Chapter Two
The Axial Age

The axial age thesis has, from the standpoint of the philosophical perspective represented in this book, a questionable pedigree. It derives ultimately from Max Weber’s Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (Weber 1920/1958), his Economy and Society (Weber 1921/1968) and his comparative historical studies of religion. According to this view modernity, and more specifically the economic rationality which makes capitalism possible, are the product of a long process of religious rationalization. This process took place only in certain parts of the world, and then only in varying degrees. Some rationalization took place in all of the major civilizational centers of the planet. Magical manipulation of the sacred gave way to worship; priests unified mythic cycles and codified legal and ethical codes. A further wave of rationalization took place in selected parts of Eurasia: Greece, the Middle East, India, and China. Mythic discourse gave way, at least in part, to an abstract philosophical language. Inner worldly aims such as victory in warfare or a good harvest gave way to a search for salvation. There was more focus on ethical conduct and less on sacrifice. Europe, the Mediterranean Basin, and Southwestern Asia went further, eventually opting for an ethical monotheism focused, at least in some degree, on rational inner-worldly activity. But even Judaism, Islam, and Catholicism represent incomplete processes of rationalization. This is because they make it possible for the believer to know whether or not he or she has done the will of God, and thus fail to create the psychic tension necessary to drive economic modernization, and, in the case of Catholicism, because the ultimate aim of rational activity is at least in part otherworldly. The process of religious rationalization is completed only in those regions which underwent a Calvinist Reformation. Calvinism alone integrates religious legitimation of inner worldly activity –including ordinary productive activity—with a doctrine of predestination which leaves the believer constantly uncertain regarding his status and thus constantly engaged in activity aimed not so much at winning salvation as at convincing himself that he is among the elect. Gradually the religious framework drops away leaving a culture focused exclusively on instrumental rationality. 

This theory is problematic for two reasons. First, it is unrepentantly idealist, in the sense that it treats ideas as if they quite literally dropped out of the sky. Why does religious rationalization take place? And more to the point, why does it take place in some regions and not in others? The result is to treat human history as if it were a kind of gradual evolution towards the one system of beliefs and values which really works or else simply a battle of ideas –an interminable clash of civilizations driven by radically incompatible views regarding the most fundamental questions of meaning and value. In this sense the thesis defines the contemporary debate between the “end of history” and the “clash of civilizations” camps (Fukuyama 1989, Huntington 1983). Second, such an understanding of history amounts to a straightforward legitimation for imperialism, whether of the more genteel sort which believes that at the end of history –which has either already arrived or is fast approaching— everyone will finally realize that we have been right all along and adopt our modern, capitalist, democratic, and secular way of life, or the more bellicose sort which argues that we must either fight to spread and defend our civilization or watch it die.
 

Jasper’s formulation of the thesis (Jaspers 1953), coming as it did in the period following the collapse of the fascist project, is more cautious. Aware of the close affinity between German irrationalism and the NAZI party, and anxious to avoid the errors of his friend Heidegger, Jaspers carefully avoids the Eurocentric and even Germanocentric formulations of Weber, and focuses instead on the common elements of the “axial age” breakthrough which occurred between 800 and 200 BCE in Greece, Israel, India, and China, and which included, among other things, a turn towards more abstract religious language –in effect the birth of metaphysics— and an associated concern for questions of ethics generally and social justice in particular. Even so the theory has problems. It leaves the breakthroughs, and their specific distribution, unexplained, and leaves open the possibility of an only slightly more cosmopolitan imperialism which pits postaxial against preaxial cultures. 

Most dialectical and historical materialists have, furthermore, to the extent that they have addressed the question at all, tended to regard the developments which Jaspers described as part of the Axial Age as essentially reactionary in character. Ellen Meiskins Wood’s Class Struggle and Ancient Political Theory (Wood 1979) argues, in effect, that rational metaphysics generally and the Socratic tradition in particular, developed as a defense of the slave mode of production against the democratic peasantry of Athens. Samir Amin’s Eurocentrism (Amin 1988/1989) argues more broadly that rational metaphysics developed as the superstructure of the great tributary empires. There is, of course, a long tradition in revolutionary China of campaigns against Confucianism which was regarded as a way of legitimating “feudal” exploitation. And who could possibly argue that Buddhism, with its otherworldly pessimism and Hinduism with it caste system, represented anything remotely resembling a breakthrough for reason and social justice? One has to look in odd places indeed to find thinkers outside the German irrationalist tradition who have anything positive to say about the axial age: the French “left-traditionalist” Pierre Simon Ballenche, for example, who argued that the axial age represented a radical democratization of the religious arena as the popular classes struggled to gain full access to the cult and thus claim their full humanity (Millbank 1990: 69).
Why, then, revive the theory, even in modified form? The answer is simple: there was a fundamental shift in the way at least several civilizations thought about fundamental questions of meaning and value during the period between 800 and 200 BCE, and this shift needs to be explained. Clearly, furthermore, this shift is intimately bound up with the “birth of metaphysics” and thus bears profoundly on the question at issue in this book: the social basis and political valence of metaphysics. More specifically, it offers us an opportunity to answer the criticisms of metaphysics raised by theorists such as Heidegger and Hatab on the one hand and Wood and Amin on the other. We will see that far from representing the point of emergence of a distinctively Western nihilism and totalitarianism, the axial age was a widespread phenomenon which actually introduced pluralism and democracy into the debate around fundamental questions of meaning and value. And far from representing a defense of the slave or tributary modes of production, the metaphysical systems which emerged during this period reflected an attempt to reground a discourse regarding social justice which would ultimately allow postaxial age intellectuals to restrict the coercive extraction of surplus and redirect is investment towards activities which authentically promoted the development of human capacities.
This chapter will offer a radically new version of the axial age thesis. Specifically, I will argue that the transformation which took place in China, India, and the Mediterranean Basin between 800 and 200 BCE was first and foremost a response to the possibilities and dislocations created by the development of specialized agriculture and crafts production and the emergence of a petty commodity system. On the one hand, the emergence of specialized agriculture and crafts production opened up the possibility of prosperity based on something other than violence and exploitation. It was suddenly possible to trade commodities which one’s own community could produce cheaply for others which were of great value. This, in turn gave far broader sectors of the population the possibility of earning enough to participate significantly in the public arena. The emergence of petty commodity production also gave people the basis in experience for understanding the universe as a quantitative system, and thus set in motion the transition from mythic to abstract, rational modes of thought –including, especially, the development of the abstract mathematics which made it possible to think God as the One or the Infinite. 
At the same time, petty commodity production also led to economic differentiation, as those with better land, better access to markets, or simply better luck prospered and those who lacked these advantages fell further and further behind. Ideologues for the new, commercial ruling classes legitimated their wealth by developing radically relativistic ideologies such as Sophism, Caravaka Materialism, and Legalism, which argued that there are no transcendental principles of meaning and value and thus no such thing as justice. Essentially all these phenomena can be documented in the regions which underwent an Axial Age transformation. 

From here patterns diverge a bit. Israel which, as we have seen, came into being as a result of a peasant revolt in the Late Bronze Age, gave birth to a series of prophets who at once called the people back to their revolutionary heritage, but did so using an increasingly abstract language, eventually giving birth to the divine name –YHWH. This is the causative form of the verb “to be” and marks the dawning of an understanding of God as Being as such. Some of these movements advocated a return to the structures of the premonarchic period (Hosea); others argued for a monarchy (Ps 72, Isaiah, Micah) which would be faithful to the revolutionary values of earliest Israel but which could protect the people effectively against foreign oppressors as well. The priestly and wisdom literatures, meanwhile, developed a more rationalized cosmology and legal system and mounted a response to the growing skepticism which accompanied the penetration of market relations and latifundialization –to the fools who said in their hearts that there is no God (Gottwald 1979). In China, similarly, a movement arises to return to the values of the Zhou revolution –the movement which eventually became known as Confucianism—but it is accompanied by movements such as Taoism and Mohism which are skeptical about the possibilities of a “just” monarchy which rules in accord with the tian ming, the mandate of heaven, and which put forward alternative approaches to fundamental questions of meaning and value (Yao 2000). In India, during the early part of the axial age, we witness a gradual rationalization of the Vedic tradition as the Vedic gods gradually give way to a more the abstract concept of Brahman and as the focus on animal sacrifice yields to a doctrine of ascetic, internal sacrifice. The Brahmin monopoly on religious leadership is challenged by these ascetics, something which leads first to the development of the Jaina and Buddhist traditions and eventually to a popular Puranic Hinduism which allows the Brahmins to find a new place for themselves in a complex, pluralistic tradition which speaks more adequately than the Vedas had to the interests of warriors, merchants, peasants, and even outcastes (Thapar 2002). In Greece, finally, we see, in addition to a more generalized process of religious rationalization which issues in the development of pre-Socratic philosophy and of religious democratization, which issues both in the development of new public cults, such as the cult of Dionysus with its associated drama festival and in the emergence of the mystery religions, the emergence of a tradition specifically focused on arguing for the existence of transcendental principles of meaning and value: dialectics. We will show that all of these (in many ways very different) developments integrated religious rationalization, religious democratization, a direct or indirect response to the growing injustice engendered by the emergence of petty commodity production –and an attempt to reground a doctrine of transcendental first principles as the condition for resolving the social and spiritual crisis of the era. 

This formulation of the axial age thesis helps to explain why some peoples had “breakthroughs” and others did not. Those societies whose cultural forms remained mythical rather than scientific or metaphysical were precisely those into which market relations did not penetrate and in which meaning did not, therefore, become a problem. It also begins to make a case for the principal thesis of this book: that metaphysics, far from being the source of the modern nihilism and state terror, in fact emerged as an attempt to reground meaning and value during a period of nihilism, despair, and injustice and as such retains enduring value for the modern world, which suffers from an even more radical version of the same malaise. 

We will begin by demonstrating that the axial age was defined, at the technological and economic level, by the development of specialized agriculture and crafts production and by the emergence of petty commodity production. We will also show that this was, for the most part, a period of political fragmentation. We will then go on to analyze the principal aspects of the axial age breakthrough: religious rationalization and democratization, and show how they represent a response to this political economic situation. We will specifically address both the claims of Heidegger and Hatab regarding the superiority of myth to philosophy and the claims of Wood and Amin regarding the affinity between metaphysics, slavery and the tributary mode of production. We will conclude by looking at how the principal axial age traditions differ from each other and offer some suggestions as to why.

Political Economy

As we noted in the last chapter, Afro-Eurasia as a whole seems to have undergone a rather protracted period of civilizational decline between 1200 and 800 BCE as tributary structures went into crisis and gradually retrenched. By around 800 BCE, however, there were real signs of a revival. It is, specifically, just precisely around this period that the use of iron technologies becomes really widespread and that we see the beginnings of specialized agriculture and crafts production. In the Mediterranean Basin this meant, above all, oil, wine, and the pottery in which to store and transport these agrarian products (Anderson 1974a, Ste. Croix 1982), though there is some evidence that the Greeks also exported the occasional sophist for the amusement of Indian rulers (Thapar 2002: 178). The West generally suffered a significant balance of trade deficit with both India and China, something which is reflected in the accumulation of vast hordes of Greek and Roman coins in both regions (Frank 1998, Thapar 2002: 242). China exported silk (Frank 1998), India pepper and other spices, teak and ebony, and cotton textiles (Thapar 2002). Southeast Asia entered the system somewhat later, largely as an exporter of spices and specialty woods (Hall 1995, Frank 1998). Peripheries such as the Horn of Africa and Southern Arabia exported frankincense. Gold and textiles came from West Africa. Porcelain and tea entered the system later from India and China. 

Initially the development of specialized agriculture seems to have taken place under the sponsorship of archaic or tributary structures. In Greece, for example, civilization seems to have revived around tribal and inter-tribal sanctuaries which, because they drew pilgrims for seasonal festivals also became important market centers (Snodgrass 1980). Elsewhere, where civilization had not collapsed altogether, tributary states sponsored investment in these new products (Thapar 2002: 137-279). But in the long run specialized agriculture meant the emergence of markets –first local, then regional, and eventually “global” (i.e. Pan Afro-Eurasian) in scope. Increasingly investment decisions were dictated by the complex interplay of supply and demand. Thales of Miletus, for example, who is generally credited with taking the first steps towards the development of an abstract mathematics, also discovered the law of supply and demand. Foreseeing an unusually good crop of olives one year, he secured control of every olive press in his region, and then demanded monopoly prices for the their use --though at least one story suggests that having made his theoretical point he relented and let the presses at their "fair" or "natural" price (Turnbull 1956: 79-82). Archaic and tributary structures became subordinated to what eventually, with the completion of the Silk Road around 200 BCE, became a global petty commodity system in which resources were allocated, at least in large measure, by a global market in luxury goods.
 

It is important to be clear what is meant by a petty commodity system. On the one hand, this system must be distinguished from one in which there is trade –even a substantial quantity of trade— but in which resource allocation is still primarily driven by the decisions of some centralizing authority, such as a temple complex or a sacral monarchy. We now know that there were significant trade relations between many of the great civilizations of the Bronze Age –Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley, for example. It is not, however, correct, to speak as Andre Gunder Frank now does (Frank and Gills 1992, 1993) of a 5000 year old world system, in the sense of a market structure which regulated resource allocation. For the most part, resource allocation in these societies took place through the extraction of surplus, through religious or coercive means, from dependent peasant communities –not through the mediation of a market in which a large number of producers responded to market forces. It is the emergence of authentic market forces, documented, for example, by Thales’ decision to buy up all the oil presses and extract monopoly rents, which marks the emergence of a petty commodity system.

Petty commodity production differs from capitalism, on the other hand, in that there is a market in goods and services, but not in labor-power or capital. Once again, this does not mean that there is no wage labor or usury. Certainly there were. But these forms are marginal and secondary. The organization of labor in the remains either coercive –tributary forms persist, for example and are supplemented by chattel slavery— or else peasant and artisanal, and most borrowing is for the purpose of covering expenses either on the part of the peasantry or on the part of the ruling classes, and is not a source of capital. This means that while individual producers, large and small, are beginning to engage in an economically rational calculus, they are not dependent on a pool of investors who require that they guarantee the highest possible rate of return on investments.

Politically this was a period of fragmentation. The Hellenic poleis were, first and foremost, sanctuaries become market towns which extracted surplus from their hinterlands by religious means or later by means of exchange rather than by coercion. Debt servitude and chattel slavery were later developments, which depended in part, at least, on the absence of a state structure which could provide effective economic regulation (Snodgrass 1980, Anderson 1974, de Ste. Croix 1982). Small states prevailed in areas which, like China and the fertile crescent, had previously been dominated by large empires. Northern India was just undergoing what seems to have been a primary process of state formation, largely independent of the earlier Indus Valley Civilization, which in any case did not extend east into the Gangetic Plain, north in to the Himalayan foothills, or south into the Deccan or the peninsula. Some of these states were gana-sanghas, a sort of republic in which power was held by the senior lineages of what was still in part a tribally organized pastoral-raiding society which had only partly adopted agriculture. Others were small kingdoms (Thapar 2002 98-173). Where larger tributary structures persisted they gradually altered their economic strategies, seeking to tax trade rather than direct production and thus to capture for themselves a portion of what was becoming a very healthy commerce.

The emergence of specialized agriculture and crafts production and of petty commodity production offered to humanity an extraordinary new opportunity. By using the principle of comparative advantage it was possible for distant regions to profit from trade with each other, and thus grow rich without the systematic exploitation of either their own populations or their trade partners. Such an outcome, however, required conscious leadership and intervention into the marketplace. The spontaneous tendency was towards rapid economic differentiation, as those with better land and better access to markets grew rich and those less well endowed grew poor. Peasants, who in many places had just been emancipated from tributary exploitation, found themselves falling into debt peonage and losing access to their land altogether. Nouveau riche elements who cared nothing for the traditional obligations between classes challenged sacral monarchs and priestly elites for power, so that political structures lost their integrity altogether (Anderson 1974, de Ste. Croix 1982, Chaney 1986, 1993)

Life in a market society, furthermore, is intrinsically alienating. People experience the society –and thus the universe as a whole—as a system of only externally related atoms (individuals) without any obvious ordering to a common end. The result was the emergence of radically skeptical and materialistic ideologies such as Hellenic atomism and sophism (Collins 1998: 86-89, 145-148), the Indian Caravaka school (Chaterjee 1954: 56-64), and Chinese Legalism (Collins 1998: 148-155), all of which restricted the scope of human knowledge to objects of sense perception, denied the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe and the existence (or at least the actual supremacy) of the gods, and regarded morality as at best a set of conventions necessary for humans to live together and at worst as simply a way of legitimating particular social interests (Mansueto 1998b, 1999, 2000, 2002b). These ideologies effectively disarmed the people, giving them no moral leverage against their oppressors.

This the common social context of all the “axial age breakthroughs.” Where the great tributary empires of the bronze age had used religious meaning to legitimate exploitation, allowing the people to appeal above the heads of their rulers to the gods those rulers claimed as their patrons, petty commodity production called meaning itself into question, and made it a problem –the problem which constituted metaphysics. Humanity’s principal wisdom traditions, which all flow out of this period, are simply different ways of approaching this problem: different ways of answering the question of meaning. 

The Principal Breakthroughs

Those who gave the first answers to these answers were not systematic metaphysicians, but rather sages and prophets. By this I mean that rather than writing philosophical treatises that advanced and demonstrated a whole complex of metaphysical propositions, they gave brief, contextual answers to the questions posed by their social situations. Even when they mounted polemics against myth, poetry, or other forms of imaginative discourse (e.g. Plato) they often used discourse which was in fact more poetic than philosophical. In many cases they appear not to have written at all, but rather to have had their teachings recorded by their disciples. This appears to have been the case, for example, with Socrates and Lao Tzu. Those we call sages taught on the basis of their own acquired wisdom; those we call prophets claimed to be speaking the very word of God. 

In all of the principal civilizational centers the basic process leading up to these breakthroughs was, furthermore the same. On the one hand, there was a gradual process of religious rationalization, as deities understood originally as superhuman persons –as, in effect, characters in a story— gave way to more abstract ways of understanding first principles. On the other hand, there was a process of religious democratization, as the debate about fundamental questions was extended beyond the sphere of the traditional priestly lineages and opened up to anyone and everyone who had something to say, creating a public arena constituted by debate around fundamental questions. In essentially all cases, these breakthroughs were catalyzed by and helped reinforce movements to come to terms with the injustices created by the emergence of global petty commodity production.

Greece

This process is most apparent in Greece, where we can trace a step by step movement. For Homer, who edited the Iliad at the beginning of the axial age --around 750 BCE according to most scholars-- the gods are essentially characters in a story, superhuman perhaps, but no less individuals with distinct personalities. Thus, in the opening passages of the Iliad, the human anger of “Peleus’ son Achilles” is set side by side with that of “Zeus’ son and Leto’s, Apollo, who in anger at the king drove a foul pestilence along the host … (Homer. Iliad 1:1-10). ” The only real difference between the gods and the humans seems to be the greater power and immortality of the gods. Indeed, my beginning students, who are often unfamiliar with the names of the Greek gods, often have difficulty telling who is divine and who is human in these stories.

Only a little later, by the time we get to Hesiod, the gods have become personified natural forces.

First came the Chasm; and then broad-breasted Earth, secure seat forever of the all the immortals who occupy the peak of snowy Olympus …

Earth bore first of all one equal to herself, starry Heaven, so that he should cover her all about, to be a secure seat for ever for the blessed gods …. 

… then bedded with Heaven she bore … crooked-schemer Kronos (Hesiod. Theogony 96-161).

These gods are still individual persons, and we do get stories about them, but they are organized into a genealogy based on the inter-relationships between the natural forces they represent.

The next step in this process was the emergence of a natural philosophy which explains the universe in terms of the transformation of one or more natural forces, without personifying them. Thus Thales taught that the universe was born of water and Anaximenes that it was born of air. Here we have left behind the realm of myth rather definitively, but are still dealing with concrete, sensible entities.

The third and most critical step in the process of rationalization is the emergence of an abstract mathematics. By an abstract mathematics we mean one which operates not on concrete objects but rather on propositions themselves. The mathematics of the great tributary civilizations of the bronze age, however, complex it may have been, remained irreducibly concrete. Measuring the motions of the heavenly bodies or calculating the number of bricks needed to build a pyramid of a given height may be difficult, but both operations can ultimately be reduced to counting. An abstract mathematics, on the other hand, asks such questions as “What makes a mathematical proposition valid?” or “What is a number?” It is just such reasoning that we see beginning to emerge with Thales of Miletus and later with his student Pythagoras. 

The impact of this development on the way in which human beings conceived the first principle was enormous. The Pythagoreans themselves were not simply a mathematical and scientific school, but a religio-political sect –and one which actually seized power in a number of cities in Southern Italy. 

The political valence of this tendency is complex and contradictory. On the one hand, the Pythagorean Brotherhood represents a reassertion on a new, more rational foundation of communitarian and archaic forms of leadership –i.e. leadership based on knowledge which contributes in some way to the development of human social capacities, rather than on military prowess or religious mystification. In this sense it represents a refraction of the Greek proximity to the matriarchal and communitarian arche through the lens of market-driven rationalization. At the same time, it does appear that the Pythagoreans drew much of their membership from the upper strata of Greek society and that they constitute what amounts to a rentier movement. Indeed, the whole outlook of the movement reflects the experience of surveying society as a whole and seeing it as a system of quantitative relationships, an experience which belongs specifically to the rentier elite and not to any other social stratum. 
The longer-term impact of the development of an abstract mathematics on thinking about first principles was, however, the introduction of what amount to mathematical terms such as the infinite and eternal on the one hand and the One on the other hand to describe God. Consider the following selections:
The first principle of all other things is infinite … From this the heavens and the worlds in them arise. 

The first principle is eternal and does not grow old, and it surrounds all the worlds. (Anaximander. On Nature 1, 2).

God is one, supreme among gods and men, and not like mortals in body or in mind. 

The whole of god sees, the whole perceives, the whole hears.

But without effort he sets in motion all things by mind and thought.

It always abides in the same place, not moved at all, nor is it fitting that it should move from one place to another. (Xenophanes. On Nature 1-4).

Here we have a fully rationalized concept of God, stripped of anthropomorphism, and conceived in wholly mathematical terms. 

Alongside this process of religious rationalization was a process of religious democratization. We have already noted that the emergence of petty commodity production, while it opened up the possibility of the accumulation of wealth without exploitation, tended in fact to lead to economic differentiation and eventually to indebtedness, loss of land, and servitude for those peasants who had poorer quality land, were further from markets, or had opted to grow barley and wheat rather than grapes or olives. The result was a series of peasant revolts in the late seventh and early sixth century. These struggles were resolved in different ways throughout Greece. In Sparta, for example, the landed elites co-opted the masses by enserfing the surrounding Messenians and transforming the whole population of the polis into a “mass” warrior aristocracy which played no role in production or commerce whatsoever. In other places the uprisings were suppressed with only a few concessions and an oligarchic constitution predominated. What interests us here is the Athenian settlement, since it is this settlement which provides the immediate background to the ideological developments we are trying to understand. Here there were fundamental structural reforms which improved the situation of both the peasantry and the emerging bourgeoisie
 at the expense of the eupatridae. The first of these reforms was carried out by Solon in 594-593 BCE. All debts secured by land or personal liberty were cancelled in what was known as the Seisachtheia or “shaking off of burdens.” This was accompanied by limited land reform and by the establishment of a mixed constitution which replaced birth with wealth as the criterion of eligibility for higher office and gave even the poorest citizens some voice in shaping public policies. Later reforms further extended the sphere of democratic participation, so that at times essentially all laws were made by a democratic assembly in which all male citizens had voice and vote and many key offices were chosen by lot, though there were also periods of oligarchic reaction. 

As we will see, these reforms did not actually bring the Athenian peasantry and artisanate to power. The nouveau riche elements which were gradually displacing the eupatrid families had the time and resources to participate in public life in ways than the peasants and artisans could not, and found ways to manipulate the passions of those who could participate. The effects of the revolutions should not, however, be underestimated. On the one hand, the economic reforms of Solon and his successors guaranteed the continued existence at Athens of a small peasantry, something which cannot be said of Rome and other cities in the ancient Mediterranean. Second, and more importantly, the revolutions brought into being a democratic public arena in which matters which had formerly been divined or simply decreed by the basileus were now matters of public deliberation.
 
This trend is advanced by the class struggles of the later Archaic, which enlarge significantly the circle of people involved in deliberative discourse, and thus reduce the political weight of the inspired seer or poet. In order to understand the full significance of this change, it is essential to remember that the basileus, while not regarded as divine, was a sacred king, and essentially all matters concerning the polis were religious matters. As a result of the reforms the hereditary basileus was replaced with an elected basileus archon, opening up the exercise of a sacred office to public deliberation. The sacred court of the Areopagus was, furthermore, now expanded to include those who had held senior offices, such as that of basileus archon. 

The reforms also added an second official, the eponymous archon, who was responsible for organizing a new religious festival –that of Dionysus. This festival which included contests in the various dramatic disciplines: tragedy, comedy, and satyr plays. The development of Greek drama was itself an integral part of the process of religious democratization. The old myths and legends which formed the imaginative content of Greek religion concerned, for the most part, a vision of human excellence which would have made sense only to the old eupatrid families, and then only during the period in which warfare was still their principal occupation. They had little to say to a commercial wine or oil producer, much less to a peasant or artisan. The various forms of drama, but especially the tragedies, took these stories and retold them in a way which made them relevant to contemporary concerns. Thus rather, than focusing on the divine challenge to excellence –most especially on the field of battle— and on the inevitable limits imposed on human achievement, Greek drama addresses themes such as the contradiction between kinship and political relationships (Antigone), between mother-right (still very important among the peasantry) and the patriarchal order of the polis (the Orestaia), and eventually the conflict between myth and philosophy (The Clouds). And each dramatist offered differing answers to these questions, so that drama itself became the locus of an authentic public debate regarding fundamental questions of meaning and value.

The other great locus of religious democratization was, of course, the mystery cult. Traditional Greek religion seems to have afforded hope of immortality only to the semidivine members of the eupatrid lineages who were descended from the gods. The new mystery cults extended this promise to literally anyone who underwent an initiation into the cults. The basic structure was always the same: catechesis or instruction regarding the mysteries, initiation, usually through a symbolic experience of death and rebirth by passage through water or a cave, participation in a communion meal and, later, the possibility of still higher degrees of initiation. The most important of the mysteries in the early period were the cult of Demeter at Eleusis and the Orphic mysteries. By participating in a secret initiation process members of the mystery cults gained access to knowledge which afforded them the prospect of immortality or at least of a more favorable reincarnation. Eventually, these cults emerged as the principal forms of religious life throughout the ancient world. The form of the mystery cult, which originated in Greece, was joined to content from Egypt (the cult of Isis and Osiris), Persia (the cult of Mithra) and eventually Israel (Christianity). 

These mystery cults, with their esoteric beliefs and practices, may seem to have been the very antithesis of a public arena constituted by deliberation around fundamental questions of meaning and value. And it is true that they constituted a new, esoteric realm which played a major role in the cultural life of late antiquity and the Middle Ages. But while there is not very much in the way of deliberation within the secret society or mystery cult, the proliferation of such cults creates a public arena in which the various sects compete for adherents and must, therefore, make their cases in a way which is accessible to outsiders. Esoteric discourse presupposes exoteric discourse –an apologetic-- and thus something which at least borrows from philosophy.
 And philosophy, as we will see (Kingsley 1995), conserves its esoteric practical (technical, practical, and soteriological) dimension.

Religious rationalization and religious democratization flowed together into the process which lead, finally, to the emergence of an authentic rational metaphysics in ancient Greece. The work of Heraclitus and Parmenides represent, in many ways, a transitional phase in this regard. On the one hand, they speak about first principles in a way which is characteristic of the final phase of the process of rationalization described above. They understand God in a way which presupposes mathematical formalization. On the other hand, they are also reflecting –albeit still unconsciously—the impact of the revolutionary process which democratized discourse regarding first principles. This is apparent in their concern about the problem of change. Heraclitus (Ephesus fl. 504-501 B.C.E.) was, interestingly enough, one of the last representatives of the old priestly intelligentsia which had been dominant during Archaic era, and the only one, as far as we know, to become a major philosopher (Collins 1988: 83). At first Heraclitus seems merely to be counterpoising an argument for the primacy of fire (the element of ritual sacrifice par excellence) to Thales’ argument for the primacy of water (the natural element of the merchant in a sea-going society). But when Heraclitus says that the universe is an "ever-living" fire, he is really saying that it is a constant process of change or flux which at once consumes and produces, as fire consumes fuel and produces smoke and embers. This flux is, furthermore, rational, Fire being identified with the One, or God, and with the Soul. It at once unites and orders all things. The constant struggle and strife which we see in the world is in fact just a complex interplay of opposites, a finely tuned tension through which a higher order is produced. Here Heraclitus comes close to Hegel, and to Engels' doctrine of the unity and struggle of opposites. The universe itself is depicted as a kind of ongoing revolutionary process in which meaning is forged through struggle. In the political realm the class struggle replaces ritual sacrifice as the central priestly act.

The difficulty, of course, is that Heraclitus does not really explain change; instead he merely posits a process of rational change in order to explain the contradictory phenomena of order and chaos in the universe. The existence of the flux itself remains unexplained. It was this limitation in the Heraclitean doctrine which led Parmenides (Elea, fl. 480 B.C.E.) to carry out a more exhaustive analysis of what it means for something to exist in the first place. What Parmenides realized is that unlike other attributes, Being is absolute --either something exists or it doesn't. Change, fundamentally, involves a coming into being or a passing out of being. But in order for something to come into being it must come either from something or from nothing. But "nothing can come from nothing." Forms or qualities which do not exist at one point in time cannot, therefore, simply appear at a later point in time. If, however, they come from something, then it is difficult to understand in what sense they are actually coming into being. Being is, simply and absolutely; all else is mere appearance. Parmenides concluded that the universe is a material, spherical, motionless plenum, eternal and uncreated, beyond which there is nothing (Garrigou-Lagrange 1932). 

From a certain point of view the analysis is brilliant. If Heraclitus was the first to penetrate the nature of change, and to reconcile the existence of order and chaos in the universe, Parmenides is the first philosopher to penetrate the still more profound mystery of Being --indeed to show any real awareness of the idea of Being as such. And Parmenides has also harvested the most important fruit of formal abstraction: the capacity for rational inference. Even when our description of the universe has not yet been completely mathematized, we are still able, by using the same methods of inference used by the mathematicians, to operate on our admittedly rather clumsier concepts to generate new conclusions and thus new knowledge about the world. This move, in turn, opens up the road for the development both of nonmathematical sciences (e.g. history) and of metaphysics. 

At the same time, Parmenides’ reasoning betrays the limits of formal abstraction. He seems entirely unaware of ideas --such as the idea of the Good-- which can reconcile being and becoming and ends up carrying an important insight --that there is a reality behind what we perceive with our senses, a reality which is fundamental-- to the point of absurdity. This tendency is even more apparent in the work of Parmenides' student Zeno, who used similar reasoning to prove that, for example it is impossible for a runner to complete a race because he would have to traverse an infinite number of points (Garrigou-Lagrange 1932).

This limiting formalism was, in all probability, a reflection of Paremenides’ social location as a member of a landed elite now producing for the market. This group, while it embraced the formalization made possible by the emergence of petty commodity production, had every reason to resist the possibility of further “change” by making it appear to be impossible or illusory.

Later pre-Socratic philosophy --especially the work of Empedocles (Agrigentum, 490-430 B.C.E.) and Anaxagoras (500-428 B.C.E.)-- can be read as an attempt to effect a synthesis of the Parmenidean and Heraclitean doctrines. Empedocles, for example, argues for the existence of four fundamental material elements: earth, water, air, and fire, but argues that their motion can be explained only by the forces of Love and Hate or Harmony and Discord which, respectively, cause the aggregation and disintegration of the various elements in different proportions, resulting in the multitude of different phenomena which we experience (Garrigou-Lagrange 1932, Kingsley 1995). Here we lose something, I think, by comparison with both Heraclitus and Parmenides. Empedocles’ doctrine of matter falls short of the Parmenidean realization of the absolute and transcendent character of Being, while his claim that there is a perpetual struggle between Love and Discord lacks Heraclitus' insight into the ultimately rational character of all change. Anaxagoras attempts to remedy this latter failure by suggesting that it is nous or intellect which orders and directs the unending combination of elements. In both cases, however, the system as a whole, the motion of matter in accord with some ordering principle or principles, remains unexplained. Formalization is incapable of advancing beyond description to explanation. For this it would be necessary to advance to transcendental abstraction --something which, we will see, is intimately bound up with practice, and specifically with political practice. The advent of science is thus always also a turn to the public arena, to the contest over social structure, and the struggle for a just social order.

A real metaphysics could thus only come as the result of a conscious reflection on the class struggle. In order to understand how this happened, we need to consider the limitations of the Athenian democracy. Because the public arena was formally democratic, the rich were now forced to obtain the consent of the poor in the midst of the assembly, and for this they required rhetors capable of making particular interests appear universal. Schools grew up to teach this art, and those who ran them –the so-called “sophists”-- began to produce a relativistic doctrine which legitimated their activity. The spectrum of sophistic opinion was diverse. Some, like Protagoras were quite moderate, arguing that "man is the measure of all things," that morals were a product of convention and thus subject to revision by law or custom. Others, like Callicles were more radical, eventually calling into question the very existence of objective reality (Plato. Protagoras, Gorgias). 

There has been a tendency, especially on the left, to regard the Sophists as the spearhead of a fundamentally progressive, if historically premature, attempt by protobourgeois elements to lead a democratic revolution, and that the Socratic philosophers both emerged out of and supported the interests of the old landed elite (Wood 1978). This claim is deceptive. That the sophists represented a broadly "bourgeois" trend, in the sense that they represented commercial elements rooted in and profiting from the petty commodity system cannot be doubted. But their function was not progressive. On the contrary, their effect was to undermine further the already fragile foundations of public morality and to legitimate policies which made the polis an instrument of private interests --those of the agrarian bourgeoisie and the emerging class of merchant capitalists. This is because, in the absence of anything which is Beautiful, True or Good in itself, moral judgment and thus any judgment regarding the justice of social structures or public policies, becomes impossible. The market system has no better defender than the relativist or nihilist who denies the existence of any criterion which might be used to find the market allocation of resources wanting or to ground some alternative allocation or method of allocation.

Wood (Wood 1979) makes her case for the reactionary character of the Socratic project on the basis of the class position of the individuals involved, the more or less explicitly antidemocratic character of their doctrines, and their involvement with antidemocratic political movements. Let us take each of these points in turn. Socrates, for example, came from a family of at least middling means, having served as a hoplite in the Peloponnesian War and having worked, according to tradition, as a sculptor who received commissions from the polis for important projects, including statues which stood on the Acropolis. Plato clearly came from a wealthy land owning family, and Aristotle from the family of a court physician in the service of the Macedonian royal family. All of the Socratic thinkers, furthermore, were advocates of a monarchic or aristocratic polity, and all were involved with, or at least close to people who were involved with, antidemocratic movements. Socrates was a teacher of many of the men involved in the brutal tyranny of the thirty. Plato came from this same circle, and was an advisor to the tyrant Dionysus. Aristotle was an advisor to Philip of Macedon and tutor to Alexander the Great.

No part of this thesis is valid. The historical materialist tradition has never regarded the class origin of a thinker as relevant in assessing the political valence of his or her ideas. By the same standard Wood is using the entire communist movement would have to be regarded as an idiosyncratic form of bourgeois/aristocratic reaction. Marx, after all, came from a prominent bourgeois family, as did Engels. Marx married the daughter of a baron. Lenin himself inherited noble status from this father
. 

The same is true of the aristocratic doctrine advanced by Socrates and his followers, but this matter requires more careful consideration. Socrates, and Plato and Aristotle after him, were concerned first and foremost to reground ethics and thus rescue the public arena from the Sophists and the bourgeois interests they represented. This project was carried out in three distinct stages. Socrates himself
 developed what was primarily a logical, immanent critique of Sophism, drawing out the implications and internal contradictions of sophistic ideas and demonstrating the need for an ascent to first principles. Thus, in the Euthyphro Socrates demonstrates the difficulty of deference to traditional religious norms and the authorities who uphold them. If piety is simply what the gods will then they are merely arbitrary tyrants. If on the other hand they love what is pious because of its intrinsic goodness, then they are subject to some higher standard in terms of which they must make their judgments –a standard which, at least in principle, might be accessible to reason. Similarly, in the Gorgias, Socrates shows that it is logically incoherent to claim that nothing exists, that we cannot know anything, or that there are no general principles which ought to govern public life. The result was the dialectical method, the most important instrument of the philosophical tradition. This method consists in posing agitational questions which draw out the interlocutor’s existing ideas, their implications, limitations, and internal contradictions, and then drive towards a higher synthesis. But it is difficult to find anything like a consistent epistemology, cosmology, or metaphysics in those of Plato's dialogues which represent more nearly Socrates own position. Indeed, even his ethics is rather spare. 

It is only with Plato that the Socratic project progresses beyond purely methodological issues to begin to trace the outlines of a systematic answer to the sophists. The two most important texts in this regard are, without question, the Republic and the Timaeus. Let us examine them in detail. Plato opens the Republic with a scene which situates the dialogue in its concrete political context. Socrates is returning from the feast of the Goddess Bendis, a Thracian huntress deity associated with a women’s revolt at Lemnos which left all of the men on the island dead, at Piraeus. This is a suggestive reference to the cult of the Magna Mater with which Socratic philosophy has a profound affinity. He is detained by a group of rich young men who insist that he accompany them home (a reference to the arbitrary power of the rich in Athenian society and to the precarious position of the philosopher in the bourgeois city). Once there he engages his host, a rich man of the older generation, and several of the young men who had detained him in a debate regarding the nature of justice. He disposes handily of the traditional view, represented by his host Cephalus, that justice is merely a matter of paying one's debts, a view which reflects the mores of a society in which market relations have begun to emerge but have not yet eroded traditional norms of reciprocity. Socrates rejects this position, showing that it fails to address the vitally important question of what people actually ought to have. Thus, it is hardly just to give a mad man a weapon, even if it was borrowed from him before he went mad and would ordinarily have been returned as a matter of course (Plato. Republic 327a 331d). 

This insistence on a substantive ethics already challenges market norms. Socrates then goes on to answer three positions which were quite common in Athens at the time. First he addresses the predominant view among the wealthy Athenians of his day: the idea that justice means helping your friends and hurting your enemies. The difficulty with this is that the worst thing you can do to someone is to make them a worse human being, in which case they would undoubtedly do even more harm to you than they had done before. He then turns to the radical sophistic position --that justice is just the will of the stronger, or that conversely, injustice is more profitable than justice. This view he undermines by showing that the stronger do not always not what is in their best interest, and by showing that justice is an art, and that like all the other arts it is devoted not to its own good but to promoting some end outside itself. Finally, Plato addresses the moderate sophistic view, that justice is merely a (necessary) social convention (Plato. Republic 331e-354c). This position he addresses at much greater length by engaging his interlocutors in an analysis of just what sort of conventions our laws they would establish for a city were they to found one. In the process they discover than they cannot frame laws without reference to some higher principle, some substantive doctrine of the Good in terms of which they evaluate proposed legislation. It also becomes clear that if they are to prevent their city from being exploited by its strongest members –the Guardians who protect it from foreign attack-- these Guardians will have to be extraordinary individuals indeed, who not only have a temperament which balances desire and aggression (necessary if they are to defend the city) with reason, but an authentic knowledge and love of the Good itself. This they acquire through a long process of education in which the role of traditional poetry is strictly limited and regulated, and largely displaced by mathematics and dialectics. Such individuals are, in fact, philosophers (Plato. Republic 471c-541b). 

This bears directly on the meaning of “aristocracy” in the Socratic tradition. What Plato is advocating here is hardly rule by a hereditary landed elite. On the contrary, the Guardians are to be chosen for their intellectual and moral excellence and live disciplined lives devoted to the Common Good. Once again he is closer to the communist movement and the larger dialectical tradition out of which it emerged than to anything which would ordinarily be called reactionary. What, after all is Hegel’s “universal class” if not a class of philosopher-kings? What are Marx’s communists, who understand the “line of march, conditions, and ultimate general result” of the historical process -Marx who called the philosophers the head and the proletariat the heart of the revolution? What is Lenin’s vanguard if not an organization of armed philosophers --Lenin who said that to understand Marx’s Capital, it is first necessary to master the whole of Hegel’s Logic?

Throughout this discussion Plato does not so much make his argument as outline it, setting forth a philosophical program which would still need to be fleshed out in other works, or perhaps by other thinkers. Indeed, rather ironically, given the critique of poetry which he has just mounted, he attempts to render his vision compelling by the use of a variety of poetic images.

Having set forth this program, Plato then does something odd. He engages in an extended argument aimed at showing that were a just city to exist, it would inevitably degenerate. Aristocracies, societies governed by the intellectually and morally most advanced elements degenerate into timocracies, societies governed by the courageous and proud (i.e. warriors). Timocracies degenerate into oligarchies, governed by the rich, oligarchies into democracies, governed by the people as a whole, who do not know the Good, and democracies into tyrannies, which transform the state into an instrument for satisfying the rapacious desires of a single individual. Errors in the training and selection of the Guardians would bring to power leaders more interested in wealth and honor than in truth and justice. Eventually these decadent elements would force a restoration of private property not unlike the nomenklatura privatization we have witnessed in the former Soviet bloc. Even if at first the property holders were persons formed under the old system and concerned at least for their own honor, if not for the highest values of truth and justice, gradually, from one generation to the next, the growing opportunities for making money would encourage its pursuit and the "timocracy," rule by lovers of honor, would degenerate into an oligarchy or a plutocracy --rule by the wealthy. But the degeneration does not stop there. The people see that the rich are able to indulge in the most various pleasures without negative consequences, and they too become infected with greed, rising up at the first possible moment to seize the wealth of the few and share it out among themselves. The rich respond with force, and the result is inevitably tyranny, as the most unscrupulous, playing one class off against the other, make the state their private plaything (Republic 543a-576b).

Plato takes up this same theme in the Timaeus, but goes further, arguing that social disintegration is part of a larger and inevitable cosmic dynamic. This dialogue, like the Republic, takes place at a feast of the goddess --this time the festival of Athena, two months after that of Bendis. The topic, however, is still the just social order. The question arises as to whether or not such an order is possible. A story is told, which Solon learned while traveling in Egypt of an "earlier Athens," founded by the goddess herself, the laws of which were not unlike those of the just society described by Socrates. This society was, however destroyed in a conflict with Atlantis, which is now submerged in the oceans. 

The cosmology of the Timaeus is then presented as if to explain this tendency towards disintegration which appears to be written into the very fabric of the universe. It is interesting to note that Plato has Timaeus (a Pythagorean), and not Socrates, present the theory, suggesting that he regards it as a "best effort" regarding which he has, however, serious reservations. This is not surprising, since the theory has little which is specifically Platonic, but represents, rather, an unstable synthesis of Pythagorean and atomist elements (Cleary 1995: 25).

The principal thesis advanced by Timaeus is that the universe was forged by the Demiurge, a kind of cosmic craftsman, on the basis of an eternal model which Timaeus calls a "living being," indicating a sense of organic unity and completeness. The forms of things are impressed on a "receptacle," which is identified as space and called the "matrix," the "nurse of all becoming." The resonance between the concept of matter and the doctrine of the Magna Mater should be apparent. 

The principles by which the matrix is ordered are rigorously mathematical, and reflect the influence of the Pythagorean doctrine. Thus the universe as a whole, intended as a copy of the perfect model, is spherical because this is the most perfectly symmetrical shape. The World Soul, which moves all things, is self-moved: it rotates in a manner dictated by the interaction of the Same and the Different: the Celestial Equator and the Zodiac or Ecliptic. Even the properties of the various physical forms of matter are explained in mathematical terms. Timaeus accepts the notion of four elements, as well as the atomist gloss that they are in fact composed of distinct particles. For Timaeus, however, these particles are the result of the impression of mathematical forms on the matrix of space itself --forms which are ultimately reducible to the simplest: that of the triangle. As triangles combine to form solids, one gets the cube, the icosahedron, the octahedron, and the tetrahedron, the particles of earth, water, air, and fire respectively. The dodecahedron, the regular solid which most nearly approximates the sphere, is the sign of the cosmos itself.

The creative activity of the Demiurge extends only to those aspects of the universe which are eternal: the heavens and the world soul, and the stars and planets, which are identified with the gods of mythology. To these in turn is allotted the work of creating the plants, animals, and human beings, whose soul is mixed from the same ingredients as the world soul, but is not so pure. 

This ordering work is not, however, all there is to the nature of the universe. The receptacle, Timaeus suggests, is resistant to the work of the Demiurge. Matter, far from being potential organization, in fact resists form, and even when formed begins to disintegrate. Necessity, in this sense, constrains the work of Reason. Here we encounter the atomist element in Plato's cosmology, the sense that the random and probabilistic motion of matter continually reasserts itself, leading even the best works of the Demiurge to disintegrate. This is the basis, for Plato, of the irreversible time which we experience --as distinct from the cyclical time defined by the self-motion of the world soul and marked by the movements of the heavenly bodies. Because of this, while we are able to provide a rational account of the work of the Demiurge, we can offer only a "likely story" to describe the phenomenal universe, which is governed as much by randomness as by reason.

What is going on here? What are we to make of this rupture in the middle of the Republic and the turn towards radical cosmological pessimism in the Timaeus? The answer is to be found not in the text or even the philosophical context, but in the larger social reality to which Plato was responding. If Plato is pessimistic about politics then it is because he has reason to be. The history of Greece in his time was one of rapid social disintegration. His own life was marked by the execution of his mentor, Socrates, and by the failure of his own political projects both at home in Athens and in Syracuse where he attempted to persuade the tyrant Dionysus to implement is political program (Wood 1979). And pessimism in politics tends, as we will see, to produce pessimism in cosmology (Lerner 1990).

There is, however, a more subtle process at work here as well. While Socrates and Plato clearly advance, by means of the dialectic, beyond the merely formal abstraction of the Pythagoreans to a higher, transcendental abstraction capable of grasping the first principle and its transcendental properties, the dialectic itself still depends on formalization and in particular on the distinction between the form or underlying structure and the appearance. And in a period of social disintegration "form" or "structure" are generally regarded as something static --there is no progress towards more complex forms of organization-- while the appearance is identified with the matter or the "receptacle" to use Plato's term, which is constantly changing, which resists form, and which leads to cosmohistorical disintegration. Plato's failure to distinguish clearly between formal and transcendental abstraction leads him to revert to the spontaneous ideology of his time and to regard the first principle in increasingly formal rather than transcendental or teleological terms. 

The resulting doctrine is problematic on scientific, metaphysical, and political grounds. Plato is unable to explain growth and development --something which ought to have been apparent to him in the plant an animal world if not in human society. Indeed, more broadly he is unable to achieve a unified theory which comprehends both celestial and terrestrial motion, and both reversible and irreversible phenomena. Indeed, our analysis of the Timaeus suggests that the obstacles to unification along these two dimensions may be more closely connected that historians and philosophers of science have thus far realized. We will see that when Newton unified celestial and terrestrial mechanics he did so only at the expense of any theorization of irreversible processes, which became an object of scientific investigation only with the advent of thermodynamics in the nineteenth century --a science which, at least in its first formulation, reproduced and even radicalized Plato's --or Timaeus'-- doctrine. 

Even more serious is the fact that Plato's cosmology fails to support the metaphysics which he sets forth in the Republic. There is no sense in the Timaeus that the Good draws all things towards itself, awakening in matter a latent potential for organization. On the contrary, matter is not only inert but chaotic, not only threatening, but actually working disintegration. Order comes from on high, from a sort of celestial monarch --or rather from his vice-regents-- who impose it ever some imperfectly on a universe which tends towards chaos and destruction. It is hardly surprising that in his later years Plato should have drifted even further into political pessimism, arguing that philosophers could rule only secretly and from behind the scenes, through a Nocturnal Council which intervenes into what is otherwise an essentially oligarchic regime (Statesman), and eventually conceding the inevitability of rule by a (nonphilosophical) landed elite (Laws). 

It is in this context that we must understand Wood’s third charge against the Socratic tradition: that whatever their views the Socratic philosophers conspired with antidemocratic elements. Here, once again, we run up against the difficulty that much the same charge might be made of the communist movement in the twentieth century. Faced with limited alternatives, the left has often chosen to support tyrants willing to take a stand against imperialism and the market order, especially when the tyrants in question have shown some depth and complexity as individuals and some openness to guidance from the Communist Party. How else can one describe a Nasser, a Qaddafi, or a Sadaam Hussein? Indeed, many of the political leaders of the left are better described a tyrants with “philosophical” elements in their temperament than as philosophers endowed with political prudence and the power it yields. Such a tendency to collaborate with tyrants would only be accentuated by well founded pessimism regarding the prospects for more fundamental change. It is certainly possible, from the vantage point of the present, to question the prudence of such alliances, but one cannot conclude that those who made them did so with reactionary intent.
It is these difficulties in Plato's philosophy which Aristotle physics and metaphysics attempted to resolve. Aristotle, we should note, began his investigation with physics –with an attempt to explain the universe-- rather than turning to that task only after having arrived at a first principle. Aristotle also rejects explicitly both materialistic approaches to physics, which reduce change to local motion and to neglect the problem of form entirely (Physics 194a), and Pythagorean approaches which understand form in a static way. 
The form is indeed physis (nature) rather than the matter; for a thing is more properly said to be what it is when it has attained to fulfillment than when it exists potentially ...

We also speak of a thing's nature as being exhibited in the process of growth by which its nature is attained (Physics 193b).

Again, ‘that for the sake of which’ or the end, belongs to the same department of knowledge as the means. But the nature is the end or `that for the sake of which.' For if a thing undergoes a continuous change and there is a stage which is last, this stage is the end or `that for the sake of which.' (Physics 194a)

What this suggests is that "motion" or "change" for Aristotle is first and foremost growth and development, and that this is conceived of as at once the perfection of a form which is latent in something and the realization of the end for which the thing exists. 
From here, Aristotle goes on to treat causation, or that in terms of which motion can be explained. Aristotle distinguishes between material cause, or that out of which something comes to be, formal cause, which Aristotle identifies with the essence, or what a thing is, efficient cause, that by which it comes to be, and the final cause, or `that for the sake of which' a thing exists (Aristotle. Physics 194b, Metaphysics 988a-b). Ultimately, however, change is driven by the attractive power of the final cause.  Immediately this is the perfection of form which each thing seeks. Ultimately, however, it is the first Unmoved Mover, the beauty of which moves the heavens and through them the entire universe. 
It is clear, not only in argument but also in fact, that there is something (i.e. the heavens) which is moved with unceasing and cyclical motion. Consequently, the first heaven must be eternal. There is therefore also something which moves it. And since a moved mover is intermediate, there is, therefore, also an unmoved mover being eternal, primary, and in act (Metaphysics 1072a). 

This approach allows Aristotle to overcome the pessimism of Plato’s cosmology and sociology. While he does from time to speak of matter as resisting form, the underlying logic of Aristotle’s universe is one of growth and development, driven by the attractive power of God. Aristotle is therefore to develop a much more complex and nuanced Ethics than Plato’s. He begins with a scientific analysis of human nature, noting that we possess distinctive capacities which transcend those of the other animals. We have an intellect and a will. The Good draws us in to motion, growth and development just as it does everything else in the universe, but it does so in a different way, by acting on the intellect and thus informing the will. The good for human beings consists in virtue –in habitual excellence in the exercise of our distinctively human capacities. This means, on the one hand, the cultivation of the intellect, through techne or excellence in making, phronesis or excellence understanding the means to the ends of human life, nous or excellence in understanding first principles, episteme or excellence in explaining things, and sophia or excellence in rising to first principles, and, on the other hand in the moral virtues of temperance, courage, and justice. The intellectual virtues we develop through study, the moral virtues through habituation, something which requires, in turn, a just social order. While his (like Plato’s) preference is for a monarchy in which the king is authentically wise and just, or an authentic aristocracy, Aristotle already begins to recognized the merits of a mixed constitution which includes democratic elements (Aristotle Ethics, Politics).  That the democratic potential in Aristotelian thinking is further developed by Thomas and his interpreters.
We are now in a position to evaluate comprehensively the political valence of the Socratic project. It should be clear, on the one hand that Socratic philosophy is first and foremost a response to and an attempt to tap the potentials and resolve the social contradictions of the petty commodity system and to do so under the constraints imposed by the level of development of the productive forces. In order to understand why this is the case it is necessary to be quite specific about the potentials and contradictions of the petty commodity system, which overlap with and in some ways foreshadow, but which are by no means identical with, those of capitalism. Like capitalism, petty commodity production offers individuals and small communities the opportunity to exploit their comparative advantages and create and accumulate wealth without coercively appropriating the fruits of the labor of others. And unlike capitalism, it does not necessarily involve noncoercive extraction of surplus either. At the same time, some individuals and communities have more comparative advantages than others, and thus prosper, while others may sink into poverty and even lose their productive assets entirely, sinking into debt bondage. And where the people are able to effectively resist this fate, there is a drive on the part of the ruling classes to secure a captive labor force by means of conquest in order to work the large estates they have accumulated. The market, furthermore, which has no access to knowledge of the impact of various activities on the integrity of the ecosystem or the development of human capacities, does not always allocate resources in a way which promotes growth and development.  There is, finally, a growing tendency to see human social relationships as merely a means to private ends, with an attendant corruption of whatever sort of regime prevails. And, as we have noted, in a market society of any kind people have no basis in experience for understanding the ordering of systems to a common good, and tend increasingly to see the universe as a system of only externally related atoms, or else as a system of quantities (prices) governed by formal rules but with out any global end or purpose. Petty commodity societies are not, on the other hand, affected by the principal contradiction of the capitalist system: i.e. the tendency for the rate of return on capital to be lower on precisely those activities which, because they require high levels of investment in technology or skilled labor, are most likely to promote the development of human capacities, with the result that capital is continually reallocated to low wage, low technology activities, which in turn generates crisis of underconsumption. Shifts in resource allocation in petty commodity societies are, on the contrary, likely to be relatively minor, relatively slow, and to be in response to noneconomic (ecological, technological political, or ideological) factors. 

Resolution of the contradictions of the petty commodity system, unlike those of capitalism, does not require that the system itself be radically transcended. It is merely necessary that economic differentiation be contained, that a mechanism be developed for centralizing and allocating the resources necessary for human development, and that debt servitude, chattel slavery, and other degrading ways of organizing labor be abolished. 

It is just precisely these reforms which Plato and Aristotle proposed to carry out –Plato rather more thoroughly, at least in his middle dialogues, than Aristotle. Extremes of wealth and poverty are to be avoided. A considerable part of the social surplus is to be centralized (presumably by means of taxation) in order to support the education and training of the Guardians and Auxiliaries. Further movement in a “socialist” direction, e.g. the expropriation of private property, was simply not called for as a condition for renewed human development, and to regard Plato and Aristotle as reactionary because they did not propose it is antimaterialist and anachronistic. 

There remain, of course, the difficult questions of the attitude of the early dialecticians towards chattel slavery, their preference for aristocracy, and the openness of the social order they envisioned. Let us address each of these questions in turn. 

Plato, in the Republic at least, is clear that there is no room whatsoever for slavery in a just social order. Slavery is seen to emerge only as a result of the disintegration of the ideal state (Plato. Republic. 546). Aristotle, on the other hand, seems to argue that slavery of some sort is a result of natural differences among human beings –that some human beings are merely means to the development of the more advanced and of human civilization generally, as a result of fundamental differences in their natural endowment. 

For he who can be, and therefore is, another's and he who participates in rational principle enough to apprehend, but not to have, such a principle, is a slave by nature. Whereas the lower animals cannot even apprehend a principle; they obey their instincts. And indeed the use made of slaves and of tame animals is not very different; for both with their bodies minister to the needs of life. Nature would like to distinguish between the bodies of freemen and slaves, making the one strong for servile labor, the other upright, and although useless for such services, useful for political life in the arts both of war and peace. But the opposite often happens---that some have the souls and others have the bodies of free men. And doubtless if men differed from one another in the mere forms of their bodies as much as the statues of the gods do from men, all would acknowledge that the inferior class should be slaves of the superior. It is clear, then, that some men are by nature free, and others slaves, and that for these latter slavery is both expedient and right (Aristotle. Politics, 1254b).

Two points are in order here. First, we should note that Aristotle acknowledges the difficulty in ascertaining who is fit for freedom and who is fit for slavery, even if he does not draw the obvious conclusion: that slavery will inevitably result in injustice to those who are mistakenly enslaved. Second, we should note that Aristotle’s position does not follow organically from his larger system, but rather depends on an unsubstantiated empirical claim: i.e. that some human beings actually lack the ability to make use of their rational faculties. He does not consider the possibility that those who lack the full use of reason need education, not exploitation.
A more fruitful approach to the problem might be to suggest that slavery was not actually an integral part of the petty commodity system, but rather a distinct economic structure which emerged out of it, as a result of the failure to address its internal contradictions, and that the thinking of the dialecticians was not really adapted to addressing this problem. Indeed, with the collapse of the old archaic order centered around sanctuaries which provided the intelligentsia with a ready source of income, slavery increasingly seemed like the only means by which resources could be centralized to support human development. That it actually held back human development by undermining technological innovation and thus reducing the total surplus available for investment in activities which promote human development was not yet clear at this point. 

The Socratic critique of democracy is an integral part of the Socratic attempt to resolve the contradictions of petty commodity production. If human society is to be ordered to the Good then it must be governed by those who know the Good, and this requires a prolonged period of training and education. Due to the low level of development of the productive forces it is impossible to provide everyone with such an education: thus Plato’s option for a philosophical aristocracy, and his failure to even consider the option of a philosophical democracy; thus Aristotle’s desire to at least temper democratic participation by including a monarchic and aristocratic element in his constitution. It is only as technological and economic development allow a broader section of humanity the opportunity to cultivate their rational capacities that authentic democracy can really be on the agenda.
And this, of course, is the real point. The political truth which dialectics reveals is a difficult one indeed. Human beings are not, Rousseau to the contrary, born free and only enchained by oppressive social institutions. Rather, we are born slaves and become free only through a long labor of self cultivation, one which depends on a framework of social institutions capable of nurturing and disciplining that self cultivation. Democracy, we will argue in later chapters, is more nearly possible than either Plato or Aristotle allowed, but more difficult than most moderns and postmoderns have wanted to claim.
It is in this context that the question of the open society must be understood. Dialectics, unlike myth, presupposes pluralism. But also seeks to discipline it, challenging diverse claims regarding meaning and values to justify themselves by means of rigorous argument. The social order envisioned by Plato and Aristotle is, in this sense, open not in the manner of a free marketplace of ideas in which cultural forms succeed or fail based on their ability to mobilize desires and resources, but rather in the manner of the university, in which liberty of thought and conscience are not only respected but cultivated, but where both are held accountable before the court of reason. 
This said, there are real limits even to Aristotle’s philosophy. From a philosophical standpoint this limitation has to do with his characterization of the first principle.  While Aristotle is quite clear that the first principle can bring things into Being only by means of teleological attraction, it is less clear just why this principle is so attractive. And he does not tell us what it is. This will be remedied only by the synthesis of dialectics and prophetic religion worked out by Jewish, Christian, and Islamic philosophers beginning with Philo of Alexandria and continuing up through Thomas Aquinas and his interpreters, who will identify the dialectical principle with the God whose name is revealed in Exodus, and which means Being. We will turn to the first stages in this development shortly. 

This philosophical limitation also has political implications. To the extent that he discusses it at all, Aristotle characterizes the unmoved mover as a kind of supreme contemplative. At the ethical and political level, this favors the contemplative over the active life and leaves little scope for ordinary workers and peasants to participate in the life of the first principle. Retheorizing that principle as Being as such, on the other hand, stresses the creative act and, without diminishing the role of intellect (creation is, first and foremost, and act of the intellect), validates the role of ordinary labor as a real participation in the life of God.
Israel

We have already seen that there was, in Israel, a breakthrough prior to the timeframe generally associated with the Axial Age, a breakthrough which we associated with the of the crisis of the great tributary civilizations of the late Bronze Age. This breakthrough involved a rejection of sacral monarchy and the war/lord/god complex in favor of a new cult centered on a specific name of the old Canaanite high god ‘El: ‘el yahwi sabaoth yisrael. This new cult continued to represent and speak about god anthropomorphically, even if it already rejected graphic representations, and continued, indeed, to think of God as a warrior, but now as a warrior on the side of the poor, a warrior who acted on behalf of justice. Israel met –and served-- its god on the battlefield of the revolution.

This should not, however, be taken to imply that Israel traveled on utterly different path than Greece or the other principal civilizational centers of Afro-Eurasia. We noticed, for example a similar breakthrough in China, the Zhou Revolution, and we have some evidence of comparable developments in even in Greece, developments of which a text such as Hesiod's Works and Days may represent one of the final products. There remained, in any case, substantial room for further religious rationalization, and for a continued deepening of the spirituality of justice which formed the foundation of Israel’s religion. 

In order to understand this we need to sketch out briefly the history of Israel in the period from roughly 1000 BCE on. Earliest Israel, we have argued, was essentially a neocommunitarian or neoarchaic social formation. Villages concentrated in the hill country of Judah, Samaria, and the Galil practiced dry-soil subsistence agriculture on terraced hill-sides using slaked lime cisterns in order to catch and hold limited rainfall. Land was held by the village community and periodically re-distributed. Village elders settled disputes within their communities. Ten percent of the product was set aside for the Levites, who formed a kind of priestly stratum which passed on the traditions of Israel’s origins and conducted rituals, especially at the major feasts of Pesach, Shavuoth, and Succoth, which corresponded to the barley, wheat, and fruit harvests respectively. There was little in the way of a formal political structure. Above the village level the most important institutions were sanctuaries at places like Bethel, Beersheba, Schechem, etc. These were places to which the peasants repaired at the principal feasts. They also seem to have been the places at which shophetim passed judgment on those disputes which could not be resolved at the village level. There was no king, no standing army, and no central temple complex. When external threats arose, Israel responded by producing charismatic military leaders such as Barak and Samson who rallied troops, repelled the invaders, and then returned to their villages. 

This pattern persisted from roughly 1200-1000 BCE. At that point a new threat appeared on the scene: the Philistines, probably one of the so-called sea peoples, related to the Achaeans of Homeric fame. The Philistines possessed iron technology and used infantry rather than chariot warfare and were thus able to penetrate and subdue the hill country which had been Israel’s stronghold. This required Israel to develop a more centralized form of organization which would enable it to raise and maintain a standing army. This took a couple of generations. We see first what amounts simply to a unified military command under Saul and only later, under David and Solomon, do we see anything like a real monarchy. 

Establishment of the monarchy was an ambiguous event from the standpoint of the traditions of earliest Israel. On the one hand, David was able to liberate the lowlands and coastal regions from the Canaanite warlords as well as the Philistines, thus completing the long revolution begun more than 200 years earlier. At the same time, the emergence of monarchy meant, almost inevitably, the reassertion of tributary structures. We know that as early as the third generation –the reign of Rehoboam— the North was chafing under rising taxes and soon withdrew to form its own –but hardly more benevolent—monarchy. Stories such as 1 Samuel 8, which retrospectively imagine the origins of the monarchy, warn that the king will 

…
take your sons and make them serve in his chariots and with his cavalry and they will run before his chariot. Some he will appoint officers over units of a thousand and units of fifty. Others will plough his fields and reap his harvest; others again will make weapons of war and equipment for the chariots. He will take your daughters for perfumers, cooks and bakers. He will seize the best of your fields, vineyards and olive groves, and give them to his courtiers. He will take a tenth of your grain and your vintage to give to his eunuchs and courtiers ... He will take a tenth of your flocks and you yourselves will become his slaves (1 Samuel 8: 11-17).

The centralization of surplus and the concentration of land holdings facilitated, in the years after about 800, the development of specialized agriculture. This was more common in the North than in the South, both because the North was better suited ecologically and because it was closer to key trade routes, but the pattern ultimately affected both regions. This led to a gradual erosion of the historic protections which redistributional land tenure –the so-called law of the Jubilee laid out in Leviticus 25— had afforded the peasantry. The story of Naboth’s vineyard in 1 Kings 21 probably reflects a memory of this sort of latifundialization. We see, in other words the same combination of overall increased prosperity and growing inequality which characterized Greece during the same period. We also see the reassertion of strong sacral monarchic tendencies, especially the idea of an unconditional covenant between yhwh and the House of David in Judah and the reassertion of full-blown baalism in the North. 

It is against this background that the Axial Age breakthrough in Israel must be understood. The process of religious rationalization was directly bound up with the struggle for a just social order. The site of both this struggle and the new and deeper knowledge of God was the prophetic movement. The earliest attested prophets or nabi’im appear to have been court seers, such as Nathan and to have served largely at the pleasure of the king. Even Nathan, however, did not hesitate to warn the king against wrong doing. Gradually, we see the prophets emerging as sharp critics of both social injustice (Naboth’s vineyard) and of the religious alienation (the re-emergence of baalism) which was accompanying it. At first the prophets are merely legendary figures who were remembered for their actions; later, beginning in the eighth century BCE we begin to have recorded sayings or oracles. 

The outstanding feature of these oracles in that they consistently identify social justice (mishpat wesedek) with knowledge of God (da’ath ‘elohim).

Thus Isaiah targets directly the latifundialization which developed as a result of the emergence of Israel into regional trade networks. 


yhwh opens the indictment against the elders and officers of his people:


It is you that have ravaged the vineyard;


In your houses are the spoils taken from the poor.


is it nothing to you that you crush my people and grind the faces of the poor? (Isaiah 3: 14-15)


Woe to you who add house to house


and join field to field,


until everyone else is displaced, 


and you are left as the sole inhabitants of the land. (Isaiah 5:8)


Woe to you who make unjust laws 


and draft burdensome decrees


depriving the poor of justice,


robbing the weakest of my people of their rights,


plundering the widow and despoiling the orphan (Isaiah 10: 1-2).

He then goes on to paint a picture of restored justice, placing fulfillment of the demands of social justice in poetic parallelism with da’ath ‘elohim or da’ath yhwh, thereby equating the two.


They shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain, 


For as waters of the earth fill the sea


So shall the land be filled with knowledge of yhwh (Isaiah 11:1-12).

Injustice, on the other hand, is essentially equated with a lack of knowledge of God. Thus Hosea:

Call your mother to account ...


She does not know that it was I who gave her the grain, the new wine and the fresh oil,


I who lavished on her silver and gold which they used for the ba'alim (Hosea 2:8).


There is no good faith or loyalty, no knowledge of God in the land ...


The more priests there are, the more they sin against me ...


As you have rejected knowledge, 


so I will reject you as a priest to me (Hosea 4: 1, 7, 6).

And what, precisely, does Israel know when she knows God? In acting to create justice –to bring into being the conditions for human development and creativity itself-- Israel acts as yhwh acts, thus becoming, as Thomas Aquinas would later put it, actually connatural with God (Thomas. Summa Theologiae II-II 89, Maritain 1937, Garrigou-Lagrange 1938). And being connatural with God, Israel knows God directly, experientially, and preconceptually as the power of Being as such. In Exodus 3:13ff, part of the Elohistic narrative of Israel’s history from the Northern Kingdom, God tells Moses that His name is eyeh asher eyeh. Eyeh is the imperfect indicative form of the verb “to be” indicating that this God is Being itself, acting still. In the same passage we also find the revelation of the name yhwh, which is the causative form of the verb “to be,” and points even more clearly to the recognition of God as the power of Being as such. 

In knowing God in this way, Israel lays the groundwork for the development –much later, in the medieval synthesis of Jewish, Christian, and Islamic Aristotelianism—of what we call an analogical metaphysics, a metaphysics which understands that God exists in a way fundamentally different from the way in which we or anything else exists, but that we, nonetheless, at the same time, participate in that Being which is the ground of our existence and criterion of all our action. This then provides the basis for the development of a natural law ethics which recognizes right action as action which promotes the full development of human capacities and of a just society as one which creates the conditions for such development. 

This process of religious rationalization is also, at the same time, a process of religious democratization. If God is known pre-eminently in the just act, then knowledge of God is possible for anyone, and does not depend on priestly mediation. Israel did not yet –and in a sense never did—reject in principle the value of such mediation as part of a larger spirituality. But it was already quite clear that what God demands is not burnt offerings and whole offerings, but rather just conduct and a just social order. 

Thou hast no delight in sacrifice; if I brought thee and offering, thou wouldst not accept it.
My sacrifice O God is a broken spirit;

A wounded heart, O God, though wilt not despise (Ps 51: 16-17).

God has told you what is good;

And what is it that yhwh asks of you?

Only to act justly, to love loyalty,

To walk wisely before your God (Micah 6:8).
Indeed, the prophets themselves represent an opening up of religious leadership. While Isaiah appears to have been a priest, for example, most of the other writing prophets were not. One, at least (Amos) claimed to be a tender of sycamores. As we will see, this democratization of extraordinary religious leadership opened up the way for the development of an entirely new form of ordinary religious leadership based not on birth within a priestly lineage, but rather on scholarship and the capacity to exercise intellectual and moral leadership. These developments, however, were more characteristic of the Silk Road Era, and will be addressed in the following chapter.
India

In order to understand the Axial Age experience in India, it is necessary first to understand something about the background of Indian Civilization. As we noted in the previous chapter, the principal Bronze Age civilization in the region –the so-called Indus Valley or Sarasvati Civilization-- does not fit into the general pattern of Bronze Age river basin civilizations, in that it appears to have developed neither the monumental religious architecture of the sort we ordinary associate with archaic structures nor the sort of palaces and fortifications we generally associate with tributary structures. Instead, we see large cities of shops and private dwellings. The closest thing to a central structure is what appears to be a large tank of some kind. Some scholars suggest that this was, in fact, a ritual center of some sort, others that it was merely a swimming pool. Statues of dancing women, presumed to be goddesses, are widely dispersed throughout the city, as are smaller shrines. 

This evidence is extraordinarily difficult to read. There are, however, two –not incompatible—possibilities. If the tanks did serve ritual purposes, it is possible that the Indus Valley cities were, in fact, at least in part, ritual centers following the model of the earlier Mesopotamian settlements, centers which simply didn’t experience conquests by pastoral-raiding peoples and thus never developed tributary structures for centralizing surplus and thus never centralized enough to build temples on the scale of those we find in Egypt or Mesopotamia. On the other hand, we know that Harrapa and Mohenjodaro were both involved in long-distance regional trade serving, among other things, as links between Central Asia (the principal source of antiquity’s most precious stone, lapis lazuli, and Mesopotamia. It is possible that this region made an early breakthrough towards a petty commodity system, something which prevented dominance by a single monarch and thus the development of monumental architecture (Thapar 2002: 69-97). 

This civilization seems, in any case, to have declined during the middle of the second millennium BCE. Scholars long assumed that this was the result of attacks by the invading Indo-Aryans, but current thinking suggests a combination of factors: changing climate, disease, and internal contradictions, with pressure from the Aryans constituting, at most, a secondary factor. The Indo-Aryans appear to have entered the region gradually, searching for pastures and farmland. Most of their interactions with indigenous peoples, at least as described in their own sources, appear to have been with forest dwellers and villagers, not with a major urban civilization.

When the Aryans came, they brought what was, essentially, a pastoral and raiding economy and a tribal structure centered on patriarchal clans. Clans or groups of clans gradually came to control particular territories governed by a raja or chief, assisted by the purohita or chief priest and the senani or military commander. These rajas were far from exercising absolute authority. They were, rather, constrained by various assemblies and councils: the sabha, a council of elders, the vidatha, an assembly, probably of warriors, which distributed the booty taken in raids, and the samiti, the assembly of the whole clan. Initially the vish or clan chose the raja, who was essentially a war leader, whose economic privileges were based on voluntary gifts –bali—and a special share of the booty, the bhaga. 

Gradually, however, the role of agriculture increased and larger settlements were established. This led to a number of changes. The warrior elite seems gradually to have evolved from a stratum privileged but still essentially acting on behalf of the vish into a group of exploiters. A popular saying developed that the raja eats the vish like a deer eats grain. Most likely, at this point, this reflected a tendency for the “gifts” required of the vish to become mandatory and onerous. A fourth group of dependent producers, the sudra appeared, probably from among indigenous peoples on whom forced labor obligations were increasingly imposed. (Thapar 2002: 117ff).

These political-economic changes were reinforced by a perverse synergism between the Brahmins and the rajas. Increased levels of exploitation required a more sophisticated strategy of legitimation. The Brahmins obliged by developing increasingly elaborate rituals which, over a period of many years and at the cost of vast quantities of wealth, promised the raja divinization. Thus, after assuming office, the raja would perform the year long rajasuya, which involved rituals of purification and rebirth. At the end of this, he was expected to make offerings to the “twelve jewels,” various members of his family as well as craft and other specialists. The raja’s rule could be further extended ritually by the asvamedha, or horse sacrifice. A horse would be set free to wander for a year, the territory it covered becoming part of the raja’s domain. At the end of the year it would be sacrificed as part of a fertility ritual which also involved the raja’s chief wife. 

The effect of this dynamic was to set in motion a kind of synergism between the raja and the brahmana. The largely functional differences between raja, brahmana, ksatrya, and vaisya were given ritual significance. The raja stood out from the other warriors because, unlike them, he had been divinized –something which one would think would have given him an edge over the brahmanas even on ritual grounds. But the brahmanas argued that as the makers of divinity it was they, in fact, who represented the highest status group. Thus we see the emergence of what was to become a millennia-long status struggle between priest and warrior which, though certainly not unknown in other cultures, came to play a dominating role in India. 

The religious ideas of this period reflect the dominance of warfare on the one hand and sacrifice on the other. Consider, for example, the following hymn to Indra. 

Let me now sign the heroic deeds of Indra, the first that the thunderbolt-wielder performed. He killed the dragon and pierced an opening for the waters; he split open the bellies of mountains. (Rig Veda 1.3)

Or this hymn to Agni, the fire god and the representative among the gods of the priestly function. 

I pray to Agni, the household priest who is the god of the sacrifice, the one who chants and invokes and brings most treasures.

Agni earned the prayers of the ancient sages, and those of the present too; he will bring the gods here. 

Through Agni one may win wealth, and grow from day to day, glorious and most abounding in heroic sons. 

Agni, the sacrificial ritual that you encompass on all sides, only that one goes to the gods. 

These same motifs are also apparent in reflections on the sacrificial act itself. Sacrificial violence is at the very origin of the universe and of the social order.


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 ... Rig Veda (X.90)

It is sacrifice as well which sustains order and creates sovereignty among men. 

Let this racehorse bring us good cattle and good horses, male children and all nourishing wealth. Let Aditi make us free from sin. Let the horse with our offerings achieve sovereign power for us (Rig Veda 1.162)

From here Indian civilization seems to have developed along two distinct lines. In some regions –especially the cities of the Indo-Gangetic plain— the raja-brahmana alliance seems to have effectively gained hegemony. In these regions we see the development of what amount to sacral monarchic city-states, some of which controlled significant territories. In other regions –especially in the foothills of the Himalayas-- the ksatrya effectively resisted the raja-brahmana alliance and instead formed gana-sanghas, assemblies of “equals” in which the chiefs of warrior clans sat together to frame laws, presiding over not only the members of their own clans, but also dependent dasa-karmakara laborers. In both cases, however, there seems to have been a very significant development of specialized agriculture and especially crafts production, including woolen cloth for export, terracotta figurines, etc. Eventually this blossomed into an export trade in ebony, spices, and cotton cloth, and even iron work (Thapar 2002: 141, 160-164, 178). 

It was in the context of these city states –just beginning to enter into petty commodity production and still emerging from essential tribal social relations—that the Axial Age breakthroughs took place in India. Broadly speaking, it is possible to identify five broad trends: a skeptical trend which eventually gave birth to the Caravaka School, the Ajivikas, who taught a radical determinism but nonetheless allowed the possibility of release through asceticism, the Jainas, who developed a dualistic metaphysics and also taught release through radical asceticism, the Buddhists, who rejected the idea of the inherent existence of anything whatsoever and sought release through detachment, and the rationalized Brahminism of the Upanishads, which taught that the material world was, in some sense, simply an illusion and that everything was ultimately identical with the first principle or Brahman. 

We know about Caravaka teachings primarily from later writers who sought to refute them. A possibility of distortion thus always remains. The principal tenets of the school are, however, fairly certain. First, knowledge comes only from perception; even inference from sensation to another sensible object is excluded (Madhva Acarya. Sarvadarsanasamgraha. Sankara. Sarvasiddhantasamgraha) 

From this it follows also that there is no possibility of understanding the relation of cause and effect. (Jayarasi. Tattvopaplavasimha.)

According to the Lokayatika doctrine the four elements alone are the ultimate principles: earth, water, fire, and air; there is no other.

The soul is but the body characterized by the attributes signified in the expressions, “ I am stout,” … It is not something other than the body.

The consciousness that is found in the modifications of non-intelligent elements is produced in the manner of the red color out of the combination of betel, areca-nut, and lime. 

There is no world other than this; there is no heaven and no hell; the realm of Siva and the like regions are invented by stupid imposters of other schools of thought.

Chastity and other such ordinances are laid down by clever weaklings. 

The wise should enjoy the pleasures of this world through the proper visible means of agriculture, keeping cattle, trade, political administration, etc. (Sankara. Sarvasiddhantasamgraha) 

This skepticism was, as in Greece, ultimately a reflex of the petty commodity order, in which wealth, rather than being a means to higher order activities, had become the principal aim of social life. In India, however, this fundamental basis was over-laid by a more conscious resistance to brahmana hegemony, which was seen as an effort on the part of an essentially unproductive stratum to drain away resources which might otherwise have been enjoyed by the ksatrya or the more prosperous vaisya themselves. 

The other schools all represented reactions against the skeptical materialism of the Caravakas, and the hedonistic way of life they represented. These trends all shared certain common themes: a focus either on the relationship between self or consciousness on the one hand and the material universe on the other, or on the relationship between the self and the creative power or ground of the universe, the idea that our actions (karma) have accumulated results which reach not only through this life but also beyond into later reincarnations or rebirths (samsara), and a desire for release from the cycle of death and rebirth (moksa). 

The Ajivikas, as we have noted, seem, to have upheld a kind of determinism, but nonetheless organized orders of monks and nuns to seek release from rebirth. Beyond this we know little. 

The Jainas represent the first expression of what would become a long-standing dualistic trend in Indian thought, also later represented by the Samkya and Yoga schools. The Jaina tradition traces its own origins to a long series of tirthankaras (literally “ford-makers”) reaching back for millennia. Historical Jainism, however, was a response to the teachings of a wandering ascetic of ksatrya origin, Mahavira, who was active mostly in the Gangetic plain. Unlike the Caravakas, he recognized not only sensation but also inference as a basis for knowledge and on this basis arrived at the idea that the universe is driven by two fundamental principles, jiva or consciousness and ajiva or the unconscious. This association is beginingless. Indeed, he recognized no God or first principle even as logically prior. The Jaina upheld an essentially materialistic doctrine of karma, which was regarded as a kind of fine substance which accumulated on the jiva and bound it to ignorance and rebirth. All action produced such accumulated karma. Moksa or liberation required radical asceticism –in fact a cessation of all action. All Jainas refrain from occupations which involve killing, which leads to the accumulation of the worst sort of karma; some even wear masks so they do not accidentally inhale insects and brooms to sweep the path before them so they will not step on any. One sect –the Digambara-- actually refuse to wear clothing. The most radical expression of this asceticism was the itvara or sallekhana, in which the practitioner starves himself over a period of twelve years, burning away accumulated karma and ultimately attaining release through death. 

It might seem odd to find that the Jaina tradition met with its most favorable reception among merchants in the West of India, especially in Karnataka and Gujarat. It is important to remember, however, that only a small group of religious virtuosos actually attempted to attain liberation; the remainder supported them through almsgiving and tried to avoid occupations and activities which might lead to the accumulation of especially bad karma. This had a definite political valence. On the one hand, the religious virtuosos undercut the authority of the brahmana priests, arguing, in effect, that spiritual authority was based not on birth or even on learning, but rather on the conquest of matter –something that the privileged brahmanas did not even attempt. At the same time, by arguing that killing led to the accumulation of especially bad karma, the Jaina tradition also undercut the claims of the ksatrya. The result was the religious legitimation of what had historically been vaisya occupations. It is little wonder that Jainism eventually became hegemonic in Western India during the height of the Silk Road era, between the eleventh and fourteenth centuries (Thapar 2002: 166).

Buddhism appears, at least in part, as a reaction against the extremism of Jaina teachings. Founded by Siddhartha Gautama, a prince of the Sakya clan in what is now southern Nepal, Buddhism rejected all of the existing metaphysical doctrines –materialist, absolutist, and dualist, in favor of the doctrine of pratita samutpada or dependent origination. The principal insight is simple. Everything which we encounter in the universe is the result of the a complex of causal interconnections. This is the same insight which was behind Aristotle’s doctrine of the unmoved mover. But rather concluding that there cannot be an infinite regress of causes and that there must therefore be a first cause which is itself uncaused, the Buddhists concluded that nothing, in fact, has inherent existence, that everything is ultimately empty. 

Inasmuch as it is dependently on each other and in unison and simultaneously that the factors which constitute dependence originate the elements of being, therefore did the Sage call these factors dependent origination (Visuddhi-magga). 

This in turn implied that there was in fact no self (anatman), either as an entity autonomous from matter or as an expression of it. Suffering results not from the involvement of some conscious or spiritual principle, such as the Jaina jiva with the material world, but rather from ignorance. We spontaneously attribute inherent existence to things and to ourselves and thus become attached to both; liberation is possible only by recognizing that things (including ourselves) lack such inherent existence and that there is, therefore, quite literally nothing to desire and nothing to regret. 

Buddhism, like the Jaina tradition, undercut the claims of the brahmana priests. Its initial base of support, however, seems to have been not so much among the merchants as among the ksatrya elites of the Himalayan highlands. Initially, at least, it seems to have done little to foster a concern for social justice. Indeed, early Buddhist texts indicated a fascination with the institution of slavery as it was practiced by the Greeks, as opposed to the more complex system of varna and jati stratification which was gradually developing in India, especially in the Gangetic plain. Ultimately, however, the Buddhist critique of brahmana privilege allowed the creation of the first large scale state in India: the Mauryan Empire. Burdened by guilt over those he had killed in completing the conquest of most of Northern India, but also undoubtedly one of the greatest political theologians of history, King Ashoka converted to Buddhism and soon made the Mauryan Empire, once known for its brutality, a model of just social relationships. At the center of Ashoka's strategy was centralization of surplus for a large system of public works --including public granaries which provided for the poor in times of famine. The property of the rich (the local dynasties and coteries of nobles he had conquered) was seized, but to the poor Ashoka would lend without interest, and after three years forgive all debts (Sarkisyanz 1965: 54-56). The surplus extracted from the peasants was relatively modest –between one sixth and one quarter of the total produce. Sudras clearing new land were exempt from taxation. Trade was carefully regulated to ensure that the merchant did not make too great a profit and that a share of the surplus was centralized by the state (Thapar 2002: 186-188). This surplus Ashoka used to subsidize temples and monasteries, primarily Buddhist but also Jaina and Brahmin (Sarkisyanz 1965: 28-30, Thapar 2002: 200-204). The result was that he was considered to be a chakavatti or universal monarch who restored the rule of dhamma or law. 

The final trend in Axial Age India was the tradition of the Upanishads. These texts, which date from the very beginning of the Axial Age –the seventh and eighth centuries—understand themselves as a commentary on or an attempt to get at the inner meaning of the Vedas. They focus above all on the emerging concept of Brahman –the creative first principle which they understand as the ground of the phenomenal world. Some of the texts refer to Brahman in personal terms, as a kind of High God.

Immortal, existing as the Lord, 

Intelligent, omnipresent, the guardian of this world,

It is He who constantly rules this world (Upanishads, Svet. 6.17)

Others speak of Brahman as an impersonal force.

Verily this whole world is Brahman. Tranquil let one worship It as that from which he came forth, as that in which he will be dissolved, as that in which he breaths (Chand. 3.14.1).

The later texts speak of both a formed and formless Brahman.

There are, assuredly, two forms of Brahman: the formed and the formless. Now that which is formed is unreal; that which is formless is real (Mait. 6.17, 7). 

Coupled with this movement towards a more abstract concept of God was a concern for the relationship between Brahman and the self or atman. Thus the text which eventually became the locus classicus for debate within the Vedanta tradition between nondualistic, modified nondualist, and dualist positions. 

He who is awake in those that sleep,

The Person who fashions desire after desire ---

That indeed is the Pure. That is Brahman.

That indeed is called the Immortal.

On it all the worlds do rest.

And no one so ever goes beyond it.

This, verily, is That (Katha Upanishad 8).

The Upanishads were not, for the most part, as overtly hostile to Vedic orthodoxy as the other trends. They did, however, depart from the teachings of the Vedas both regarding the aims and the means of religious practice. On the one hand, the inner worldly aims characteristic of Vedic religion give way to a search for moksa or liberation. 

I will briefly explain all that is taught in the Vedas, all that asceticism declares, and that which sages seek through religious practice. It is Om.

This syllable truly is Brahman, it is the supreme syllable. Whoever knows it obtains all wishes.

This is the best support. Knowing this support a person attains happiness in the world of Brahma.

The wise one is not born, does not die; it does not come from anywhere, does not become anything. It is unborn, enduring, permanent; this one is not destroyed when the body is destroyed …. (Katha Upanishad 2.1.15-18).

The Upanishads, similarly, make a strong case for the inadequacy of sacrifice as a means achieving religious aims. 

The sacrificial rituals, eighteen in number, are, however, unsteady boats, in which only the lesser work is expressed. The fools who delight in this as supreme go again and again to old age and death (Mundaka Upanishad 1.2.7). 

Finally, while the Upanishads did not represent as radical assault on Brahmin hegemony as did the other trends, it did tend to open up new possibilities for religious leadership. Thus, for example, by reducing the Vedas to the syllable “om,” the Katha Upanishad reduces substantially the quantity of text which must be memorized and recited in order to achieve wisdom …

All of these trends, then, despite their fundamental differences, reflect the principal tendencies of the Axial Age: religious rationalization and democratization. It might be argued that the drive towards social justice was, at the very least, less apparent in India than in Israel or Greece, but we must remember that by disrupting the raja-brahmana alliance, all of these movements contributed to undermining the principal form of legitimation for the neotributary structures which were emerging in India at the time, and forced the ruling classes to adopt more progressive policies and to opt for legitimation strategies which placed much higher moral demands on the state. 

As in the case of the Mediterranean Basin (henceforth the Greek and Jewish breakthroughs will need to be considered in relation to each other) the Axial Age breakthroughs in India posed questions and suggested particular directions; the elaboration of metaphysical systems which attempted comprehensive answers and justifications was a characteristic of the later Silk Road period. 

China 

Chinese thought, especially during the early period, is often regarded as non-metaphysical, avoiding fundamental questions of meaning in favor of a concrete approach to addressing social problems. This is not really accurate. We have already seen in the previous chapter that the Zhou revolution was accompanied by a movement away from the anthropomorphic Shang Ti, or “lord on high, ” the high god of the Shang or Yin dynasty, towards the more abstract T’ai Chi (Great Ultimate) and tian or “heaven” (Fang 1981: 101-116) favored by the Zhou. The term T’ai means great or supreme. The term chi was originally quite concrete, and taken literally means “pole,” in the sense both of “tent-pole” and “pole star” (Ching 2002: 33). During the Zhou dynasty, in other words, we see a process similar to that which took place in early Archaic Greece, as anthropomorphic gods give way to natural forces. 

The Axial Era in China was, as elsewhere, characterized by the development of specialized agriculture and crafts production and the emergence of petty commodity production. This in turn resulted in the erosion of the Zhou land tenure system, under which land was divided into nine equal plots, eight private and one public, so that the peasants in effect contributed only 1/9 of their total product to support the ruling classes (Zhou-li). In 722 BCE Zhou authority effectively collapsed, setting in motion a period of political fragmentation and warfare known as the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods.

As elsewhere, one response to these developments was emergence of a skeptical and pragmatic trend –Legalism—which argued that order and progress depended on the development of a strong state. Some Legalists stressed the role of coercion in building a strong state, others the role of law, but all denied the existence of transcendental first principles and all upheld and essentially relativistic ethics (Collins 1998:148-153).

The other principal trends represent a reaction against this sort of skeptical relativism. Mo Tzi reintroduced the idea of a personal creator God who demanded of humanity an ethic of bo ai --universal love. Later Mohists moved in a more naturalistic direction, developing empirical and mathematical methods in the sciences (Collins 1998: 138-143). These developments were not unlike the simultaneous movement in Hesiod to emphasize the cult of Zeus as a god of justice, while naturalizing the other gods. 

We also see a growing tendency towards the use of mathematical language to speak about first principles in what eventually emerged as the Taoist and Confucian trends. This is particularly apparent in the I Ching or Book of Changes, which proposes to derive quite literally everything from a series of trigrams consisting of broken and unbroken lines. 

In the changes is the Great Ultimate.

This produces the Two Forces.

The Two Forces produce the Four Images.

The Four Images produce the Eight Trigrams. 

The Eight Trigrams determine fortune and misfortune.

Fortune and misfortune give rise to the great activities. (Wilhelm and Baynes 1967: 318-319) 

It is only one small step from here to Taoism, which identifies the Tao or Way with the Wu-Chi or the “limitless.” 

The Way begets the One; One begets Two; Two begets Three; Three Begets the Myriad Creatures … (Lao Tzu 42).
Know the male

But Keep to the role of the female

And be a ravine to the empire …

Then constant virtue will not be wanting

And you will return to the Infinite (Wu Chi) (Lao Tzu 28). 

This in turn paves the way for the fully metaphysical, rather than merely naturalistic, use of the terms T’ien and T’ai Chi that we find in Confucius and in the later Confucian tradition.

The gentleman stands in awe of three things. He is in awe of the Decree of Heaven. He is in awe of great men. He is in awe of the words of the sages (Lun-yu XVI.8).

What Heaven imparts to man is called human nature. To follow our nature is called the Way. Cultivating the Way is called education. The Way cannot be separated from us for a moment. (Chung Yung). 

This said, there can be little doubt that the dominant concern of Axial Age Chinese thought was with questions of social justice. We have already seen the focus on universal love characteristic of the Mohists. The Mohists rejected the emphasis on rites and ceremonies associated with the Zhou tradition, and instead looked back to the legendary pre-Shang Hsia dynasty, and in general seem to have argued for a return to something like a communitarian or archaic structure. This appears to have led them to develop a disciplined political organization which actually contested for power (Collins 1998:138-143). 

The concern for social justice is, however, most apparent in the emerging Confucian trend. This trend reflected the influence of scholars or ru displaced by collapse of Zhou authority and forced to sell their services to the princes of the now autonomous states. Their aim was, in effect, to restore the Zhou system. They were forced, however, to actually argue their case for this system, and ended up not only developing a metaphysical rationale for, but also rationalizing, and democratizing it and radicalizing its emphasis on rule in service to the common good. 

The T’ai Chi or Great Ultimate gives birth to T’ien or Heaven. It is the T’ien-ming or the Mandate of Heaven which in turn gives order to human societies and legitimacy to their rulers. Concern for the well being of the people is fundamental to any society governed in accord with the Mandate of Heaven. 

The Master said, “Give them enough food, given them enough arms, and the common people will trust you (Confucius. Analects XII.7). 

Confucius rejected the Legalist emphasis on force in favor of a strategy centered on rule by virtue. 

The Master said, “Guide them by edicts, keep them in line with punishments, and the common people will keep out of trouble but will have no sense of shame. Guide them by virtue, keep them in line with the rites and they will, besides having a sense of shame, reform themselves. (Confucius. Analects II.3)

Confucius identified five virtues: zhi (wisdom), li (propriety or religion) ren (benevolence), xin (fidelity), and yi (justice). The main burden of cultivating wisdom is on the ruler, who must authentically be superior to those he would claim to rule. The zhi, jen and yi of the ruler together lead to the xin of the subjects and thus ensure social harmony. Li, or religion, plays a critical mediating role. By participating in the ancient rituals, the principal relationships which defined the social order were rectified and maintained, and thus brought into harmony with the larger order of the cosmos.


This li is the principle by which the ancient kings embodied the laws of heaven and regulated the expressions of human nature. Therefore he who has attained li lives, and he who has lost it dies. ... Li is based on heaven, patterned on earth, deals with the worship of the spirits, and is extended to ... rites and ceremonies ... Therefore the Sage shows the people this principle of a rationalized social order, and through it everything becomes right in the family, the state, and the world (Li Ki XXVII, in Lin Yu-tang 1938).

Confucius, like the Israelite prophets and the Hellenic dialecticians wants, in effect, to restore the archaic order undermined by the rise of the warlord state and of petty commodity production, but to do so on the basis of a rationalized understanding of the meanings behind and the social functions carried out by myth and ritual. The result will be

Kindness in the father, filial piety in the son

Gentility in the eldest brother, humility and respect in the younger.

Righteous behavior in the husband, obedience in the wife.

Human consideration in elders, deference in juniors

Benevolence in rulers, loyalty in ministers and subjects.

The Confucian system was hierarchical, making distinctions between the sage, the superior man, and the ordinary man, but its nobility was one of merit, not of birth (Confucius. Lun-yu IV: 15; VIII: 2,7; XIII:20; XVI: 8). 

Taoism, finally, despite its reputation in the West for quietism, also had definite political implications. 

Why are the people starving?

Because the rulers eat up the money in taxes.

Therefore the people are starving.

Why are the people rebellious?

Because the rulers interfere too much.

Therefore they are rebellious (Tao Te Ching 75).

The emergence of a warrior aristocracy, which invested the surplus product in military conquests rather than in raising agricultural productivity, and of petty commodity production, which makes the generation of surplus a means of private profit, mark the departure of Chinese society from its natural course of development, its deviation from the Tao.

When the Tao is present in the universe 


The horses haul manure.


When the Tao is absent from the universe


Warhorses are bred outside the city (Tao Te Ching: Forty-Six).

Taoist monasteries cultivated the martial arts as well as scholarship and meditation, and at certain points in Chinese history became centers of political military resistance to the Empire (Deng Ming-Dao 1990: 13). The Taoist masters of Huainan were actively engaged in the process of reconstruction which followed the end of the period of Warring States (Cleary 1990: vii). The Taoist tradition in effect counsels a return to the communitarian norms of pre-tributary China which, they believed, represented a natural and healthy pattern of social development. 

As in the Mediterranean Basin and India, in other words, the Axial Age in China –the birth of metaphysics—was intimately bound up with the struggle to address underlying injustices created by the emergence of petty commodity production. While hierarchy remained central for some trends –especially Confucianism—the hierarchy in question was one of real excellence rather than birth, and the period as a whole represented a period of real opening up both in the sense of access to participation in debates around fundamental questions of meaning and value and in the sense of the range of perspectives reflected. We will see these trends continued and extended during the Silk Road Era.
It is to that period –which was arguably the Great Age of Metaphysics-- that we now turn. 
� On the relationship between Weberian sociology and imperialism, see Lukacs 1953/1980.


� There is a vigorous debate regarding the point at which an integrated “world economy” or “world system” first emerged (Frank and Gills 1993). In its original form “world systems theory” attributed the formation of a world economy to the European conquest of Africa, the Americas, and Asia (Wallerstein 1974, 1980, 1989), a conquest which was regarded as the origin of the current poverty and underdevelopment of the “Third World.” Gradually, however, as scholars began to overcome their Eurocentrism, it became apparent that a world system incorporating all of Eurasia and much of Africa already existed long before the European conquests (Abu-Lughod 1989). Andre Gunder Frank, originally a proponent of the view that the creation of a unified world system was a result of the European conquests in the sixteenth century, now argues that the existence of global (i.e. Eurasian) trade networks can be traced back some 5000 years (Frank and Gills 1992) and has argued that the Chinese in fact retained a dominant role in the system until roughly the time of the Industrial Revolution (Frank 1998). He also rejects the notion of “capitalism” as a useful way of distinguishing the modern world system from its predecessors. While I think Frank does a good job of show the long history of global trade, I also believe that he misses three important transitions. First, beginning around 800 BCE we see the development local and regional trade networks which actually begin to shape what is produced. This is apparent by the recognition of the laws of supply and demand by thinkers such as Thales of Miletus. By around 200 BCE these networks have effectively linked together all of Afro-Eurasia, from Mali, Iberia, and Britain all the way to China (Bentley 1993). These two transitions represent the advent of local and regional petty commodity production: i.e. a system in which resource allocation is shaped by the existence of a global market in luxury goods. Finally, between 1500 and 1800 we witness the gradual emergence of a new system, capitalism, in which not only goods and services but also labor power itself has become a commodity. The construction of capitalism cannot be said to be complete, however, until the full development of capital markets in the twentieth century, which makes capital a commodity as well  a point on which even Marx was not yet in a position to be completely clear.


� The term bourgeoisie is taken here to apply to any social class which drives its revenue from the exploitation of the labor of others and the sale of the resulting goods and services in the marketplace, even if the exploitation in question is not strictly capitalist in character (i.e. based on wage labor), but depends rather on coercion of some kind, in this case on chattel slavery. 


� Already in the aristocratic councils of the earlier Archaic such as the Athenian Areopagus the practice of deliberation had come to dominate decision making. Jean-Pierre Vernant (Vernant 1962/1982) and Marcel Detienne (1967/1996) suggest that the collapse of the palace system and the development of the hoplite infantry played a critical role in this regard. The collapse of the palace system left much of the older religious structure intact, with the leading families retaining their religious and often their judicial privileges. Wisdom continued, therefore, to appear as the logos of the basileus, the poet or the diviner. At the same time, the displacement of the anax by the collective body of the warrior elite and the expansion of this body into an assembly of citizen-soldiers gave ever increasing weight to the role of deliberation. This is already apparent in Homer. While the Iliad and the Odyssey present themselves as the products of divine inspiration –i.e. as divine words spoken by the poet on behalf of the Muse, within the context of the epic narrative itself decisions are made as a result of deliberations within either the assembly of warriors (as in the Iliad) or an assembly of leading landowners (as in the Odyssey). And in the Odyssey in particular epic narrative itself is presented as the hero’s contribution to a public feast held in his honor. In return for his story, provided it meets with the approval of his hosts, he receives food and gifts. Vernant and Detienne understand this shift from inspired towards deliberative discourse as a sort of secularization –a first step towards the idea, which becomes widespread and even dominant in the classical era that the Good and the True are merely products of collective human activity, and not objective principles to be discovered and known. It might be more appropriate to see them as reflecting a process of religious democratization. It is not so much that the sacred is purged from public life, as that it becomes a matter of public deliberation.


� Perhaps it would not be too much to see in the exoteric discourse of the mystery cults the beginnings of what in the Christian context is later called “theology.” This may also be why theology is, to a certain extent, a distinctively Christian sort of discourse. Christianity was, after all, the last of the great mystery cults to emerge and the one which eventually won out over the others.


 5 Lenin’s father, though the son of a serf, attended the University of Kazan and became an educational administrator responsible for primary education in the province of Simbirsk. He increased the number of primary schools in the province from 20 to 434 in just fourteen years, and was promoted to the rank of Actual State Counselor --the equivalent of a Major General in the military. Under the Table of Ranks established by Peter the Great all officers and civil servants were ennobled, and all who achieved the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in the military, or Court Counselor in the civil service (roughly the equivalent of GS-13/14 in the United States and P-3/4 in the United Nations System) were allowed to pass their titles on to their oldest sons. When Lenin's older brother was executed in 1887 for attempting to assassinate the Tsar, Lenin automatically inherited the title. On at least one occasion, in applying to take his examination in law in 1892, Lenin actually used the title, signing himself "Nobleman Vladimir Ulyanov (Konrad and Szelenyi 1967)."


� We accept here the scholarly consensus that Plato’s earlier dialogues give us a more or less accurate picture of Socrates own views, while the middle and later dialogues reflect Plato’s own developing doctrine. 
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