze to iron may correlate with the axial turn
in certain parts of the world, but it is not a universally applicable category—and metallurgy is
arguably not the defining trait that characterized the difference between the two stages of
societal development. We can also use the example of the Mayan civilization that used a material
known as obsidian in similar ways as bronze in Eurasia, for decorations, weapons, tools etc.
Obsidian is a naturally occurring volcanic glass, and technically therefore a rock. Does this
mean that the Mayans should be referred to as a “Stone Age civilization”? Of course not. They
were a pre-axial civilization comparable to the Egyptians and Mesopotamians, and arguably of
a higher social complexity than Bronze Age Greece or Israel.

Accordingly, historiography could benefit from the qualitative distinctions between pre-
axiality and post-axiality and thereby make use of the sociological distinctions between these
two forms of societies, just like the discourse on modernity, instead of relying on imprecise
archaeological and arbitrary chronological categories.

However, there may be one simple problem that prevents this usage from becoming the new
standard: namely that the vast majority of historians do not conduct any work whatsoever on
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the pre-axial period. In fact, in many, if not most, historical institutions, there is not a single
scholar who is specialized in the ancient civilizations preceding antiquity, or comparable
civilizations elsewhere (here I am mainly thinking about the indigenous high civilizations of the
Americas). Often, such endeavors, rare as they are, are confined to separate institutions, such as
Egyptology, Pre-Columbian studies, etc. Of course, the source material is rather limited and
difficult to work with, thus requiring special conditions, which, in institutional terms,
consequently “silos oft” the study of pre-axial civilizations from mainstay historiography.

In any case. If axiality is nothing new, since it is already implicit in our theoretical
conceptions of the pre-modern, while the only theoretical novelty is the distinction that there
is such a thing as pre-axiality, but almost no one studies the history of pre-axial civilizations, it
obviously once again begs the question why we should bother about axiality at all?

Indeed, axiality is of little use if it is simply intended to rename our current categories of
ancient history and antiquity. But if we treat it as a qualitative rather than a chronological
category, and see axiality as an unfinished project, a pattern of societal development that runs
parallel with the mechanisms of productive and political coordination of agrarian civilization,
it can help us discern between different modes of societal operation that have emerged and co-
existed at different times and in different locations throughout history.

For instance, if we return to the example of the early Romans and the Vikings, both
chronologically falling within the axial and post-axial period respectively, the qualitative
approach to axiality can help us make better sense of the socio-cultural developments that
brought an end to the so-called “Viking Age” and turned the Roman Empire into the Roman
Church. Although the historical specifics of both of these developments on the surface could
not be more different, the shared logic underlying the axial transition becomes apparent when
we analyze them through the lens of sociocultural transformation rather than chronology. In
the case of Scandinavia, the Christianization of Norse societies—alongside the gradual decline
of kin-based raiding economies and the rise of centralized monarchies—mirrored, in delayed
fashion, the shift towards more universalistic moral codes, institutionalized religion, and literate
bureaucracy that had already taken place in the Mediterranean a millennium earlier. Likewise,
the Roman Empire’s metamorphosis into the Roman Church, far from being a purely political
or theological transformation, can be seen as the deepening of axial patterns: the embedding of
transcendental moral authority into the institutional structure of society, the elevation of
literacy and dogma as sources of legitimacy, and the displacement of divine kingship with
abstract conceptions of universal law and salvation.

This qualitative lens can also help us make better sense of the pre-Columbian high
civilizations of the Americas as well. Rather than treating these societies as underdeveloped
counterparts of the Eurasian empires, they might be more accurately compared with the pre-
axial civilizations of Mesopotamia or ancient Egypt—civilizations organized around sacral
kingship, temple economies, and cyclical cosmologies, rather than the moralizing
transcendentalism that characterizes axiality. Indeed, in terms of ideological structure and
political organization, the Inca or Aztec empires have more in common with the Sumerians
than with the Romans. Recognizing this does not diminish their sophistication, but allows us
to place them within a more accurate comparative framework—one that does not assume a
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unilinear trajectory towards European-style development, but acknowledges multiple modes of
civilizational complexity.

In this sense, axiality provides a powerful heuristic for distinguishing between different
civilizational logics—not on the basis of when they occurred, but on the basis of how they
organized meaning, authority, and social coordination. The axial turn occurred at different
times in different places—or, in some cases, not at all—and its diffusion has been uneven,
recursive, and often incomplete. But the presence or absence of axial traits—such as universal
moral discourse, abstract philosophical reasoning, literate canonization, and institutionalized
transcendence—can serve as important indicators of a civilization’s socio-cultural
configuration, regardless of its place on the timeline.

To conclude, the value of axiality for historians does not lie in its potential to redefine
periodization, but in its potential to enhance our understanding of civilizational dynamics. Just
as “modernity” helps us interpret the structures and tensions of contemporary society, so too
can “axiality” help us grasp the moral, symbolic, and institutional shifts that redefined ancient
societies and continue to inform much of the world today. If historians can learn to treat axiality
as a sociological category rather than a chronological claim, they may find in it a rich and
versatile framework—one that not only bridges disciplinary divides, but also sheds new light on
the long, uneven transformations that have shaped human history.

Reflections on Axiality in a Contemporary Comparative
Perspective

This thesis has hopefully demonstrated that axiality not only is a relevant concept for
sociologists and historians alike, but also, that axiality should be regarded as its “own thing”, a
distinct socio-cultural stage of development, and not merely as the earliest beginnings of
modernity. Merlin Donald’s notion of the “theoretic culture” that began in the Axial Age and
later became a defining trait in modern society arguably has many merits, but it is hardly a
suitable candidate to replace the century-old discourse on modernity and the well-established
theoretical frameworks it has produced from Durkheim, over Max Weber, to our own
contemporary Anthony Giddens. I am not claiming that there is an undisputed consensus
regarding how we should define and understand modernity, evident by the lasting influence of
critical theorists such as Theodor Adorno and Zygmunt Bauman—and even Schmuel Eisenstadt
(through his notion of “multiple modernities”)—but there is nonetheless a broad consensus
that the societal transformations of the past few centuries are historically unprecedented.

For example: The axial turn may have questioned the legitimacy of political domination and
sought to subordinate it to a higher ethical or cosmological order—yet it did not produce
anything like modern constitutionalism, the division of powers, or universal political rights.
The axial turn may also have differentiated the political from the divine—but the differentiation
between the political, religious, and scientific domains that is so central to Weberian
modernization theory is nowhere to be found neither in theory nor practice before the modern
age. It is tempting to see Aristoteles, who used inductions from observations to infer general
principles, and Ibn al-Haytham, who emphasized the importance of experimentation, as early
expressions of empiricism and scientific reasoning—yet neither developed a system resembling
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the modern scientific method with its insistence on intersubjective verifiability and
institutionalized peer review. Intersubjective verification is arguably the epistemic core not only
of modern science, but also of modern markets and democratic institutions—each relying on
generalized procedures of interpersonal validation, whether of truth claims, prices, or political
legitimacy. This is a uniquely modern phenomenon.

It must be acknowledged that certain elements of modernity—such as literacy, codification,
and reflexive ethics—have roots in the Axial Age. But this is no different from observing that
other foundational building blocks of modernity, like mathematics, concrete, and alcohol
fermentation, predate the axial period altogether. Historical genealogy, while illuminating, does
not itself imply structural equivalence.

Indeed, if we argue that axiality is a socio-cultural stage comparable to modernity, we must
recognize that the axial turn did not lead to the complete upheavals that the agricultural or
industrial revolutions did. The fundamental bases of production (agrarian labor), political
authority (a monopoly on organized violence accountable only to itself), and symbolic
reproduction (elite literary cultures) remained largely intact. In this light, the axial turn was
transformative primarily in the normative and symbolic domains—not in the material
organization of life. Only the Agricultural Revolution and the rise of industrial capitalism
introduced such comprehensive structural transformations.

It is beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss which of these transformations was more
consequential, and whether the axial turn deserves equal comparison with the agricultural and
industrial revolutions. In most cases we would probably end up comparing apples and pears
and never reach a fruitful conclusion anyway (pun intended). What does bear emphasis,
however, is that the axial turn inaugurated a new mode of symbolic and moral critique, rather
than a systemic reordering of the economic or political structures.

The recurrent insistence on tracing the genealogy of modernity to the Axial Age likely stems
from an understandable desire to render the axial thesis more relevant by projecting its
innovations forward into our own era. And while there is some justification for this—especially
in the development of moral universalism, theoretical reasoning, and politically autonomous
institutions—it may be more informative to adjust the comparative lens.

So perhaps, instead of comparing the axial turn with modernity as such, we might better
grasp its significance by moving our gaze towards the critics of modernity—or more accurately,
the critics of capitalism, colonialism, and industrial civilization—to better understand what
axiality entails and to draw more meaningful parallels with contemporary dynamics. The
righteous rebels of the Axial Age—Socrates, the Hebrew prophets, the Buddha, Confucius—did
not seize power or redesign society from above, but in their reaction against the contradictions
and perceived injustices of agrarian civilization they articulated alternative visions of life, ethics,
and salvation that stood in critical tension with prevailing institutions. However, our
contemporary industrial civilization has its own righteous rebels, reacting against the
contradictions and perceived injustices of modern civilization—those who, like their axial
counterparts, reflect from within (or at the margins of) a dominant system and call its
legitimacy into question. Today’s environmentalists, feminists, queer theorists, and postcolonial
thinkers often function as “moral upstarts,” as Bellah puts it, who challenge the self-evidence of
modern industrial-capitalist rationality. The same structural position—a relatively autonomous
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stratum of intellectuals and dissidents, operating on the periphery of power but within earshot
of it—appears in both the axial and modern cases. When Benjamin Schwartz speaks about the
axial strain towards transcendence as a “critical, reflective questioning of the actual and a new
vision of what lies beyond”,*" it is not difficult to see the similarity with the Occupy movement’s
slogan “Another World Is Possible” The Epicureans and Christians of antiquity, and the
LGBTQ, post-colonial, and anti-capitalist movements of modernity, may differ in content and
purpose, but they all have in common that they are fueled by rebellious thinkers—whether that
is Epicurus or Christ, or Marx, Foucault, or Judith Butler. This analogy is more than rhetorical.
Like the axial prophets and sages, contemporary moral critics—queer theorists, climate
activists, postcolonial philosophers—articulate transcendent normative horizons in the face of
entrenched systemic realities.

One major theme in contemporary criticism or critique of society is its insufficient room
for uniqueness or needs, talents, perspectives, and personalities. Mass society with its
standardized solutions for schooling, healthcare, labor markets, and consumption has been the
target of many critical voices, including those of intellectuals, movements, and counter-cultures.
It is difficult to pin down one key element to these critiques, as their forms vary so greatly.
However, it may be argued that there is a clear parallel to the axial quality of seeing the
individual: Not, then, the individual as the creator of their own destiny, as an image of
independence and rational agency, but rather as an expression of distinctly unique relational
qualities. It can be argued that the critics of modern or contemporary society have in common
that they believe that there is a lack of sensitivity, understanding of, and respect towards people’s
differences. Such individuality entails ideals such as dealing with vulnerability and shame, with
defining one’s own voice even if it has been repressed, and understanding how each of us is
shaped by our positions in society. It is an individualism that honors not just the Elon Musks of
the world, but also the Greta Thunbergs. This, quite clearly, mirrors the birth of an “individual”
standing and being defined before universal or axial principles (God, Atman, and so forth).

The role of second-order thinking in enabling the reflexivity that made the axial turn
possible finds a compelling contemporary analogue in the deconstructive and critical-
theoretical currents that have shaped today’s environmental and social justice movements. Just
as axial thinkers engaged in radical questioning of the inherited cosmological and political
orders—articulating normative visions that transcended ritual-bound tradition—so too have
post-structuralist thinkers challenged the foundational assumptions of modernity itself.
Emerging as a reaction to the perceived limits of the Enlightenment paradigm, post-
structuralist critique has exposed the constructed, contingent, and power-laden character of
what were once seen as universal truths: reason, progress, democracy, even what constitutes the
individual self. This has arguably resulted in a new kind of disenchantment—not merely of
religion, as in Weber’s classic formulation, but of modernity’s own sacred symbols. So just like
the axial rebels desacralized the authority and legitimacy of kings and priests, today’s rebels
have stripped the overseers of modernity—scientists, government officials, liberal institutions—
of their enchanted aura of infallibility and moral purity. And in doing so, rejected their claim to
possess a special hotline to truth, justice, and beauty.

2! Benjamin Schwartz, “The Age of Transcendence” (1975), p. 3.
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This growing reflexivity mirrors the axial breakthrough in form, if not in content. As Hans
Joas has noted, the Axial Age involved not only the reflexivization of religion but the emergence
of transcendence as a source of critique—a vantage point beyond the mundane from where the
world can be judged. Similarly, today’s critical discourses open a space for standing outside the
normative framework of late capitalist modernity: not to re-enchant the world with new
dogmas, but to desacralize its deepest assumptions. The result is what we might call a second-
order disenchantment: not only of myth and magic, but also of modernity’s own secular gods.

X%

Just as Habermas argued that the Axial Age emerged from the “cognitive dissonance” triggered

2% we can interpret the

by the accumulation of written knowledge within agrarian civilization,
critical turn of late modernity as a structurally analogous phenomenon. It is hardly a
coincidence that the student uprisings of the late 1960s erupted in the wealthiest parts of the
world just as universities opened their gates to broader segments of the population. The
expansion of higher education in postwar capitalist societies created a new stratum of relatively
privileged youths, but with little to no political influence, who suddenly got access to the
massive knowledge production of modern civilization. Once access to critical theories—
Marxism, existentialism, psychoanalysis—became democratized, the celebratory narrative of
liberal democracy began to appear deeply hypocritical and contradictory in light of the
perceived injustices of colonialism, labor exploitation, racial and gender inequality, and
militarist interventions abroad. Thinkers such as Marx, Sartre, and Herbert Marcuse articulated
these critiques prior to this period, but it was only once they became intelligible and actionable
to a mass cohort of educated youths that the countercultural movements gained momentum.
Comparable to the axial innovation of the synagogue—which first articulated the possibility
of a religious community decoupled from a fixed sacred geography—today’s counter-
movements function as “mobile temples”: dispersed yet symbolically coherent spaces of
belonging. Defying modern conceptions about formal membership, bureaucratic structure, and
legal codification—such as political parties, labor unions, or NGOs—these movements cultivate
shared ethical commitments, affective bonds, and symbolic universes without requiring
centralized institutions. Their cohesion rests not on hierarchical organization but on ritualized
performances, ethical vocabularies, and iconic figures—canonic texts and exemplary lives that
serve as moral compasses. They challenge and reassert sacred or ethical ideals in new symbolic
forms, and many of its communal expressions, such as queer pride parades, animist inspired
eco-rituals, feminist consciousness-raising circles, and so forth, all function as contemporary
analogues to Buddhist sanghas, Stoic circles, and prophetic gatherings. They can all be said to
draw on what Hans Joas calls the “reflexivization of the sacred,”** creating symbolic space for
the rearticulation of meaning against degraded or instrumentalized orders. Whether these
movements will enter an institutionalization phase similar to the axial religions of the post-axial
period, remains uncertain. Some already show signs of institutional sedimentation:
intersectional frameworks increasingly shape academic curricula and public discourse;

0 Jiirgen Habermas, Auch eine Geschichte der Philosophie (2019), p. 296 [314].
22! Hans Joas, The Power of The Sacred (2021), p. 163, 192.
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restorative justice is reshaping legal paradigms; corporate DEI and sustainability programs
incorporate ethical vocabularies once confined to activist circles. Others remain in liminal or
protest-oriented modes. But all reveal the latent continuity of the axial spirit: the mobilization
of intellectual critique and moral universalism against systems that deny their own foundational
ideals.

Whether or not we are currently living through a “second Axial Age” is of course debatable.
Robert Bellah remained skeptical, writing: “If we are, there should be a new cultural form
emerging. Maybe I am blind, but I don’t see it. What I think we have is a crisis of incoherence
and a need to integrate in new ways the dimensions we have had since the axial age.”*** I would
argue that if Bellah had looked closer at today’s rebels, he might indeed have seen the lineaments
of such a form—not in a single world religion or philosophy, but in the polycentric constellation
of mobile temples: movements and countercultures that rework ancient ideals into
contemporary contexts—queer spirituality, eco-rituals, feminist ethics, decolonial
epistemologies. These formations may not yet constitute a coherent civilizational breakthrough,
but they embody a reactivated axiality, refracted through the lenses of modern fragmentation.
What we may be witnessing, then, is not a second Axial Age in the strict sense, but a reactivation
of axial capacities within the modern (and postmodern) context. In this reading, axiality is not
a historical period confined to the first millennium BCE, but a mode of world-disclosure: a way
of making visible the transcendent within the immanent, of reimagining order from a position
of critical distance.

What remains to be seen is whether this reactivated axiality will enter an institutionalization
phase—whether today’s righteous rebels will generate enduring societal models of order, or
whether they will dissolve into the ephemerality of protest and critique. Either way, they
illuminate the enduring relevance of axiality—not as the past origin of modernity, but as its
persistent counter-image.

In conclusion, axiality should be understood not merely as a precursor to modernity, but as
a perennial possibility: a structural position within cultural evolution that reemerges whenever
societies face crises of legitimacy, meaning, or coordination. It is the standpoint of the righteous
rebel, the critical intellectual, the utopian dreamer—standing outside the temple, but invoking
its deepest truths.

22 Robert N. Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution (2011), p. xix.
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Conclusion

Since its inception, the Axial Age thesis has aroused both fascination and skepticism within
scholarly discourse, ranging between grandiose claims about its implications and outright
dismissal of its status as a legitimate historiographical category. Yet, as this study has shown, its
significance lies less in identifying a fixed historical period than in illuminating a set of
interlinked socio-cultural and institutional processes that fundamentally reshaped—and
continues to reshape—the moral and cosmological horizons of human civilization. When
understood in this reconstructed sense, axiality becomes a conceptual lens for examining how
new forms of textual canonization, transcendence, second-order thinking, disembedding,
individuality, and soteriological religious orientations emerged across diverse cultural settings
and subsequently structured patterns of critique, authority, and world-interpretation.

Across the intellectual genealogy traced here—from Jaspers’ philosophical universalism,
through Eisenstadt’s civilizational sociology and Bellah’s evolutionary cultural analysis, to
Habermas’ developmental reconstruction—one finds a recurring attempt to grapple with far-
reaching transformations in the relation between myth and reason, immanence and
transcendence, order and critique. Despite their divergent emphases, these theorists converge
on one central insight: that certain societies generated novel symbolic forms capable of
stabilizing disrupted social worlds while simultaneously enabling their critique. These
transformations did not merely accompany broader historical changes; they helped structure
the very conditions under which meaning, legitimacy, and reflexive self-understanding could
be negotiated.

The methodological orientation of this thesis—reconstructive, comparative, and
genealogically sensitive—has sought to clarify these structural elements by distilling them from
the interdisciplinary literature and thematically consolidating them through qualitative coding
and cross-textual triangulation. This approach does not claim to arbitrate between competing
chronologies of axial transformations or to identify a single empirical “moment.” Rather, it aims
to render analytically explicit the conceptual architecture that makes axiality intelligible as a
historiographically relevant category. By reconstructing axiality as a family of interrelated
structural qualities rather than as a bounded temporal epoch, the thesis aligns with Habermas’
emphasis on developmental-logical distinctions while resisting the temptation to identify the
axial turn as a form of proto-modernity.

In this light, axiality is best understood as a heuristic category—a flexible, yet conceptually
disciplined interpretive tool through which historians can illuminate long-term cultural and
institutional developments that the broad category of “pre-modernity” tends to obscure. At the
same time, the thesis has taken seriously the risks posed by such macro-analytical constructs:
their susceptibility to overgeneralization, their vulnerability to charges of anachronism, and
their uneasy fit within the post-Lyotardian suspicion of grand narratives. A critical engagement
with these limitations reveals not that axiality should be discarded, but that its value depends
on methodological transparency, reflexive self-limitation, and careful conceptual
reconstruction.

For historians, the axial turn invites a mode of inquiry attuned to the interplay between
symbolic forms and social structure—how textual canonization reorganizes authority; how

87



The Axial Turn

transcendence and second-order thinking open new spaces for moral critique; how social and
symbolic disembedding transforms the relationship between individuals, communities, and the
cosmic order; and how new soteriological visions reorient religion. These are not merely relics
of the first millennium BCE. They remain central to understanding the subsequent
developments in religious, political, and intellectual history, and they speak directly to the
broader historiographical question of how societies formulate universals, stabilize meaning in
moments of rupture, and institutionalize the conditions for critique.

Ultimately, the major contribution of this thesis lies in demonstrating that axiality, when
decoupled from rigid periodization and clarified through reconstructive analysis, retains
substantial historiographical utility. It offers a means of mediating between empirical research
and higher-order interpretive frameworks, serving as an intermediary category that can bridge
disciplinary divides without collapsing into metaphysics or developmental teleology. The six
structural qualities reconstructed here are not offered as a definitive taxonomy but as a well-
grounded proposal for how axiality can be conceptualized in a manner that is analytically
productive, historically sensitive, and theoretically coherent.

The fact that the Axial Age thesis continues to generate debate across various academic
disciplines—and today, more than 70 years after Jaspers published The Origin and Goal of
History, seems to gain more traction than ever—is a testament to its enduring historiographical
vitality and relevance.
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