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What was the Axial Revolution?
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Any view about the long-term history of religion turns on an interpretation of the Axial age. What was the nature of the Axial revolution? This is sometimes spoken of the coming to be of a new tension “between the transcendental and mundane orders”, involving a new conception of the “transcendental”.
 But ‘transcendental” has more than one meaning. It can designate something like a “going beyond” the human world, or the cosmos (1). But it also can mean the discovery or invention of a new standpoint from which the existing order is cosmos or society can be criticized or denounced (2). Moreover, these two meanings can be linked. The place or being beyond the cosmos may yield the new locus from which critique becomes possible. The Hebrew prophets condemning the practices of Israel in the name of God come to mind.

Again, potentially linked to these two is another change: the introduction of second-order thinking (3), in which the formulae we use to describe or operate in the world themselves come under critical examination.

Possibly linked with these three is another change: what Jan Assman calls “implied globality”
 (4) The notion here is that the transcendent being, or the principles of criticism, may be seen as of relevance not just to our society, but to the whole of humanity.

But the link with our own society may be weakened in another way. Any of the above changes may bring with them a new notion of the philosophical or religious vocation of individuals. Indeed, the changes may themselves be introduced by such individuals who invent or discover new forms of religious or philosophical life. The Buddha or Socrates come to mind. This can be the origin point of a process of disembedding (5), a process I would like to deal with in the following discussion.
These five may be seen as rival accounts of what Axiality consists in, but it might be better to see them as potentially linked changes; in which case, the issue between them would be more like this: which of these changes provides the best starting point from which to understand the linkages in the whole set?

 Without wanting to challenge any of these readings, I would like to suggest a sixth way of conceiving the change. It was a shift from a mode of religious life which involved "feeding the gods", and where the understanding of human good was that of prospering or flourishing (as this was understood); and where the "gods" or spirits were not necessarily unambiguously on the side of human good; to a mode in which a) there is notion of a higher, more complete human good, a notion of complete virtue, or even of a salvation beyond human flourishing (Buddha); while at the same time b) the higher powers on this view are unambiguously on the side of human good. What may survive is a notion of Satan or Mara, spirits which are not ambivalent, but rather totally against human good. I make some of the links clear from the outset, because I would like to present this change in our understanding of the good (6) as a facet of the change I call disembedding (5).
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The full scale of this far-reaching change comes clearer if we focus on some features of the religious life of earlier, smaller-scale societies, in so far as we can trace this. There must have been a phase in which all humans lived in such small-scale societies, even though much of the life of this epoch can only be guessed at. If we examine (what we know of) these earlier forms of religion (which coincide partly with what Robert Bellah called "achaic religion"
), we note how profoundly these forms of life "embed" the agent. And that in three crucial ways.


First, socially: in paleolithic, and even certain neolithic, tribal societies, religious life is inseparably linked with social life. This meant first of all that the primary agency of important religious action: invoking, praying to, sacrificing to, or propitiating Gods or spirits; coming close to these powers, getting healing, protection from them, divining under their guidance, etc. - this primary agency was the social group as a whole, or some more specialized agency recognized as acting for the group. In early religion, we primarily relate to God as a society.


This kind of collective ritual action, where the principal agents are acting on behalf of a community, which also in its own way becomes involved in the action, seems to figure virtually everywhere in early religion, and continues in some ways up till our day. Certainly it goes on occupying an important place as long as people live in an enchanted world. The ceremony of "beating the bounds" of the agricultural village, for instance, involved the whole parish, and could only be effective as a collective act of this whole.


This embedding in social ritual usually carries with it another feature. Just because the most important religious action was that of the collective, and because it often required that certain functionaries - priests, shamans, medicine men, diviners, chiefs, etc. - fill crucial roles in the action, the social order in which these roles were defined tended to be sacrosanct. This is, of course, the aspect of religious life which was most centrally identified and pilloried by the radical Enlightenment. The crime laid bare here was the entrenchment of forms of inequality, domination and exploitation through their identification with the untouchable, sacred structure of things. Hence the longing to see the day "when the last king had been strangled in the entrails of the last priest". But this identification is in fact very old, and goes back to a time when many of the later, more egregious and vicious forms of inequality had not yet been developed, before there were kings and hierarchies of priests.


Behind the issue of inequality and justice lies something deeper, which touches what we would call today the "identity" of the human beings in those earlier societies. Just because their most important actions were the doings of whole groups (tribe, clan, sub-tribe, lineage), articulated in a certain way (the actions were led by chiefs, shamans, masters of the fishing-spear), they couldn't conceive themselves as potentially disconnected from this social matrix. It would probably never even occur to them to try.


Embedding thus in society. But this also brings with it an embedding in the cosmos. For in early religion, the spirits and forces with whom we are dealing are in numerous ways intricated in the world. We can see this if we look at the enchanted world of our medieval ancestors: for all that the God they worshipped transcended the world, they nevertheless also had to do with intra-cosmic spirits, and they dealt with causal powers which were embedded in things: relics, sacred places, and the like. In early religion, even the high gods are often identified with certain features of the world; and where the phenomenon which has come to be called "totemism" exists, we can even say that some feature of the world, an animal or plant species, for instance, is central to the identity of a group.
 It may even be that a particular geographical terrain is essential to our religious life. Certain places are sacred. Or the lay-out of the land speaks to us of the original disposition of things in sacred time. We relate to the ancestors and to this higher time through this landscape.


Besides this relation to society and the cosmos, there is a third form of embedding in existing reality which we can see in early religion. This is what makes the most striking contrast with what we tend to think of as the "higher" religions. What the people ask for when they invoke or placate divinities and powers is prosperity, health, long life, fertility; what they ask to be preserved from is disease, dearth, sterility, premature death. There is a certain understanding of human flourishing here which we can immediately understand, and which, however much we might want to add to it, seems to us quite "natural". What there isn't, and what seems central to the later "higher" religions, is the idea that we have to question radically this ordinary understanding, that we are called in some way to go beyond it. 


This is not to say that human flourishing is the end sought by all things. The Divine may also have other purposes, some of which impact harmfully on us. There is a sense in which, for early religions, the Divine is always more than just well-disposed towards us; it may also be in some ways indifferent; or there may also be hostility, or jealousy, or anger, which we have to deflect. Although benevolence, in principle, may have the upper hand, this process may have to be helped along, by propitiation, or even by the action of "trickster" figures. But through all this, what remains true is that Divinity's benign purposes are defined in terms of ordinary human flourishing. Again, there may be capacities which some people can attain, which go way beyond the ordinary human ones, which say, prophets or shamans have. But these in the end subserve well-being as ordinarily understood.


By contrast, with Christianity or Buddhism, for instance,  there is a notion of our good which goes beyond human flourishing, which we may gain even while failing utterly on the scales of human flourishing, even through such a failing (like dying young on a cross); or which involves leaving the field of flourishing altogether (ending the cycle of rebirth). The paradox of Christianity, in relation to early religion, is that on one hand, it seems to assert the unconditional benevolence of God towards humans; there is none of the ambivalence of early Divinity in this respect; and yet it redefines our ends so as to take us beyond flourishing.


In this respect, early religion has something in common with modern exclusive humanism; and this has been felt, and expressed in the sympathy of many modern post-Enlightenment people for "paganism"; "pagan self-assertion", thought John Stuart Mill, was much superior to "Christian self-denial".
 (This is related to, but not quite the same as the sympathy felt for "polytheism", which I want to discuss later.) What makes modern humanism unprecedented, of course, is the idea that this flourishing involves no relation to anything higher.


The portrait of the early triple embeddedness is well-drawn by Francis Oakley, in his discussion of the history of monarchy:

Kingship … emerged from an “archaic” mentality that appears to have been thoroughly monistic, to have perceived no impermeable barrier between the human and divine, to have intuited the divine as immanent in the cyclic rhythms of the natural world and civil society as somehow enmeshed in these natural processes, and to have viewed its primary function, therefore, as a fundamentally religious one, involving the preservation of the cosmic order and the “harmonious integration” of human beings with the natural world.

Human agents are embedded in society, society in the cosmos, and the cosmos incorporates the divine.


Now, as earlier mentions suggest, I have been speaking of "early religion" to contrast with what many people have called "post-axial" religions.
 The reference is to what Karl Jaspers called the "axial age"
, the extraordinary period in the last millenium B.C.E., when various "higher" forms of religion appeared seemingly independently in different civilizations, marked by such founding figures as Confucius, Gautama, Socrates, the Hebrew prophets.


The surprising feature of the axial religions, compared with what went before, what would in other words have made them hard to predict beforehand, is that they initiate a break in all three dimensions of embeddedness: social order, cosmos, human good. Not in all cases and all at once: perhaps in some ways Buddhism is the most far-reaching, because it radically undercuts the second dimension: the order of the world itself is called into question, because the wheel of rebirth means suffering. In Christianity, there is something analogous: our world is disordered and must be made anew. But some post-axial outlooks keep the sense of relation to an ordered cosmos, as we see in very different ways with Confucius and Plato; however, they mark a distinction between this and the actual, highly imperfect social order, so that the close link to the cosmos through collective religious life is made problematic. 


But perhaps the most fundamental novelty of all is the revisionary stance towards the human good in axial religions. More or less radically, they all call into question the received, seemingly unquestionable understandings of human flourishing, and hence inevitably also the structures of society and the features of the cosmos through which this flourishing was supposedly achieved. The change was double, as I mentioned above. On one hand, the “transcendent” realm, the world of God, or gods, of spirits, or Heaven, however defined, which previously contained elements which were both favourable and unfavourable to the human good, becomes unambiguously affirmative of this good. But on the other hand, both the crucial terms here, both the transcendent and the human good are reconceived in the process.


We have already noted the changes in the first term. The transcendent may now be quite beyond or outside of the cosmos, as with the Creator God of Genesis, or the Nirvana of Buddhism. Or if it remains cosmic, it loses its original ambivalent character, and exhibits an order of unalloyed goodness, as with the “Heaven”, guarantor of just rule in Chinese thought,
 or the order of Ideas of Plato, whose key is the Good.


But the second term must perforce also change. The highest human goal can no longer just be to flourish, as it was before. Either a new goal is posited, of a salvation which takes us beyond what we usually understand as human flourishing. Or else Heaven, or the Good lays the demand on us to imitate or embody its unambiguous goodness, and hence to alter the mundane order of things down here. This may, indeed usually does involve flourishing on a wider scale, but our own flourishing (as individual, family, clan or tribe) can no longer be our highest goal. And of course, this may be expressed by a redefinition of what “flourishing” consists in.


Seen from another angle, this means a change in our attitude to evil, as the destructive, harm-inflicting side of reality. This is no longer just part of the order of things, to be accepted as such. Something has to be done about it. This may be conceived as an escape through self-transformation, or it may be seen as a struggle to contain or eliminate the bad, but in either case evil is not something just to be lived with as part of the inevitable balance of things. Of course, the very sense of the term “evil” also changes here, once it is no longer just the negative side of the cosmos, and comes to be branded as an imperfection.

  
We might try to put the contrast in this way: unlike post-Axial religion, early religion involved an acceptance of the order of things, in the three dimensions I have been discussing. In a remarkable series of articles on Australian aboriginal religion, W.E.H. Stanner speaks of "the mood of assent" which is central to this spirituality. Aboriginals had not set up the "kind of quarrel with life" which springs from the various post-Axial religious initiatives.
 The contrast is in some ways easy to miss, because aboriginal mythology, in relating the way in which the order of things came to be in the Dream Time - the original time out of time, which is also "everywhen" - contains a number of stories of catastrophe, brought on by trickery, deceit and violence, from which human life recouped and re-emerged, but in an impaired and divided fashion, so that there remains the intrinsic connection between life and suffering, and unity is inseparable from division. Now this may seem reminiscent of other stories of a Fall, including that related in Genesis I. But in contrast with what Christianity has made of this last, for the Aboriginals the imperative to "follow up" the Dreaming, to recover through ritual and insight their contact with the order of the original time, relates to this riven and impaired dispensation, in which good and evil are interwoven. There is no question of reparation of the original rift, or of a compensation, or making good of the original loss. More, ritual and the wisdom that goes with it can even bring them to accept the inexorable, and "celebrate joyously what could not be changed”.
 The original Catastrophe doesn't separate or alienate us from the sacred or Higher, as in the Genesis story; it rather contributes to shaping the sacred order we are trying to "follow up".


I can perhaps sum up this post-Axial notion of higher good, in terms of four features. A) It is defined as going beyond (whatever is locally understood as) ordinary human flourishing: long life, prosperity, freedom from disease, drought, natural catastrophe, etc. B) There were vocations with special higher powers before, like shamans, for instance; but now the higher good doesn’t just consist of special powers; it is in some sense a goal for all human beings. This is so even if this aspect is downplayed or countervailed by notions of hierarchy. Thus for Plato, the philosophical life is not for everyone; but at the same time it amounts to the fullest realization of the nature which all human beings share. C) This good is our goal as human beings in virtue of the way things are – whether the demands of God, or the nature of things, or the Fourfold Noble Truth, or whatever. In consequence, the goal is endorsed by whatever higher beings, Gods, spirits, or the cosmos, are recognized by the culture concerned. This contrasts with the pre-Axial ambivalence of many of these beings to human flourishing. D) Grounded in the way things are, endorsed by higher powers, this goal is unitary, harmonious, and inwardly consistent.
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The resulting religious life in the post-Axial age combines elements of the pre-Axial in some kind of amalgam, often unstable. The post-Axial pushes towards individual spiritual "virtuosi", to use Max Weber's phrase (monks, Bhikkhus, Platonist sages, etc.). The great “higher” religions, which become entrenched within and help to shape civilizations, have this hybrid character and the resultant tensions.

Axial religion didn't in fact do away with early religious life. It doesn't at once totally change the religious life of whole societies. But it does open new possibilities of disembedded religion: seeking a relation to the Divine or the Higher, which severely revises the going notions of flourishing, or even goes beyond them, and can be carried through by individuals on their own, and/or in new kinds of sociality, unlinked to the established sacred order. So monks, bhikhus, sanyassi, devotees of some avatar or God, strike out on their own; and from this springs unprecedented modes of sociality: initiation groups, sects of devotees, the sangha, monastic orders, and so on.


In all these cases, there is some kind of hiatus, difference, or even break in relation to the religious life of the whole larger society. This may itself be to some extent differentiated, with different strata or castes or classes, and a new religious outlook may lodge in one of them. But very often a new devotion may cut across all of these, particularly where there is a break in the third dimension, with a "higher" idea of the human good.


There is inevitably a tension here, but there often is also an attempt to secure the unity of the whole, to recover some sense of complementarity between the different religious forms. So that those who are fully dedicated to the "higher" forms, while on one hand they can be seen as a standing reproach to those who remain in the earlier forms, supplicating the Powers for human flourishing, nevertheless can also be seen as in a relationship of mutual help with them. The laity feed the monks, and by this they earn "merit", which can be understood as taking them a little farther along the "higher" road, but also serves to protect them against the dangers of life, and increases their health, prosperity, fertility.


So strong is the pull towards complementarity that even in those cases where a "higher" religion took over the whole society, as we see with Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam, and there is nothing supposedly left to contrast with, the difference between dedicated minorities of religious "virtuosi" (to use Max Weber's term), and the mass religion of the social sacred, still largely oriented to flourishing, survived or reconstituted itself, with the same combination of strain on one hand, and hierarchical complementarity on the other.


From our modern perspective, with 20/20 hindsight, it appears as though the axial spiritualities were prevented from producing their full disembedding effect because they were so to speak hemmed in by the force of the majority religious life which remained firmly in the old mould. They did bring about a certain form of religious individualism, but this was what Louis Dumont
 called the charter for "l'individu hors du monde", that is, it was the way of life of elite minorities, and it was in some ways marginal to, or in some tension with the "world", where this means not just the cosmos which is ordered in relation to the Higher or the Sacred, but also the society which is ordered in relation to both cosmos and sacred. This "world" was still a matrix of embeddedness, and it still provided the inescapable framework for social life, including that of the individuals who tried to turn their backs on it, insofar as they remained in some sense within its reach.


I have described these as “unstable” amalgams, but this feature is perhaps a potentiality, which isn’t always actualized. Let’s look at some of the possible sites of tension in these religious forms.


First, (i) to return to the reference to “polytheism” above, the new understanding of our higher good which is itself endorsed by God or the Cosmos, or Heaven or some other higher reality, is itself unitary and coherent. The good human being for Plato was harmonious; to attain Nirvana is to come to perfect peace; the sage is in ideal equilibrium. This contrasts very sharply with a potentiality of pre-Axial religions, realized in certain forms of polytheism. The demands of higher beings on us may be in tension with each other. Insofar as our good (flourishing) is bound up with our meeting these demands, the human good itself can be seen as combining elements which are at best in tension, in more dire straits even contradictory.


Take the story of Hippolytos, dragged into the disastrous love triangle with his father and Phaedra, in which he loses his life. Hippolytos is portrayed as devoted to Artemis, so devoted that he is celibate. But this too great attachment is bound to rouse the jealousy of Aphrodite, the goddess of marriage and sexual love. Her hand is visible in the love entanglement into which he is unwittingly and unwillingly drawn, and which costs him his life. 


There is an ambivalence in the story. There is something heroic and admirable in Hippolytos’ single-mindedness. In a sense it aspires to go above the human condition. For mortals the prudent thing is to “pay one’s dues” to all the immortals, and navigate at our own level between the rocks they lay out for us. Perhaps a similar moral can be drawn from the story of Oedipus, whose ability to see overt reality with exceptional acuity is paid for by a blindness to the inarticulate depths (which Tiresias for his part is aware of).


We might recognize a “disenchanted” analogue of this insight in, for instance, the philosophy of Isaiah Berlin, with his insistence on the potential conflict between the goods we subscribe to.


Another potential site of instability is (ii) what I described above as the second level of embedding, that of social order in cosmic order. Axial revolutions, which relate to a new, unitary higher good transform this cosmic embedding. The surrounding order now perhaps really merits the attribute “cosmic” with the full resonance of harmonious unity which attaches to this Greek term. Previously, the various gods, spirits, or higher beings could make incompatible demands on humans, as we have just seen, and were not all unambiguously favourable to human welfare. Now the proper cosmic order is frequently unified and aligned with the higher human good; indeed the cosmic frame can set the standard by which human social orders are to be judged and criticized. In some cases, as with Buddhism or the Hebrew Bible, the potentiality is opened for a standpoint of critique that can judge the condition of the cosmos itself. But this didn’t inhibit the development of a normative understanding of cosmic order even in the civilizations animated by Buddhism, or by post-Biblical revelations.


These post-Axial “higher” religions can still have a place for spirits who are ill-disposed towards the human good, such as Satan or Mara. But now they are classed as radical enemies of the normative order, and destined in the end to be defeated. Or else a god can retain his/her Janus-faced ambivalence, and with Pattini or the Isvara form of Shiva in Sri Lankan Buddhism; but the destructive side is clearly marked as against and the restorative side as for the normative order.
 Or else, taking purchase in a higher good from which the cosmos itself can be judged, a god who wreaks destruction of worldly things can be seen as working for the Good, as doing a work of purification, as with certain understandings of Siva or Kali.


But the cosmic battle itself is not the site of potential instability. This lies rather in the fact that the two-tiered normative order, that of society in cosmos, can itself be seen as not fully self-sufficient, as needing to draw on its opposite, its negation to sustain itself.


I want to mention two types, which deserve much fuller discussion, but which I can only briefly indicate here. 

A. The equilibrium in tension of Latin Christendom emerged and became evident in Carnival and similar festivities, such as the feasts of misrule, or boy bishops, and the like. These were periods in which the ordinary order of things was inverted, or "the world was turned upside down". For a while, there was a ludic interval, in which people played out a condition of reversal of the usual order. Boys wore the mitre, or fools were made kings for a day; what was ordinarily revered was mocked, people permitted themselves various forms of licence, not just sexually but also in close-to-violent acts, and the like. 


B. The example of the second type is drawn from Sri Lankan Buddhism. I am drawing on Bruce Kapferer’s fascinating study of sorcery and exorcism.
 A sorcerer’s spell binds me, impedes, even paralyzes my life. It cuts me off from the sources of health and goodness. In this way, it contravenes the normative order. The origin stories which are called on to understand sorcery and to underpin the ceremonies of exorcism make this relation clear. They relate ur-events in which the ideal normative order was attacked and deeply damaged. These provide the paradigm for the sorcerer’s aggression. And the myths also relate how the damage was undone. But in these it becomes clear that the healing could only be effected and the order restored by drawing on the same power of sorcery which disrupted the order in the first place. This ambivalent stance towards the sorcerer’s power is re-enacted in the various rites of exorcism.


Thus on one level it is clear that there is an ideal, Buddha-inspired normative order, that established by King Mahasammata in the beginning. This is utterly opposed to the forces of disruption which various demon-figures attempt to inflict. But on another level, the act of restoration has to draw on these same forces. Restorer figures are ambivalently placed towards this order, as their myths of origin indicate.


We get a result which is similar and yet different from the previous type. As with Carnival, we reveal the normative order to be not really self-sufficient. It must somehow draw on its opposite. But where with Carnival (at least as read by Turner), the opposite of order is simply its dissolution, a chaos which contains restorative powers; here we are dealing with its active negation. Order must draw on the forces of its enemy. In both cases, the tension, which can easily be seen as a contradiction, is a source of potential instability.
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In Latin Christendom, we get an upsetting of this shaky equilibrium, in the long movement of Reform (beginning with Hildebrand, but carrying through the Reformation, Counter-Reformation, etc. Here the site of the previous instability, the two-tiered order of society-in-cosmos, in what is undermined and then destroyed.


 What had yet to happen in the first post-Axial millennium was for the two-tiered matrix to be itself transformed, to be made over according to some of the principles of axial spirituality, so that the "world" itself would come to be seen as constituted by individuals. This would be the charter for "l'individu dans le monde" in Dumont's terms, the agent who in his ordinary "worldly" life sees himself as primordially an individual, that is, the human agent of modernity.

And something like this did come about in the long movement of Reform in Latin Christendom from the 11th Century. This involved the development among important élites of a buffered identity, impervious to the enchanted cosmos. This both animated and was rendered firmer by disciplines of thought and conduct. These disciplines in turn aimed not only at the reform of personal conduct, but at reforming and remaking societies so as to render them more peaceful, more ordered, more industrious.


The newly remade society was to embody unequivocally the demands of the gospel in a stable and, as it was increasingly understood, a rational order. This had no place for the ambivalent complementarities of the older enchanted world: between worldly life and monastic renunciation, between proper order and its periodic suspension in carnival, between the acknowledged power of sprits and forces and their relegation by divine power. The new order was coherent, uncompromising, all of a piece. Disenchantment brought a new uniformity of purpose and principle.


The progressive imposition of this order meant the end of the unstable post-axial equilibrium. The compromise between the individuated religion of devotion or 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 favour of the former. Disenchantment, Reform and personal religion went together. Just as the church was at its most perfect when each of its members adhered to it on their own individual responsibility - and in certain places, like Congregational Connecticut, this became an explicit requirement of membership - so society itself comes to be reconceived as made up of individuals. The great Disembedding, as I propose to call it, 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. 


This project of transformation was an attempt to make over society in a thoroughgoing way according to the demands of a Christian order, while purging it of its connection to an enchanted cosmos, and removing all vestiges of the old complementarities, between spiritual and temporal, between life devoted to God and life in the "world", between order and the chaos on which it draws.


This project was thoroughly disembedding just by virtue of its form or mode of operation: the disciplined remaking of behaviour and social forms through objecification and an instrumental stance. But its ends were also intrinsically concerned to disembed. This is clear with the drive to disenchantment, which destroys the second dimension of embeddedness; but we can also see it in the Christian context. In one way, Christianity here operates like any axial spirituality; indeed, it operates in conjunction with another such, namely Stoicism. But there also were specifically Christian modes. The New Testament is full of calls to leave or relativize solidarities of family, clan, society, and be part of the Kingdom. We see this seriously reflected in the way of operating of certain Protestant churches, where one was not simply a member in virtue of birth, but where one had to join by answering a personal call. This in turn helped to give force to a conception of society as founded on covenant, and hence as ultimately constituted by the decision of free individuals.


This is a relatively obvious filiation. But my thesis is that the effect of the Christian, or Christian-Stoic attempt to remake society in bringing about the modern "individual in the world" was much more pervasive, and multitracked. It helped to nudge first the moral, then the social imaginary in the direction of modern individualism. This becomes evident in the new conception of moral order which we see emerging in modern Natural Law theory. This was heavily endebted to Stoicism, and its originators were arguably the Netherlands neo-Stoics, Justus Lipsius and Hugo Grotius. But this was a Christianized Stoicism, and a modern one, in the sense that it gave a crucial place to a willed remaking of human society.


So the great disembedding occurs as a revolution in our understanding of moral order. And it goes on being accompanied by ideas of moral order. This revolution disembeds us from the cosmic sacred; altogether, and not just partially and for certain people as in earlier post-Axial moves. It disembeds us from the social sacred; and posits a new relation to God, as designer. This new relation will in fact turn out to be dispensable, because the Design underlying the moral order can be seen as directed to ordinary human flourishing. This, the transcendent, aspect of the Axial revolution is partly rolled back, or can be, given a neat separation of this-worldly from other-worldly good. But only partly, because notions of flourishing remain under surveillance in our modern moral view: they have to fit with the demands of the moral order itself, of justice, equality, non-domination, if they are to escape condemnation. Our notions of flourishing can thus always be revised. This belongs to our post-Axial condition. 
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 The developments I have described in the last section not only show up certain instabilities of post-Axial religion, but liquidated the whole unstable amalgam which was their locus. And along with this, they also eliminated instabilities (i) and (ii). We now live within the primacy of moral codes which are meant to define the entirety of our moral obligation, and to have ironed out all contradictions and tensions. The big question which is posed by this entire evolution is whether we have gained or lost crucial insights into the human condition through the transformations they have wrought. 

This raises a crucial question about the place of the Axial transformation in human history. Granted that these introduced changes of immense importance in human history (which is why we think it worth while to define just what those changes were), what are we to think of the pre-Axial life which they transformed? 
Is this merely superseded, relegated to an unrecoverable past? Or is it in various ways still present, and inescapably so, in post-Axial life? Robert Bellah’s crucial insight, formulated in the phrase  that “ nothing is ever lost”, points us towards some version of the second answer. Following him, I would find it incredible that our history has been one of unadulterated gain, for this would mean that the features I have outlined in the pre-Axial past have been indeed, well lost.
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� See, e.g., Lienhardt, op. cit. Chapter 3; Roger Caillois, L'Homme et le Sacré, Paris: Gallimard 1963, ch 3.


� This is a much commented feature of aboriginal religion in Australia; see Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, L'Expérience mystique et les Symboles chez les Primitifs, Paris: Alcan 1937, pp. 180 and ff; Caillois, op. cit. Pp. 143-5; W.E.H. Stanner, On Aboriginal Religion (see note 14 below) ; the same connection to the land has been noted with the Okanagan in British Columbia, see J. Mander & E. Goldsmith, The Case against the Global Economy, San Francisco: Sierra Club Books 1996, ch 39.


� John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, in John Stuart Mill, Three Essays, Oxford University Press 1975, p. 77. 





� Francis Oakley, Kingship, Oxford: Blackwell 2006, p. 7. Bellah makes a fundamentally similar point, I believe, in his recent paper “What is Axial”: “Both tribal and archaic religions are `cosmological’, in that supernature, nature and society were all fused in a single cosmos” (70)


� See for instance, S.N. Eisenstadt, ed., The Origins and Diversity of Axial Age Civilizations, Albany: State University of New York Press 1986; see also Robert Bellah, op. cit.


� Karl Jaspers, Vom Ursprung und Ziel der Geschichte, Zürich: Artemis 1949. In using these terms, “Axial” and “post-Axial”, I am groping for an expression to distinguish two quite different forms of religious life, one of which goes back much longer than the other. But I am not necessarily accepting much of what Jaspers associated with this term. For instance, I have no final view on whether we can identify a particular “Axial Age” (Achsenzeit) when these important changes occurred in civilizations far removed from each other more or less simultaneously. The issue of what these important changes consists in has recently come back to the centre of scholarly attention, along with the renewed concern with defining different civilizational traditions, after a long infertile period in which Western thinkers remained spell-bound by the the extraordinary idea that there was a single path, from “tradition” to “modernity”, which all societies were bound to travel, but some much earlier than others. See, for instance, Johann Arnason, S. N. Eisenstadt, & Björn Wittrock, Axial Civilizations and World History, Leiden: Brill 2005. I don’t want to take a stand in their very interesting debates, for instance, that between Eisenstadt and Wittrock, about which changes were crucial to the transitions. For my purposes in this book, the contrast between pre- and post-Axial is defined by the features I enumerate in my text.


� See Cho-Yun Hsu, “Historical Conditions of the Emergence and Crystallization of the Confucian System”, in S.N. Eisenstadt, ed., Axial Age Civilizations, pp. 306-324.


� In this sense, I agree with Shmuel Eisenstadt’s formulation of one of the key changes of the Axial period, “the emergence, conceptualization and institutionalization of a basic tension between the transcendental and mundane orders”; with, of course, the understanding that the “transcendental” order itself changes when the tension arises. S.N. Eisenstadt, op. cit., page 1.


� W.E Stanner, "On Aboriginal Religion", a series of six articles in Oceania, vols 30-33, 1959-63; the expression quoted figures in article II, vol 30, no 4, June 1960, p. 276. See also by the same author "The Dreaming", in W. Lessa & E.Z. Vogt, eds., Reader in Comparative Religion, Evanston: Row, Peterson 1958, pp. 158-67.


� Article VI, Oceania vol 33, n 4, June 1963, p. 269.


� Louis Dumont, “De l’individu-hors-du-monde à l`individu-dans-le-monde, in Essais sur l`individualisme, Paris : Seuil 1983.


� I want to take account of Stanley Tambiah’s reservations about Dumont’s formula “individual outside the world” in relation to the Buddhist renouncer; see S. J. Tambiah, “The Reflexive and Institutional Achievements of Early Buddhism”, in S.N. Eisenstadt, ed. Op. cit., p. 466. The bhikkhu is outside the “world”, in the sense of the life of the society-relating-to-cosmos-and-gods. But this doesn’t prevent, even perhaps renders inevitable a) a new kind of sociability in which renouncers come together (the Sangha), and b) relations of complementarity between renouncers and those in the world, whereby the latter can have some part in what the renouncers are directly seeking (“merit”), or even (although this may appear a deviation) whereby the spiritual power of monks can be directed to the ordinary life-goals of the laity.


� I have discussed this at greater length in A Secular Age, Harvard 2007, pp. 45-54.


� Bruce Kapferer, The Feast of the Sorcerer : Practices of Consciousness and Power, University of Chicago Press 1997.


� Bruce Kapferer, The Feast of the Sorcerer : Practices of Consciousness and Power, University of Chicago Press 1997.


� Ibid, chapter 3.
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