Chapter One

Before Metaphysics

Any assessment of the social basis and political valence of metaphysics must, of necessity, be comparative. We must look at the emergence and development of metaphysics, in other words, against the background not only of its immediate social contexts, but also against the background of the other wisdoms which preceded it and which persist alongside it, and their social contexts. 

Now prior to the emergence of metaphysics, humanity had at its disposal two principal “ways of wisdom”: direct, “ecstatic” experience and the form of imaginative discourse which we call myth
. These two ways, are, furthermore, directly related to each other. Emile Durkheim taught us that the religious symbols embodied in myth constituted a kind of “collective representation” of social structure. This collective representation is generated in the context of what he called “collective effervescence”. Collective effervescence is a heightened state of social interaction which occurs primordially in those moments of revolutionary upheaval which constitute a society. 

In such moments of collective ferment are born the great ideals upon which civilizations rest. These periods of creation or renewal occur when men for various reasons are led into a closer relationship with each other, when reunions and assemblies are most frequent, relationship better maintained, and the exchange of ideas most active … At such moments this higher form of life is lived with such intensity and exclusiveness that it monopolizes all minds to the more or less complete exclusion of egoism and the commonplace. At such times the ideal tends to become one with the real, and men have the impression that the time is close when the ideal will in fact be realized and the Kingdom of God established on earth (Durkheim in Bellah 1973: l). 

This state is reproduced in ritual, including both the individual rituals followed by shamans and similar religious virtuosos, and the great collective rituals which reproduce the social bond and reorient the people towards the ideals to which their civilization is ordered. Myth is, as it were, the crystallized form of this collective effervescence –and the only form in which we have access to it. 

Recent –i.e. postmodern—thought has tended to prefer myth to philosophy, when it considers the possibility of wisdom at all. This is true for two principal reasons. First, it is claimed, myth is open to plural interpretations and is thus less susceptible to manipulation as a strategy for power (Hatab 1990). Second, it is accessible to broader layers of the population, which can not only understand it without special formal preparation, but also participate in creating and transforming it. No one, of course, really believes that we can or should restore myth to its dominant place in the cultural sphere. But the postmodern preference for myth has led to the emergence of narrative strategies in such core sapiential disciplines as theology and ethics. Thus the narrative theology of Stanley Hauerwas (Hauerwas 1981, 1989) and thus Alasdair MacIntyre’s effort to restore a virtue ethics without its historic metaphysical underpinnings (MacIntyre 1981).

This section will argue that while myth can mediate real wisdom –i.e. authentic knowledge of first principles— societies in which a mythic discourse dominates are, in fact, less pluralistic than those in which myth has at least partly given way to philosophy. What distinguishes myth from other forms of imaginative discourse, such as literature, is just precisely the fact that it is a shared story and a shared complex of images. The pluralism which Hatab and the other postmodern defenders of myth so value emerges only as a part of the Axial Age process of religious rationalization and democratization which took place between 800 and 200 BCE. 

Access to myth and its creation and interpretation is, furthermore, quite restricted even in societies which appear to be egalitarian from an economic point of view. This is because even in horticultural, communitarian societies wisdom is the preserve of priestly elites which are, quite often, closed and hereditary. And by the time philosophy emerged, these priestly elites were also very much allied with the warlord ruling classes. Philosophy, along with literature and other new ways of wisdom which emerge during the Axial Age, represent a relative opening up of access to the sacred by comparison with myth and ritual. Philosophy may require both certain aptitudes and certain training, but it is at least open to those who have these regardless of birth. 

Finally, we will argue, even if myth does function in some contexts in a way which is pluralistic and open, it has the disadvantage of not being able to demonstrate. This means, on the one hand, that the organization of a society in around certain principles and values is a matter of power rather than rational persuasion and, on the other hand, that in a context in which meaning has become problematic, claims on behalf of certain meanings remain ungrounded. 

Our basic strategy will be simple. We need to begin by reiterating our definition of wisdom. Following Aristotle, we have defined wisdom as knowledge of some first principle in terms of which the universe can be explained and human action and human society ordered. To put this in another way, the search for wisdom is a search for meaning and value, an attempt to situate ourselves in the universe and in whatever, if anything, likes beyond it, and to determine, on the basis of that knowledge, what is worth doing. We will need to examine the various forms of mythic discourse in order to ascertain whether or not they meet this definition.

Second, we will need to look at the way in which mythic discourse functioned and continues to function in its social contexts, in order to determine whether or not it allowed plural meanings and popular participation in its creation and interpretation. Mythic discourse as we have defined it is dominant in the following types of social formations:

· the hunter-gatherer/tribal societies of the Paleolithic, as well as most surviving societies of this type,

· the horticultural/communitarian societies of the Neolithic, as well as most surviving societies of this type,

· pastoral and raiding/tribal societies, which also emerged during the Neolithic. as well as most surviving societies of this type,

· archaic societies in which clusters of villages are organized around ritual centers, and 

· the agrarian/tributary societies of the Bronze Age.

Finally, we will need to assess, in the context of each society, whether or not the fact that mythic discourse does not permit demonstration represents a real deficit. 
The Totemic Wisdom of Hunter-Gather/Tribal Societies
There continues to be considerable debate regarding the religious life of the earliest human societies. At stake in this debate is not so much what people in the earliest human societies worshiped (animal, plant, and mineral forms predominate), but rather why and how. Those who regard the earliest religions as animistic or nature-oriented understand religion as a kind of primitive science and technology: human beings venerate the natural processes on which they are dependent or the spirits they imagine are behind those processes, which they cannot understand. Those who have emphasized totemism, on the other hand, understand religion as primarily a social reality. For Durkheim the natural objects which serve as totems are symbols of various social groups, and the religious system as a whole a way of representing and reinforcing the social structure –an interpretation which is even more compelling in societies which worship real or fictive ancestors. The contemporary focus on shamanism, finally, focuses on religion as a reality sui generis, focused on accessing a spirit world by means of various ecstatic processes. 
I continue to find Durkheim’s argument for the primacy of totemism in hunter-gatherer/tribal societies and his analysis of totemism as a system of collective representations which reflects the kinship structure of these societies most convincing, for the simple reason that it alone actually explains the emergence of a conceptual framework in the context of which human beings could begin to think about the origin and structure of the natural world, about the soul, about their relationships with their ancestors, etc. While it is impossible to make definitive inferences regarding the nature of religion the Paleolithic, the preponderance of animal images suggests a similar totemic pattern in these societies.

Totemism provides a complex of symbols which more or less clearly represents to the people the structure of their own society while, at the same time, serving as a means of making sense out of the universe itself. Thus the indigenous peoples of Australia are organized in tribes composed of half-tribes or moieties and clans. Each clan has its own totem --a mineral, plant, or animal which serves as its emblem or symbol—as does each individual. Clan solidarity is conserved and reproduced in communion feasts in which the totemic object, taboo during the rest of the year, is eaten in a great feast. These feasts are occasions for the collective effervescence which we discussed earlier, that particularly intense state of social interaction in which individuals are at once brought into a higher degree of interaction with each other and discover or rediscover the principles and values on which their collective life is founded. This system of totems also functions as a kind of universal taxonomy. Members of a clan really are their totem. Thus some people are wallabies and others witchity grubs, as are certain kinds of rocks, rivers and so on. The existence of a scheme of social classification provides a basis in experience for the act of classification. To put the matter in Thomistic terminology, it creates a connatural knowledge of taxis
, and thus the capacity to produce a taxonomy. There is, furthermore, a kind of ‘category of totality,’ the existence of which Durkheim attributes to the experience of inter-tribal relationships, which is represented in a kind of vague and remote ‘Great Spirit (Durkheim 1911/1965).’

Shamanism, which involves a kind of direct experience of the sacred, may seem to be different from this and we might be tempted to amalgamate it to other types of direct experiential knowledge of first principles –the kind associated, for example, with yogic practice or infused contemplation. These latter forms of knowledge are, however, nonimaginative and nonconceptual. Shamanic experience, on the contrary, makes rich use of images –generally the same images as are important in the larger totemic system. In all probability, therefore, it makes sense to treat shamanism as the “virtuoso” form of the same type of religious knowledge generated at an ordinary level by the totemic system. 

Given this analysis it is apparent, first, of all that totemism really is a kind of rudimentary wisdom. It allows both individuals and communities to orient themselves in the world, finding their place in it and deriving from this knowledge a sense of what they must do. This said, there are real limitations. There are, for example, rarely coherent myths of origin, and the question of origin and thus of Being is thus not sharply posed. Totemism represents a beginning of wisdom, but no more. 

The reason for this, we would like to suggest, is that the structure of hunter-gatherer societies, while it provides a basis in experience for taxis or classification, does not really provide a basis in experience for the concept of “ordering to an end.” Individuals, to be sure, have aims or purposes, but these are, for the most part, all the same, as are the ways in which they realize those purposes. But there is no sense of being part of a larger organic whole in which each part serves an end higher than itself, to which it is ordered, and serves it in a way which is different from the other parts. That experience, and the sort of wisdom it engendered, would have to await the advent of horticulture and of the village community. 

Second, it should be clear that there is very little room for pluralism in totemic systems. This is because, in order for the system to work, it just be shared. If someone develops an interpretation of the system which sets them too far outside the norm, they set themselves outside the society as well. This may well happen, leading to the formation of new communities, but it is not the same thing as pluralism. 
Similarly, while it may be possible to participate in many rituals without formalized training, there is, in most hunter-gatherer/tribal societies a distinction between the ordinary member of the society and the shaman or religious virtuoso. It is to the latter that higher-order creativity is delegated. 

Finally, we must note that totemic systems offer no opportunity for demonstrate or debate. This is not a limitation only because meanings are not contested  --because there is, in other words, no pluralism. Pluralism and religious rationalization, we will see, go hand in hand. 

The Mythic Cycles of Neolithic and Surviving Horticultural/Communitarian and Pastoral -Raiding Tribal Societies

Horticultural/Communitarian and Pastoral-Raiding/Tribal societies present us with a very different picture, one which, at first glance, seems to present the best case for the postmodern advocates of myth. By Horticultural/Communitarian societies we mean those which have domesticated plants and animals, but have not developed the plow and which have permanent settlements, but not cities or state structures. Generally speaking the land is owned either by the village or by the clan, and is periodically redistributed to families for cultivation (Mandel 1968: 32-36). Political authority in horticultural societies was diffuse and only relatively undeveloped and undifferentiated. Kinship structures still play a very significant role, with villages composed of a variety of clans each of which has its own elders and its clan rituals. There are, however, generally speaking cross cutting religious societies which include members of different clans and often a formal priesthood which integrates clan rituals into a single system. Thus the Zuni of New Mexico maintain to this day a six-fold priesthood, with separate priesthoods corresponding to each of the directions (including the zenith and nadir), organized under the authority of the Pekwin (zenith or sun) priest with the nadir priests functioning as war leaders. Other Puebloan groups maintain similar systems, with  a cacique or “inside chief” responsible for organizing religious life and settling internal disputes and war chief or outside chief, generally ranked lower and assisted by a team of “bow priests,” who is responsible for external relations, including warfare. 

There is considerable evidence that the horticultural/communitarian societies of the Neolithic were matriarchal, and that surviving horticultural/communitarian societies may also have been until shortly before or after their encounter with the West (Engels 1880/1940, Giambutas 1974, Stone 1976), though this point is still very much contested (Hayden 1986). 

What about the mythic structures of these societies. It is clear, first of all, that the represent a higher degree of wisdom than the totemic systems of hunter-gatherer/tribal peoples. Specifically, the question or origin is clearly posed, even if that of Being is not. We find authentic (indeed often multiple) myths of origin, including many which a highly rationalized, such as the stories surrounding the wisdom goddess of the Western Puebloans, (Sussistinako or “thinking woman” in the Keres and Huruing Wuhti or “hard beings woman” in Hopi), in which the goddess thinks the world outward, and the competing myth around a male creator or sun god. 

The reasons for this are fairly straightforward. Life in the village community provides a basis in experience for the idea of the universe as an organized totality ordered to an end –an idea we see reflected imaginatively in the image of the great goddess who, to be sure, gives birth to the universe, but does so not as the result of some unconscious biological process, but rather as an expression of her wisdom. Understanding the principles of things and their ends, she is able to cultivate and nurture them. Human beings are at once her children and her students. Learning the arts of civilization, we gradually develop to the point that we become her partners, nurturing being, participating actively in the cosmohistorical evolutionary process. 

What this represents is, in effect, an emergent capacity for what we have called (Mansueto 2002a) transcendental abstraction –the ability to abstract from concrete things to not only a general taxon to which they belong, but also to the end to which they are ordered. In this sense the myths of Neolithic societies involve an authentic reasoning regarding purposes and thus an authentic wisdom in the sense of being an attempt to wrestle with fundamental questions of meaning and value. 

Pastoral-raiding/tribal peoples, on the other hand, emerged in more difficult ecosystems, which did not permit the generation of a surplus by means of horticulture. Instead they roamed the steppes with their herds and raided the settlements of horticultural communitarian societies. Kinship relations remained dominant, with clans speaking similar languages grouped loosely into tribes. Where raiding and warfare supplemented pastoralism, kinship relations were overlaid with the relationship between warlords and their retainers. Warlords were chosen for their military prowess. Initially this meant strength; gradually, as warfare became more complex, it came to mean the capacity for strategic leadership. Warriors pledged fealty to their lord in return for the promise of gifts should the raid be successful. This sort of warrior’s democracy is attested both among the Germans and among the Aryans of Northern India, who even after they settled often preferred what they called gana sanghas to full fledged kingship (Thapar 2002). 

In some places a priestly stratum developed and was able to successfully best the warriors for social predominance. This is related to the centrality of sacrifice in the religious life of these peoples, a phenomenon which derives from the fact that they live by raising –and killing—animals. Sacrifice is the priestly act par excellence. Initially who presided at the sacrifice may initially have been simply a function of whose animal was being slaughtered, or it many have been the province of those who had special knowledge associated with this function. We know, for example, that many Indo-European peoples “read” the entrails of the slaughtered animal, either by examining them or viewing them, as a form of divination. In either case, presiding at this function, which was the source of life for the community, would naturally have conferred leadership. 

Gradually, however, raiding and warfare become more central to the economic strategy of the people and the political weight of the warriors and above all of the chiefs increases accordingly. Among some groups this led to the gradually atrophying of the priestly function, so that priests either never developed into a full time class, or ceased to be one. This seems to have been the case among the Germans. Among other groups –the Aryans and the Celts, for example—the priests were able to fight back, developing rituals which legitimated the rule of the war leader and made him less dependent on his fellow warriors. Thus the development of the elaborate ritual of the horse sacrifice among the Aryans. A horse would be set free and allowed to roam for a year; after which it would be ritually slaughtered. The horse’s cries of pain were regarded as a re-enactment of the primal scream of the sacrificed First Man, Purusha, whose death brought into being the universe; the territory covered by the horse became the king’s realm, which he was obliged to defend. The Celtic pattern seems to have been different. While the Celts certainly conserved a raiding and warrior tradition, they also seem to have adopted settled agriculture and to have merged in a significant degree with the indigenous peoples of the regions they conquered. There the role of the Druidic priesthood may well have been related to the greater social weight of certain types of knowledge –astronomy, botany, etc., in an agrarian society.
 

Here, as in horticultural/communitarian societies, we see real myths of origin, though they are often of a very different character. Thus the Vedas attribute the origin of the world to the primordial or Purusha and the Aztecs to a series of primordial acts of self-immolation on the part of various gods, each of whom becomes the Sun of his era. We also see the first steps towards the emergence of the high gods which become the object of the process of religious rationalization during the Axial Age: the generic Aryan Dyaus Pater, for example, or the Turkic Tengri. 
What is it about both horticultural/communitarian and pastoral-raiding/tribal societies which seems to give credence to the postmodern claims regarding the pluralistic and participatory character of mythic discourse? First, political-theological authority at least seems to be diffused. The cacique or inside chief is not a king, but more of a ritual coordinator, and each priesthood, each religious society, and each clan has its own myths and rituals. The Aryan raja, similarly, initially depended on ritual sanction of the priests, the allegiance of his fellow warriors, and the gifts of the ordinary producers. The result is that what amount to conflicting stories are shared widely throughout the society as a whole. We have already noted, for example, the plural origin myths of the Western Puebloans. This would seem to suggest precisely the kind of pluralism which the postmodernists ascribe to myth. Similarly, in a pastoral raiding/tribal society like the Indo-Aryans, we seem competition between various deities, some associated with priestly and royal functions (Mitra and Varuna) and others associated with warfare (Indra) or even productivity (the Asvins)  for the role of high God.
Similarly, the collective nature of priesthoods and the role of religious societies suggests broad participation in the creation and interpretation of myth. With so many religious leaders and no single, centralized authority, surely ordinary people have room to contribute to the creation and transformation of meaning! Indeed, in some pastoral-raiding/tribal societies such as the early Greeks and Germans, anyone could perform a sacrifice. 
The reality, however, is rather different, as I discovered during five years teaching philosophy, religious studies, and civilization studies and organizing inter-religious dialogues among the A:shiwi (Zuni) and Diné (Navajo). Three caveats are in order here. First, while the Zuni are, in many ways a classic horticultural/communitarian society, and one which has preserved more of its social structure than other Puebloan groups, largely due to its isolation, the Diné are not fully typical pastoral-raiders. They were primarily desert hunter-gatherers who began raiding the Puebloan communities when they moved into the Four Corners area not too long before the Spanish arrived. From the Spanish they acquired sheep, which became their principal source of subsistence and horses which, of course, vastly improved their ability to conduct raids. But much of their religion is borrowed from the Puebloan groups they raided. Second, it is possible that some of what I observed represents a reaction against the encroachments of the West. And third, my observations are not the result of a formal study but rather more a report on an organizing effort and thus partake of all of the risks of participant observation methods and more. This said, everything which follows is based on the direct testimony of members of the Zuni and Diné communities themselves.
What I found were not open, egalitarian societies characterized by plural meanings and centers of power. Rather, the Zuni are a rigid hierocracy in which the people live in constant fear of the religious leaders who possess a wisdom they are not even permitted to share, much less contest. Indeed, many (those who do not have Zuni mothers, a large number given mixing with other indigenous groups) are excluded from participation in the cult (though not from the obligation to give “gifts” to the religious leaders”) entirely. There is no pluralism, no public arena, and no sharing of leadership. Wisdom is, in effect, an affair of hereditary priesthood. Everyone else simply grows food. And resisting demands for food from the village priests can have disastrous effects. 
The following example will help to illustrate this. One term I was teaching Western Civilization at Zuni Pueblo for the University of New Mexico – Gallup. I had a class of fifteen students. The general level of writing was better than at our main campus, and three of the students were doing “A” work by any standard. Only one, however, would participate. One week this student was absent and suddenly the others joined in an animated debate regarding Plato and Aristotle. The next week the absent student returned, and the debate ceased. After the pattern had repeated itself two or three times, I pulled the young woman, who worked for us as a tutor aside and asked her what was going on. “Oh they won’t speak in front of me. My uncle is a bow priest and they are afraid.” 
Gradually I collected a series of stories which utterly shattered my image of Puebloan society as peaceful and egalitarian if also terribly impoverished: houses burned down because newlywed couples refused the “honor” of hosting Shalako and thus feeding nearly 10,000 people, bow priests breaking into houses during ceremonies and destroying electric lights … 
The situation with the Diné is rather different. Here there is no official religious hierarchy, but rather informal networks of medicine men who perform ceremonies for individuals on request. But their wisdom is closely guarded, and many, at least, believe that it no part of it should be shared in the larger public arena. When I began organizing inter-religious dialogues, for example, the officials in charge of the Navajo Nation Office of Cultural Preservation, both medicine men and the senior cultural officials for the Nation, told me that they did not want such dialogue to take place. Sharing wisdom, they said, cheapens it. And this applied not just to the details of ceremonies regarded as possessing power, but to larger discussion of worldview. 

This is not to suggest that there is not real wisdom and value in Zuni and Diné culture. There certain is. But outsiders who romanticize these cultures and attribute to them a democratic and egalitarian character which they lack do a disservice to those who must live in them and find a way to make their traditions work in a new and more complex world. 
The absence of pluralism and democratic participation in horticultural/communitarian and pastoral-raiding/tribal societies is, finally, bound up with the fact that the claims regarding wisdom embodied in myth, however real,  cannot be debated and demonstrated. There is, therefore, not real room for difference. New stories, and new interpretations of old stories, are always and only acts of power, whether be it political-military or, more often cultic. 
Myth in Emerging Urban Civilizations

We must finally, consider the role of myth in the earliest urban civilizations. Indeed, it is from these civilizations –Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus and Yellow River Valleys in Eurasia and the Valley of Mexico and the Andean Highlands in the Americas—that most of our surviving mythic cycles come. 

As in the case of hunter-gather, horticultural, and pastoral-raiding societies, there is much controversy regarding the nature of the first urban civilizations.  Those for which we have really good archeological and literary evidence were all what we call tributary social formations in which warlords had conquered a given territory and extracted tribute (rents, taxes, and forced labor) from villagers, who had been reduced to the status of dependent peasant communities. This does not mean, however, that cities were the product of conquest. There are a few societies such as the Anasazi in Southwestern North America (e.g. Chaco and Mesa Verde) and the Megalithic Cultures of Old Europe (e.g. Stonehenge, and Avebury), which suggest a transitional phase in which villages voluntarily supported cultic centers which in turn served as a focus of meaning and value and carried out astronomical observations and other protoscientific activities which supported agrarian production. There is also some evidence that the earliest cities in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus and Yellow River Valleys in Eurasia and the Valley of Mexico and the Andean Highlands in the Americas may have had a similar character. Such a hypothetical social formation we call “archaic” because of its ordering of villages to a common ritual center. Unfortunately, we know very little about the mythic cycles of these societies. We have some limited archeological evidence, which is similar to that for horticultural/communitarian societies, and we can try to read backward from the mythic cycles or tributary social formations, “reading out” those elements associated with warfare and exploitation. The result suggests a further development of the largely wisdom and fertility focused and often gynocentric myths of horticultural/communitarian societies, with perhaps some movement in the direction of the development of a better defined high god.
For tributary social formations, on the other hand, the evidence is clear and well defined. The emergence of the warlord state was reflected in the growing influence of patriarchal, sacrificial, and sacral monarchic cults.  There are two dimensions to this process.  First of all, as warlords extended their control over the villages, and displaced the progressive organizing activity of the village chiefs and priests, organizing activity generally came to seem more and more the province of one person alone.  Thus the gradual tendency for communitarian polytheism to be replaced by a cult of divine monarchs presiding over a pantheon of heavenly retainers.  Increasingly the productivity of the land, on which the community depended for its survival, was attributed to the activity of the monarch and his divine counterpart.  We call this the land/lord/god complex.  On the one hand the leading members of the emerging ruling class --the local warlords or monarchs-- are either deified or regarded as having a special relationship with the deity.  On the other hand the already divinized forces of nature (sun, rain, soil, or cultivated plant) are identified with these new warrior gods, creating a complex nexus linking the fertility of the soil with service to, or payment of rents and taxes to the ruling class.  Thus the Canaanite god ba'al, whose name means lord, master, owner of land, and husband.  The term was used not only for the deity, but for the local warlords who were identified with him.  The result was an extraordinarily effective system of social control.  Rebellion  threatened to bring down not only the sword of the local ruling elite, but also the wrath of the gods.  Fail to pay your taxes or perform forced labor and the sun itself will cease to shine, the rains will not come,  the soil will lose its fertility.  This pattern is nearly universal in the religion of tributary social formations.  In some cases, as in Egypt the ruler was regarded as divine in his own right, the son of the Sun God. Mesopotamian rulers, on the other hand, were regarded as mere tenants of the gods, to whom they conveyed the tribute extracted from the peasant communities.

The emergence of the warlord gods was accompanied by a relative decline in the importance of the goddess, a process most of the evidence for which we considered above, in our discussion of the debate around the primary matriarchy thesis.  

The second dimension of this process was the emergence in most tributary societies of a more or less developed sacrificial cult.  Sacrifice was, to be sure, a well established practice in tribal hunter-gatherer and pastoral nomadic societies.  In hunter gather societies, however, the central element of the sacrifice was the shared meal during which the totemic animal, taboo throughout most of the year, was shared among members of the otherwise scattered clan, reconstituting their social bonds.  And in pastoral nomadic societies the centrality of sacrifice, as well as the specific rituals associated with it, derive from the need to slaughter for food domestic animals with whom one had developed a close relationship. Thus the existence of practices intended to reduce the trauma for the animal –e.g. the Greek practice of leading the animal in with scattered grain, of keeping the knife blade hidden until the last moment, etc.  

The focus on sacrifice as, precisely, killing, and on killing as the creative act on the other hand, derives from the fact that violence was, after all, the foundational act of the warlord state. Thus in ancient Mesopotamia, the gods were believed to have created human beings in order to serve them by providing food and drink (Kramer 1963).  We have already mentioned the primal sacrifice of Purusha, the cosmic first human. According to the  Rig Veda (X.90) humanity was created when he was sacrificed by the gods.


When they divided Purusha how many portions did they make?


The Brahman was his mouth, of both his arms was the Rajanya made.


His thighs became the Vaisya, from his feet the Sudra was produced.


The moon was generated from his mind, and from his eye the sun had birth ...


Fourth from his navel came mid-air; the sky was fashioned from his head;


Earth from his feet ... 

It was the pained cry of the horse during the Vedic sacrifices which gave the ritual its power.  Similarly the Satapatha-Brahmana, says that


... the dawn is the head of the sacrificial horse, the sun its eye, the wind its breath, the fire its open mouth.  The year is the body of the sacrificial horse, the sky its back, the air its belly, the earth the under part of its belly.

A similar motif is probably reflected in the myth of Isis and Osiris, though here, as is typical of Egypt, where the gynocentric religious dynamic was particularly resilient, it is the wisdom of Isis in piecing Osiris back together, rather than the dismemberment itself, which is regarded as creative and salvific.

The sacrificial cult reached its highest level of development in the religion of the Aztecs.  The Aztec empire was a tributary social formation characterized by an advanced hydraulic horticulture.  Land was held collectively by the calpulli, or village communities, or else by the temples and various state institutions.  The macehualtin or peasants were required to perform forced labor for the teuctli and pilli --the ruling classes (van Zantwijk 1985).

But the unique characteristics of Aztec society can be understood only by analyzing Aztec cosmology.  According to Aztec tradition, there are to be five epochs in the history of the cosmos, each illuminated by a different sun.  Each of these epochs begins when one of the gods sacrifices himself by means of self-immolation, and is reborn as the sun of that epoch.  Each epoch ends in a cosmic catastrophe.

These suns or epochs are not part of a continuous cycle.  Each, rather, is a stage in an ultimately doomed cosmic experiment in creation through self-sacrifice which will come to an end when the present sun, the fifth and last, is extinguished, annihilating not only humanity, but the entire cosmos, and with it the gods as well (Brundage 1985: 27).

In the context of the cosmic economy, the motive force of which is self-sacrifice, human beings are, in effect, food for the gods (Brundage 1985: 36). Just as the cosmos is sustained by the sacrifice of the gods, so the gods themselves are sustained by the sacrifice of human beings.  This sacrifice might take the form of bleeding or self-mutilation, but heart sacrifice, in which captured warriors were relieved of their still beating hearts, was by far the most important aspect of the cosmic economy.  

Presiding over this process was the god Tezcatlipoca, the "smoking mirror." The name suggests that originally Tezcatlipoca was the god of the night sky, and more specifically of the Milky Way.  But as the Aztecs transformed themselves into a militaristic empire this cosmological deity was himself transformed into the most warlike of all gods.  Tezcatlipoca was the first god to sacrifice himself, and became the first sun.  He is known by the names "we are his slaves," and "master of the lords of the earth."  He ruled all the cities of the Aztecs through his ixtpla, a captured warrior who was offered symbolic obedience by the high priest and ruler throughout the year, and was then sacrificed and devoured.  As One Death (Aztec Gods were often known by their date-names) he was called Yaotl, "the enemy of both sides," who fomented war in order to insure a steady supply of captives for human sacrifice, and thus an adequate supply of food for the gods.  So central was the practice of human sacrifice to the Aztec cosmic economy that when there was no ratio ad bellum cities closely allied with each other would engage in flower wars: --mock battles which had no other purpose than the exchange of captives who were then held for sacrifice.  And as the god One Jaguar, Tezcatlipoca was a warrior painted in black, ensconced in the interior of the earth, wielding sacrificial knives, lying in wait to steal the fifth sun and thus to destroy the cosmos once and for all (Brundage 1985: 84-99).

Tezcatlipoca was worshiped universally throughout all of the Aztec cities.  Huizilopochtli, on the other hand, was the tribal god of the  Mexica, the dominant Aztec grouping.  According to Aztec tradition, Huizilopochtli, whose name means "hummingbird on the left" was the son of the earth goddess, Coatlicue.  He slaughtered the stars, or the southern warriors, the Huizilin, and murdered his sister, Coyolxuaqui, and then led the Mexica from their homeland in the north, Azatlan, to the valley of Mexico, where he founded the city of Tenochtitlan.  Each night Huizilopochtli re-enacts this drama, doing battle with the Huizlin (the stars).  Each day he drives the sun across the sky.  And to sustain him in this work he requires, like all of the other Aztec deities, a steady diet of beating human hearts (Brundage 1985: 128ff).  

The Aztecs, of course, were not strictly speaking, a Bronze Age society. Their civilization, however, followed a similar course of development using different technology –and along a different timeline. And we do find evidence for human sacrifice in Eurasia. There are numerous references to the practice in the Hebrew scriptures, and some scholars read the story of Abraham and Isaac as, among other things, a decision to break with this practiced among the ancient Israelites. We know that the practice was quite common in Shang China, and was one of the factors which led to the eventual overthrow of the Shang dynasty by the Zhou at the end of the Bronze Age.

What is the end to which this whole system was ordered? It is in the mythological discourse of the great tributary empires that we find for the first time the emergence of deification as a civilizational ideal. At least in Mesopotamia and Egypt and India (evidence for China and the Americas is less clear), the purpose of the whole system we have been describing is to make possible the passage of the King from the human to the divine. Divinity here is, to be sure, still understood as immortality, accompanied perhaps, by certain superhuman powers, and not as Esse, the power of Being as such. But it represents the first step in a long process of development which eventually culminates in the great Christian doctrine of deification as it was formulated by the church fathers and ultimately by St. Thomas. 

Once again, even here, in the sacrificial cults of these oppressive empires, we find a real way of wisdom. 
This said, the mythic discourse of the great tributary empires still has all of the difficulties associated with myth in earlier societies. Indeed, it is here that they all come to a head. Far from being open to plural interpretation the mythic discourse of tributary social formations was clearly an instrument of social control. And while the peasants and dominated peoples may well have retained their own traditions in the creation and transformation of which they played a significant role, we have no evidence of a public arena in which the meaning of the dominant mythos was contested. There is no evidence here to support the contention of Hatab and others that myth is more pluralistic and democratic than philosophy. 

The Crisis of the Late Bronze Age

Gradually the great empires of Bronze Age Eurasia and comparable civilizations elsewhere became impossibly  exploitative and they began to put a real brake on technological development.  The ruling class was able to extract almost the entire surplus product from the direct producers.  This had the effect of removing any incentive for innovation on the part of the peasantry, which knew that it would not benefit from its own increased productivity.  In many cases of course, the peasants were ground down below the subsistence level, and had neither the time nor the energy to innovate.  The ruling class on the other hand, invested its energies in extensive accumulation through conquest --extending the area subject to its taxing power-- rather than intensive accumulation based on improved agricultural techniques.  Warriors and priests increasingly held all forms of manual labor in contempt.  The two thousand years after the advent of the warlord state 

say from 2,600 to 600 B.C. produced few contributions of ... importance to human progress ... They are the "decimal notation" of Babylonia (about 2,000 B.C.); an economic method for the smelting of iron on an industrial scale (1,400 B.C.); a truly alphabetic script (1,300 B.C.) and aqueducts for supplying water to cities (700 B.C.) (Childe 1951).

The structural impediments to human progress created by the tributary social formations were not confined to the technological and economic realms.  An authority structure centered on coercion and mystification, in which the people as a whole had very little interest in building the power of the monarchy, was ultimately very fragile.  Tributary states were subject to constant revolt, and to invasions assisted by oppressed peasants hoping that their new overlords would be better than the last.  Perhaps most destructive, however, was the impact of tributary religious structures on human spirituality.  Under the hegemony of sacrificial sacral monarchic cults, human beings came increasingly to regard service to the common good, surplus labor which promoted the development of human society, as a sacrifice, something which negated their own particular interests.  To participate in the life of God meant first and foremost to give up one's own life, whether through the payment of rents, taxes and forced labor, martial heroics, or participation in ritual self-sacrifice.  

It is at this moment that we witness the first of the “breakthroughs” associated with the Axial Age –those in ancient Israel and Zhou China— and the only ones which don’t fall comfortably within Jasper’s timeframe (800-200 BCE). 

The prevailing religious form of the Canaanite social formation, was, as we have noted, the cult of ba'al, which had, by this point, hegemonized the older, gynocentric cult of the ashtoreth. This ba'al is generally referred to in the textbooks as a "fertility god," as indeed he was. But the root from which the term ba'al is derived means “to own” and the word was used in ways which signify “lord,” “master,” “owner of land,” and ... “husband.” It was used for the local warlord, as well as for the deity. Identification of agrarian and human fertility with domination and lordship, and of both with the divine, provided the ruling classes with an especially effective system of legitimation. The Canaanite peasantry, to put the matter starkly, worshiped their landlords.

According to Norman Gottwald, the later Bronze Age witnessed a decline in great power hegemony in the Syro‑Palestinian corridor, and corresponding internal strife among the warlords who dominated the Canaanite lowlands. The resulting instability in turn led to an increase in rural unrest, which took the form of social banditry (Hobsbawm 1959). These social bandits ──referred to as "`apiru" in contemporary sources── were essentially marginalized peasants who had been run off their land, or who had gotten into trouble with their lords, and had (quite literally) taken to the hills, from whence they preyed off caravans, or raided the city states, occasionally entering the service of one or another ba'al.

At roughly the same time the collapse of the Hittite Empire to the north broke the monopoly on iron technology, allowing the techniques for production of primitive bloomery iron to penetrate Canaan. Up until this time metal tools had been a ruling class monopoly, protected by royal control of the tin trade ──tin being an essential component of bronze, the only metal thus far widely used in the area. This ruling class monopoly on metal tools had in turn held back the development of the hill country, which required metal tools for clearing and terracing. Bloomery iron, while inferior to the bronze used by the Canaanite aristocracy, was superior to the stone tools used by the Palestinian peasants, and could be produced with materials available in the region. The collapse of the Hittite iron monopoly thus put metal tools into the hands of the peasants, removing the obstacle to settlement in the hill country.

The hills were out of the reach of the chariots of the Canaanite warlords, and thus beyond the sphere of Canaanite military hegemony. The `apiru groups thus began to terrace and cultivate the hill sides, and their banditry gradually transformed itself into a kind of guerilla, or prolonged popular war ──the record of which is preserved in the Book of Judges. They organized themselves into mishpahoth, or protective associations of extended families. These mishpahoth practiced a form of communal land tenure, holding land collectively and redistributing it periodically to individual families, according to need, for purposes of cultivation (Lev 25: 8ff), and also constituted a kind of "popular militia" which helped to defend and extend the "liberated territories" without recourse to a standing army. Israel seems to have provided for a tax of roughly 10% of the agricultural produce to support the Levitical priests. At the same time, Israelite law insured that the priests could own no land of their own and thus could not degenerate into an exploitative landowning class.

Norman Gottwald has suggested, based in part on the frequency of Egyptian names among the Levites, and their subsequent role as a religious elite, that the Exodus story is in fact the story of the Levites, and perhaps other elements serving in Egypt as forced laborers, who became the carriers of the cult of yhwh, and whose flight from Egypt and penetration of Palestine played a critical role in catalyzing the formation of Yahwistic Israel out of the numerous 'apiru bands. The Exodus is, according to this hypothesis, the story of the vanguard of the Yahwistic revolution. 

The emergence of the cult of yhwh was at once a product of, and a catalyst for this process. The name itself probably derives from an epithet attached to the name of the god El, who was ba’al’s father and the actual high god of the Canaanites but not, for the most part, the object of an actual cult. Revolutionary Israel appealed above the head of ba’al, as it were, to his father, who they worshiped as ‘el yahwi sabaoth yisrael: God who brings into being the armies of Israel. This was a mark of the fact that Israel first met her god on the battlefield of the revolution, and found in the struggle for social justice the basis of all her religious knowledge. But it is not yet metaphysics. We will see later how this insight was rationalized and formed the basis for the development of a distinct metaphysical tradition. 

The case of the Zhou is less clear. We do know that the Shang or Yin dynasty, which ruled China from about 1600 – 1100 was known as exploitative and that it practiced human sacrifice. The Zhou were originally a subject people and threw off the Shang yoke to become the new masters of China. Perhaps as a result of their experience as an oppressed people, they developed the view that effective and enduring rule depends on what they called the tian-ming or the Mandate of Heaven. Those who rule in a way which serves the common good obtain and keep this mandate; tyrants and oppressors do not. These views, which are embodied in the Confucian classics, many of which date back to the early Zhou period, form the basis for the later development of Confucian doctrine (Yao 2000: 1-63). 

It is also from this period that the earliest layer of the I Ching dates. First and always a tool for divination, the I Ching also embodies the rudiments of a distinct metaphysics which was interpreted variously by the Confucian and Taoist traditions: the idea that the universe is driven by a first principle which, whether we regard it is intelligible (as most of the Confucian thinkers would) or ineffable (Taoist position) manifests itself through an interplay of the active (Yang) and passive (Yin). An excessive of the Yang leads to violence and over-reaching; an excessive Yin to passivity and stagnation. Does this idea reflect at the symbolic level an insight into the proper relations between the nomadic tribes which periodically conquered –and renewed Chinese society over the ages and the indigenous agrarian populations they sometimes led and sometimes exploited? The Zhou themselves were originally such a nomadic people, as were, in all probably the Shang before them. It would not have been out of the question for a nomadic people, themselves once exploited and now in a position to exploit, to remind themselves of the dangers of that path.

The discourse created by these two great breakthroughs itself remains mythic. As such it shares the limitations we have already noted. In the absence of formalization real inference, argument, and thus public debate is not really possible. And while the breakthroughs served the interest of the peasantry, this does not mean ordinary peasants participated in the leadership. The Zhou revolution was the product of an alliance between Zhou warriors and a part of the Shang religious elite: the ru or scholars. The Israelite breakthrough was the result of an alliance between bandit leaders and the Levites, many of whom have Egyptian names, and who constituted a new kind of religious elite. This said, both pointed beyond myth and at least thematized the idea of the first principle, even if they were not able to actually mount an argument for it. Thus the Zhou revolution replaced the Shang shang di or “lord on high,”  an anthropomorphic high god, with tian or heaven. And the Israelite high god, was called yhwh, a word which serves as the causative form of the verb “to be.” 
* * * 

It should be apparent at this point that myth, while an authentic form of wisdom, is inadequate. It is inadequate first of all because, although it can certainly present answers to fundamental questions of meaning and value, it cannot argue for these answers and is thus can do little when meaning itself has been called into question. Second, it is by no means as pluralistic and democratic as its advocates claim. On the contrary, in the absence of formalization and thus of argument, it is quite impossible to have meaningful pluralism. The stories of the dominant group become the dominant stories. Subaltern stories may be allowed, but there is no conceptual metalanguage in which the notion of differing interpretations could be meaningful. And even when myth has not been in the service of an exploitative ruling class, it has been the province of a narrow, often hereditary elite.

This all changes, we will see, with the axial age, and the advent of dialectics and of a rational metaphysics. 
� By imaginative discourse we mean any discourse which approaches fundamental questions of meaning and value by means of images and stories. Imaginative discourse includes myth and literature. Myth is a spontaneous and collective product and reflects shared meanings which are given and unproblematic; literature is the product of an identifiable author or authors and reflects an intervention into an ongoing debate around meaning which has become problematic. 


 � Taxis is a Greek word for order. It connotes an arranging in accord with a principle or rule, much as a general might order his troops for battle --thus the word ‘tactics’ which is derived from the same root. 


� For a more detailed consideration of this debate, see Dumenzil 1952, Lincoln 1981, 1986, 1991; Mallory 1989.  
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