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Proponents of the Axial Age contend that parallel cultural developments
between 800 and 200 BCE in what is today China, Greece, India, Iran, and
Israel-Palestine constitute the global historical turning point towards
modernity. While the Axial Age concept is well-known and influential,
deficiencies in the historical evidence and sociological analysis available
have thwarted efforts to evaluate the Axial Age concept’s major global
contentions. As a result, the Axial Age concept remains controversial. Seshat:
Global History Databank provides new tools for examining this topic in social
formations across Afro-Eurasia during the first two millennia BCE and first
millennium CE, allowing scholars to empirically evaluate the many varied—
and contrasting—claims put forward about this period. Our systematic
investigation undercuts the notion of a specific 'age’ of axiality limited to a
specific geo-temporal localization. Critical traits offered as evidence of an
axial transformation by proponents of the Axial Age concept are shown to
have appeared across Afro-Eurasia hundreds and in some cases thousands of
years prior to the proposed Axial Age. Our analysis raises important
questions for future evaluations of this period and points the way towards
empirically-led, historical-sociological investigations of the ideological and
institutional foundations of complex societies.
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The ‘Axial Age’ refers to a historical period in the mid-first millennium BCE during which a
cluster of changes in cultural traditions are said to have occurred in some of the complex social
formations in what is today China, Greece, India, Iran, and the area that is today Israel-Palestine.
This period is said to have witnessed a transformation in the relationship between rulers and
ruled and laws and customs together with the emergence of a new form of moralising religion
and ideology, as manifested in Buddhism, Confucianism, Hinduism, Judaism, Platonism, and
Zoroastrianism. Much Axial Age scholarship attempts to characterize these changes, starting
with the argument that numerous major religious figures promoting similar moralizing and
equity-promoting ideologies emerged at roughly the same time in a handful of arguably
disconnected societies, ultimately morphing into some of the world's most widespread
ideologies. For example, Christianity, Islam, and Buddhism all trace their roots to this period.

The importance of these ideologies and some of the innovations characteristic of the period, not
only for the past societies in which they occurred but also for their impact on the modern world,
has made the idea of an Axial Age an attractive one for many scholars and commentators for the
last half-century. The Axial Age, however, has been developed over many years and espoused by
numerous scholars, each adding their own element to the concept. The basic argument that there
was an Axial Age has, over so many iterations, been explained and defined in a wide variety of
ways, with different scholars focusing on different temporal, geographic, and thematic claims.
Further, there has been very little large-scale, wide-ranging investigation of the many ideas
espoused by this literature—particularly regarding the temporal and geographic range as well as
causal factors—while the analytic work that has been done relies on a very limited range of
empirical, historical evidence. As a result, many key questions surrounding this interesting and
important concept are in need of evidence-based, systematic exploration.

Though the observation has been made for over a century (cf. Weber 1978 [1922]), recent high-
profile discussions surrounding the Axial Age have put this alluring notion back on the agenda in
disciplines across the social sciences, including sociology (e.g., Bellah 2011, Bellah and Joas
2012), anthropology (e.g., Atran 2016), psychology (e.g., Boyer and Baumard 2016, Norenzayan
et al. 2016), philosophy (e.g., Habermas 2010), economic history (e.g., Morris 2010), and
cultural evolution (e.g., Turchin 2015). While the sociology of morality is a topic of renewed
concern generally (Lizardo 2016, Stets and Carter 2012), the proposed transformative impact of
the Axial Age on ideas of morality remain poorly understood. In evaluating previous work on the
topic, it is clear that it has brought invaluable insights into the innovations that led to some of the
most important and influential ancient ideologies (Buddhism, Confucianism, Platonic
philosophy, etc.). However, the precise circumstances that led to these breakthroughs—how and
why these novel ideas took off and spread, when and where they originated, why they didn't
happen elsewhere or at other times, and a host of similar questions—have never been fully
articulated. Largely, we argue, this is due to the immense scope of the Axial Age concept, which
concerns all societies across Afro-Eurasia (and ultimately the rest of the world) and deals with
sociocultural dynamics spanning thousands of years. To offer a truly comprehensive and
systematic investigation of the key issues at stake would require combining the enormous wealth
of historical and theoretical material available across numerous sub-disciplines and scholarly
traditions. A prohibitive endeavor for any individual scholar.

Fortunately, the emerging field of Cliodynamics offers an effective methodology for tackling
exactly these sorts of large-scale, macro-historical ‘big questions’ (Turchin 2008, Turchin 2011).
We built a new resource for large-scale historical-sociological research inspired by the
Cliodynamic approach: the Seshat: Global History Databank (Turchin et al 2012; Turchin et al




2015; Frangois et al 2016). The Seshat Databank has collected structured historical evidence
concerning the key ideas expressed by influential scholars writing about the Axial Age, covering
societies across Afro-Eurasia stretching from the Neolithic to the early modern period. Seshat's
broad temporal coverage and geographic range' provides unique advantages towards conducting
an empirically-informed, systematic socio-historical investigation of the Axial Age and its
various conceptualizations. We take a macro-level view of the topic, seeking to clarify the
various proposals that proponents of the Axial Age idea have made over the years and to offer
new answers to some of the lingering questions raised by this diverse body of scholarship. We
bring a novel approach, offering a systematic exploration of these key ideas and themes and then
assessing major predictions against a large body of empirical, historical evidence. Our approach
offers two principal advantages over previous work: 1) we take a much longer time-frame, which
allows us to track the dynamics of how the various 'axial' ideas grew and spread over time; and
2) we draw material not only from the handful of regions typically noted as being centers of
‘axiality', but also include supposedly non-axial areas to assess the allegedly unique contribution
of the different thinkers, societies, and ideas noted by Axial Age scholars.

We begin this article by surveying the intellectual history of scholarship concerning the Axial
Age and discussing the foundations underlying the recent renewed interest in this topic. We
survey—and attempt to synthesize—the diverse, though closely linked, claims that have been
made by supporters of the Axial Age. We proceed to outline the major lingering questions and
interpretive issues posed by this scholarship. We then detail our assessment of empirical
historical evidence drawn from a large sample of past societies across Afro-Eurasia, outlining the
context in which the thinkers who promoted 'axial'-type ideologies first emerged in different
parts of the world and tracing the dynamic spread of these ideas to nearly every corner of the
globe. Our investigation allows us to answer many of the critical open questions surrounding the
Axial Age, honing in on what remains compelling about the concept, while also raising many
new questions. In the final section, we highlight some interesting new topics of comparative
historical-sociological enquiry arising out of our assessment and their implications for our
understanding of the ideological and institutional foundations of complex societies.

INTELLECTUAL HISTORY OF THE AXIAL AGE

Across several comparative essays on world religions, Max Weber noted that, during the first
millennium BCE, several potentially important parallels between thought and spirituality
developed in the great world empires found in present-day China, Greece, India, Iran, and Israel
(Weber 1978 [1922]:441)*. He did not develop this speculation further, however, because of the
“scant knowledge” available at the time. Several others have picked up the charge in the decades
that followed, arguing that these parallel developments in thought and spirituality are evidence of
an important transition towards modernization.

This period of transition has been variously described as the ‘Moral Revolution’ (Stuart-Glennie
1873), the 'prophetic age' (Weber 1978[1922]), ‘die Achsenzeit’ (literally ‘the axis time’,
translated as ‘the Axial Age’; (Jaspers 1953[1943]), the ‘Ecumenic Age’ (Voegelin 1974), the
‘age of transcendence’ (Schwartz 1975), ‘an age of criticism’ (Momigliano 1975), and more
recently as a ‘revolution in worldviews’ (Habermas 2010) and ‘the Great Transformation’
(Armstrong 2006). Of these descriptors, the concept of ‘the Axial Age’ by Karl Jaspers (1949,
1953) has attracted the most scholastic attention.



Jaspers (1948:430) provided the initial and still dominant formulation of the Axial Age in the
aftermath of the Second World War in an attempt to salvage what he called the “spirit of
Europe” in the midst of post-war devastation. Jaspers set out to develop a universal history to
identify the roots of modernity across Eurasia, ultimately arguing that significant communalities
across world regions between 800 and 200 BCE indicate that a singular, epochal, and
unprecedented shift in cultural systems occurred during this time-period. Most subsequent
proponents of the Axial Age (e.g., Armstrong 2006, Eisenstadt 1986, Hick 2004, Momigliano
1975, Schwartz 1975, Taylor 2009, Voegelin 1974) have followed Jaspers' basic formulation,
with differences largely revolving around who is considered a proper 'axial' thinker, be it
Confucius, Plato, Buddha, Mani, Zoroaster (Zarathustra), etc., or the extent to which particular
ideologies should be described as a true 'breakthrough' and, thus, which social formations,
religions, or philosophies belong to the age.

Several prominent scholars have taken up and expanded Jaspers' concept, recounting the period's
major breakthroughs in the way that people thought critically about their roles and
responsibilities in society as well as their relationships with their those in power—elites, rulers,
and the divine. Notably, across many high-profile publications, both Eisenstadt (1986, 1996,
2005, 2011) and Bellah (2005, 2011, 2012) refine the idea of the Axial Age, highlighting the
major developments in socio-political institutions and stressing the cognitive or intellectual
changes underpinning these key 'axial' transformations. Eisenstadt first added a more tangible,
political dimension to Jaspers' conception, arguing that the goals of individuals during this age
shifted from maintaining to transforming socio-political order, leading to the creation of new
institutions for legitimating authority and redefining existing orthodoxy as well as orthopraxy in
religious, political, and cultural arenas. Bellah, whose ideas have been particularly resonant in
recent years, followed Donald’s (1991) typology of cultural change in distinguishing four stages
of human consciousness (episodic, mythic, mimetic and theoretic) when theorizing about the
Axial Age (2011), with the final stage being when individuals adopt ‘second order thinking’,
take on a rational and universalist worldview, and employ written language (at least amongst
elites). By this conception, the Axial Age marks the major leap in cultural evolution when
humans undertook the cognitive transition from the mimetic to the theoretic stage. Both
Eisenstadt and Bellah considered the emergence of ‘second order thinking’ or ‘theoretic culture’
to be the chief causal factor of the Axial Age, the great transformation that led, slowly but surely,
to the cultural, social, and political changes that characterize a society's transition from
something 'archaic' to something decidedly 'modern' (Arnason et al. 2005; Bellah 2011).

Baumard and colleagues follow this line too, noting a major cognitive change as the defining
characteristic of axiality (Baumard and Boyer 2013, Baumard, Hyafil and Boyer 2015, Baumard
et al. 2015). Citing Life-History Theory (see Fabian and Flatt 2012), they argue that the Axial
Age was characterized by a change in short-term to long-term cognitive orientations.” Never-
before-achieved levels of affluence afforded to elites during this period prompted them to alter
their behavioral goals towards more long-term oriented behaviors, which Baumard and
colleagues associate with increases in cooperative behaviors, sustainable consumption patterns,
and ultimately the self-discipline and asceticism of nascent moralizing religions. By focusing on
the behavioral response to a cognitive shift resulting from material circumstances, Baumard and
colleagues join a long line of scholars who argued that cognitive and intellectual development
was the 'first mover' of the Axial Age.

Interestingly, the Axial Age concept has enjoyed a surge in popularity in recent years, both by
scholars from various disciplines as well as religious leaders, political reformers, and the media.”



Recent proponents of the Axial Age concept largely reiterate Jaspers' initial objective of tracing
commonalities between contemporary societies. For Jaspers, this common origin provided a
sense of original unity that could be used to build solidarity between diverse groups and forestall
potential conflict. Recent commentators have embraced the idea that we are currently living
through a second Axial Age; a renewed period of transformation that may serve to foster a
renewed sense of trans-national collaboration and ideological cross-fertilization. This recent
engagement with the Axial Age(s) lends some immediacy to our project here, as we attempt to
clarify, assess, and answer lingering questions about this important, yet opaque concept. Before
explicating the central unresolved issues about the Axial Age, we turn now to outline how the
various scholars who have written on the topic have sought to answer the fundamental questions,
what, exactly, is the Axial Age?

KEY CONJECTURES ABOUT THE ONSET, EXTENT, AND SPREAD OF THE AXIAL
AGE

The variety of Axial Age postulates can be seen clearly in Table 1. By and large, prominent
Axial Age predictions relate to one of two basic topics: 1) the cultural transformations associated
with the Axial Age (whenever/wherever it is placed) and their legacy, and 2) the factors that
either facilitated axiality or impeded axiality. Table 1 illustrates this, demonstrating not only the
variety of predictions associated with the Axial Age's cultural transformations, but the equally
wide array of factors that have been offered to explain why these transformations did or did not
occur.

Despite their wide variability, nearly all arguments about the Axial Age share a commitment to
several inter-related core conjectures. First, nearly all proponents of the Axial Age argue that
new ideologies stressing universalizing moral religio-philosophical principles emerged initially
and exclusively in a handful of regions across Afro-Eurasia during the mid-first millennium
BCE; and that, thus, these innovations did not occur before or elsewhere. Second, they contend
that these ideologies led to radical reforms of the social, cultural, and political institutions of the
societies to which they spread, including a more equitable and 'secularized' application of legal
rights and responsibilities, reductions in the degree of arbitrary power claimed by rulers, changes
in the way rulers legitimated their authority especially vis-a-vis the divine, and in the force of
ideological and normative emphasis on prosocial’ behavior. Finally, many scholars who work on
the Axial Age contend that these ideologies and the sociocultural developments they spawned
have had a transformative and persistent influence on nearly all subsequent societies around the
globe.

Moreover, proponents of the Axial Age concept typically base their claims about the existence
and nature of an Axial Age around four central hypotheses: 1) there was a historically discrete
Axial ‘Age’ or period, 2) axial transformations occurred in a handful of geographically
circumscribed regions, but eventually spread across the globe, 3) historical inquiry should focus
on the activities of a handful of seemingly extraordinary individuals, and 4) axial transformations
arose out of major cognitive and intellectual developments that produced radical questioning and
introspection concerning the relationships between rulers and ruled as well as the role—and
application of—legal institutions. We now briefly discuss each of these 4 principal suppositions
in turn, highlighting prominent and common claims as well as pointing out areas of
disagreement.



Table 1. Overview of claims made in prominent works on the Axial Age

Cultural transformation associated
with axiality and their legacy

Factors that facilitated or
impeded axiality

Temporally / spatially
delimited transformations

Historical legacy

Factors that facilitated
axiality

Factors that
impeded axiality

Emergence of universalizing
moralizing
religious/philosophical
traditions (Baumard and
Boyer 2013, Baumard,
Hyafil and Boyer 2015,
Baumard et al. 2015,
Eisenstadt 2005, Jaspers
1953:3, Mumford 1956)

Emergence of a universal
egalitarian ethic (Bellah
2011:573)

Emergence of a doctrinal
tension between the
transcendental and mundane
orders amongst elites
(Eisenstadt 1986, Jaspers
1953, Taylor 2009:39,
Voegelin 1974)

Emergence of ‘second order
thinking’ or the increased
reflexivity and critical
evaluation of existing
religio-philosophical
exposition amongst elites
(Bellah 2005, Bellah 2011,
Eisenstadt 1986, Elkana
1986, Jaspers 1953:2, Taylor
2009, Wittrock 2012)

Elites shifted their focus
from the maintenance of
socio-political organization
to the creation of new socio-
political institutions
(Eisenstadt 2005)

Modern ‘world
religions’, including
Buddhism, Jainism,
Hinduism, Daoism,
Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam (Baumard
and Boyer 2013,
Baumard, Hyafil and
Boyer 2015, Baumard
etal. 2015, Bellah
2011, Cobb 1979,
Jaspers 1953,
Wittrock 2012:102)

The legitimacy of
ruling elite and the
rituals of the official
cult are challenged
(Bellah 2011:571)

Religio-philosophical
traditions promoting
the idea of individual
accountability
(Jaspers 1953)

Religio-philosophical
traditions promoting
the idea of
salvation/redemption/l
iberation (Jaspers
1953)

Cognitive capacity
and predilection for
critical evaluation of
existing power
structures, institutions,
and normative tenets,
including religio-
philosophical texts
(Bellah 2011:281-83)

Increased socio-political
complexity in the small
urban states, not empires
(Bellah 2005, Bellah
2011, Jaspers 1953,
Momigliano 1975:8-9).
N.B.: Baumard et al.
(2015) contest this
association.

Increased
cosmopolitanism
(Jaspers 1953:4)

Increased affluence
amongst elites (Baumard
et al. 2015, Jaspers
1953:4)

Increased energy capture
(kcal per capita per day)
(Baumard et al. 2015)

Increased presence of
writing and
recordkeeping
technologies (Bellah
2005, Bellah 2011,
Mumford 1956). N.B.:
Baumard et al. (2015)
contest this prediction.

Increased warfare/inter-
civilizational conflict,
including the large-scale
territorial expansion of
Central Asian equestrian
peoples into China, India
and the West ((Jaspers
1953:16-17), the spread
of iron weapons and
armor (Bellah 2011:269),
or a combination of these
two factors (Turchin
2012, Turchin 2015).

Loss of 'dynamism'
for axial
transformations
over time;
resiliency of pre-
axial socio-
political forms
(Jaspers 1953)

Low growth in
affluence, difficult
relations among
social classes
(Baumard et al.
2015)

Lack of
evolutionary
pressure to develop
cooperation-
promoting norms
and institutions
where inter-
societal
competition was
weak (Turchin
2012)



There was a Historically Discrete Axial Age
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Figure 1. Vertical lines indicate the time-periods assigned to the Axial Age, as identified in
prominent publications on the topic. Broken horizontal lines indicate mean start (770 BCE) and
end (110 BCE) times for the Axial Age, which align with Jaspers' original conception of the period
as stretching from 800-200 BCE.

According to Jaspers (1953), the crucial tipping point of history transpired “around 500 BC, in
the spiritual process that occurred between 800 and 200 BC.” Jaspers (1953)argued that key
cultural developments occurred synchronically across Eurasia at this time and endeavored to find
evidence of parallel developments to support this prediction. Most scholars follow Jaspers'
centering of the Axial Age around the mid-first millennium BCE. The range of temporal
boundaries offered for the Axial Age, however, varies widely across treatments, from 1400 BCE
to 650 CE, as demonstrated in Figure 1. Both proponents and critics of the Axial Age discuss the
actions and legacy of figures ranging as early as Egyptian Pharaoh Akhenaten (e.g., Assmann
2012) and Zarathustra in roughly the fourteenth century BCE (e.g., Jaspers 1953, Joas 2012) to
Jesus in the first century CE (e.g., Dalferth 2012) and as late as Muhammed in the seventh
century CE (e.g., Casanova 2012). Thus, the temporal duration assigned to the Axial Age
fluctuates widely from approximately two hundred years (e.g., 500 - 300 BCE; Baumard, Hyafil
and Boyer 2015) to over 2,000 years (e.g., 600 BCE - 650 CE; Mumford 1956).

Largely, this fluctuation is the result of different interpretations of what specific transformations
the Axial Age is meant to have entailed and, thus, which thinkers, movements, or societies
qualify as 'Axial." Akhenaten, for instance, inaugurated religious reforms stressing individual
piety and promoting claims of universalism (Assman 2008; 2012); through this lens, Akhenaten,
and Egypt of the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries BCE, stands as a clear Axial instance.
Contrarily, these reforms were short-lived and did not involve major reforms to the legal-
institutional system or a more secularized legitimation of authority, hallmarks of many
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definitions of the Axial Age; in this light, then, 13™ and 14® century BCE Egypt clearly does not
belong and the boundaries of the Age need not be extended into the second millennium BCE.

While nearly all proponents follow Jaspers in centering the Age sometime during the first
millennium BCE (notwithstanding differences in the onset and termination of the period; see
above), several recent scholars stress that the actual impact of the transformative developments
that first arose during the Axial Age only became manifest much later. In essence, this idea of a
'secondary' Axial breakthrough holds that the reforms and radical propositions of the great Axial
sages like Buddha, Confucius, or Plato took centuries to develop and spread to the point where
they became widely adopted as mature religious-ideological movements. Thus, many scholars
argue that the great world-religions known today, including Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, and
Rabbinic Judaism, each had its roots planted by these Axial thinkers (Bellah 2005; Casanova
2012; Stroumsa 2012; Tucker 1994; Wittrock 2015). As Bellah puts it, "Christianity and Islam
fall outside the axial age chronologically, but are historically intelligible only as developments of
Israel’s axial breakthrough" (Bellah 2005:72). We discuss the implications of the different
temporal ranges ascribed to the Axial Age by various scholars below.

Axial Transformations Occurred Initially and Independently in a Handful of Geographically-
Circumscribed Cases

Jaspers (1953), and many others following him, identify five regions in which the Axial Age's
proposed transformations took place: namely China, India, Iran, Isracl-Palestine, and Greece.’
These 'Axial' regions are equated with their nearest modern country (see Figure 2), though it is
important to stress that the precise extent of the geographical regions under discussion during the
Axial period is rarely, if ever, defined. Jaspers (1953:10-11, 23) considered these cases to be
autochthonous, representing “islands of light amidst the broad mass of humanity,” which existed
contemporaneously, but were “independent,” “isolated,” and experienced only “interrupted
contact” until “only a few centuries ago and properly speaking not until our own day”.” In fact,
this supposed isolation was a major part of Jaspers' articulation of the idea of an Axial Age—the
puzzling synchronicity of similar developments occurring in unconnected places. Social
formations in Africa and the Americas, argued Jaspers, did not experience the ‘axial’ cultural
breakthrough until the period of European imperial expansion.® Bellah (2011), who recently
reignited academic interest in the Axial Age, focused on just four of Jasper’s five regions, noting
that he was unable to examine ancient Iran for want of historical data. Armstrong (2006) also
omitted the Persians, while Wittrock (2012) proposed five ‘paths’ of axial transformations that
align with those of Jaspers (1953). Interestingly, little differentiation is made between the
geographic regions associated with axial transformations and the scope of the religious or
philosophical ideologies that form the basis of these Axial Age theories. For example, the
transformations in East Asia (typically equated with modern China) are associated with the rise
of Confucianism and are distinguished from those experienced in South Asia (India), which is
associated with Buddhism. Figure 2 illustrates the geographical extent of the Axial Age as it is
traditionally applied, following Jaspers.
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Figure 2. Map of the 5 Axial regions and ideological systems (800-200 BCE), following Jaspers (1953).

From these initial, seminal areas and ideologies, the ideas and radical new ways of thinking
about society and one's relationship with power are said to have spread to every corner of the
world. The precise nature and timing of this spread is rarely explicated in works on the Axial
Age, but is implicit in the characterization of the Age as essential to the inauguration of many of
the social, cultural, and political institutions familiar in the modern (Western) world (Arnason et
al. 2005; Bellah 1970, 2011). Largely, the spread of Axial ideas is described as following the
spread of the major religious movements the ideas helped create—Zoroastrianism,
Confucianism, Judaism, Buddhism, and later Christianity and Islam. Having shaped these great
ideologies that, in turn, shaped so many societies across Afro-Eurasia, the ideals of the Axial
Age became permanent fixtures in subsequent sociocultural developments. The powerful, largely
imperial states in Europe (Rome), Asia (the Han and subsequent Dynasties of China as well as
the Mauryans in India), and the Near East (the various Persian Empires)}—along with their
successors—eventually spread their ideologies and institutional structures throughout the globe,
through contact, influence, or colonial efforts in sub-Saharan Africa, the Americas, and the
Pacific. Bellah speaks for all those living in the modern world—at least in the West—when he
concludes, "Our cultural world and the great traditions that still in so many ways define us, all
originate in the axial age" (Bellah 2005:73).

Historical Inquiry Should Focus on a Handful of Seemingly Extraordinary Individuals

Much ink has been spilt concerning the Axial Age to describe and compare the personal
characteristics of a handful of historical individuals (e.g., Confucius, Plato, Buddha, Mani,
Zarathustra). For example, proponents of the Axial Age continue to publish titles such as The
Great Transformation: The world in the time of Buddha, Socrates, Confucius and Jeremiah
(Armstrong 2006) and “Righteous Rebels: When, Where, and Why?” (Runciman 2012). These
“righteous rebels” serve to personify the various philosophical, religious, social, and political
transformations associated with axiality (See also Black 2008, Boy and Torpey 2013). Largely
speculative biographies of these individuals are given as explicantia for the proposed
transformations of the Axial Age. Consequently, this literature makes little reference to the
causal factors and contextual dynamics that could explain what might have caused these
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individuals to develop arguably similar ideologies in disconnected areas. The focus on
individuals in this literature further reinforces the idea of the Axial Age as a discrete historical
period, a time during the lives of these sages when important changes developed. As noted,
scholastic debates largely revolve around who should be considered a proper axial thinker.
Basing a theory with such macro-scale relevance as the idea of the Axial Age on a micro-level
focus on a handful of individuals presents several important problems about the precise timing,
localization, and novelty of many of the key transformations that are said to have occurred
during the Axial Age. We return to this critique in a following section, where we evaluate each
of the 4 principal suppositions of the Axial Age concept in turn.

Axiality rose out of major cognitive and intellectual developments

Many proponents of the Axial Age, notably Jaspers, Eisenstadt, Bellah, and Baumard and
colleagues, contend that this historical period witnessed the origins of modern ethics-focused and
universalizing religions and novel ways of thinking about one's self and place in the world. They
argue that individuals, who previously thought largely in terms of myth, the preservation of
cosmic and social order, and mundane human experience, are said to have transitioned during
this period to a reliance on rational, practical, and personal experience to order their activity
within their changing social spheres. Religio-philosophical traditions that focused on notions of
universal transcendence, salvation, redemption, liberation, and individual accountability are said
to have emerged for the first time during this period. Jaspers (1953), for instance, made the
connection between the Axial Age and the emergence of moralizing religions explicit, stating:
“Religion was rendered ethical, and the majesty of the deity was thereby increased. The myth, on
the other hand [...] was turned into parable.” More recently, Taylor (2009; 2012) similarly
argued that a form of reflexive cognition emerged during this period. He contends that the
emergence of this new form of reflexive cognition instigated a moral revolution, leading to a
greater emphasis on moral orthopraxy from both divine and secular authorities. This mirrors
Eisenstadt and Bellah and colleagues' focus on the Axial Age as the time when second-order
thinking emerged, or at least became a prominent feature of socio-political institutions (see
above).

By this reckoning, the importance of the Axial Age is that, for whatever reasons, there emerged
during this period in a few important locations a new focus on reflexive, second-order thinking,
which led to a critical re-examination of prevailing social, cultural (including religious), and
political institutions and customs. Subsequently (sometimes immediately, in other cases only
after a prolonged period) this critical re-examination prompted radical reforms in the way that
laws were constructed and applied to a populace, in the way that rulers legitimated their
authority, and in the ideological, normative focus on moral, ethical, collaborative behavior.
Finally, these reforms, when viewed en masse, formed the institutional foundation for the
modern Western nation-state.

LINGERING CRITICAL QUESTIONS SURROUNDING THE AXIAL AGE

The Axial Age concept(s) has achieved widespread scholastic and popular appeal. As we detail
above, there is a large degree of overlap between major accounts of the Axial Age and all recent
works follows Jaspers' original articulation of the period. Nevertheless, the large number of
thinkers who have engaged with the topic and the array of approaches that have been taken to
characterize the period has also resulted in some disagreement about the age's chief attributes,
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causes, and consequences. Accordingly, many critical, outstanding questions remain concerning
the Axial Age.

Partly, these issues are the result of the way that the Axial Age is often described; proponents
frequently offer anecdotal evidence or qualitative historical narratives to couch their arguments
in very general terms. What is declared is often vague, as for instance Eisenstadt's (2012:325)
assertion that the period's axiality is "the historical emergence of certain visions in terms of
which men have judged their everyday experience and everyday thinking." This vague language
makes it difficult to pin-point exactly what the Axial Age entailed, what caused it, how and why
it spread where it did (and did not), etc. Further, scholars have not always been consistent with
how the concept is applied to specific historical cases. For instance, although many scholars do
define explicit boundaries of the 'Age' (Figure 1), these boundaries are frequently and promptly
ignored in practice as scholars attempt to accommodate processes and events that confound these
temporal margins’, making this scholarship vulnerable to the charge of equivocation.

Another impediment to clarifying the ambiguities of this scholarship has been the lack of high-
quality, comparative historical empirical evidence. This has made it prohibitively difficult to
adjudicate between competing accounts of the Axial Age in a systematic manner, track the key
proposed transformations over long time-scales and large areas, or determine the precise
boundaries of the principal developments commonly associated with the age. Indeed, Baumard et
al. (2015:12)—hitherto the most ambitious empirical investigation of the causes of the Axial
Age's transformations—were quick to point out the limitations of their work, stating that "more
data would be needed to adequately test the robustness of [the affluence-hypothesis]. The proxies
we used for affluence and political complexity remain very crude, and we hope that better data
will become available in the near future." Unfortunately, much existing Axial Age scholarship is
vulnerable to the charge of cherry-picking, presenting only evidence that conforms to the chosen
pattern. For example, Jaspers specifically sought out historical evidence in favor of his
conclusion that the Axial Age marked the beginning of the 'modern' way people view themselves
and their place in the world (Jaspers 1948).

It is precisely to provide such large-scale, comparative historical-sociological analyses that we
developed the Seshat Databank. In the following section, we present the results of a systematic
exploration of a large body of historical evidence designed to put different conceptions about the
Axial Age to the test and determine the extent of the idea's applicability against the historical
record. Before this, however, we discuss lingering conceptual questions or interpretive issues
regarding each of the four principal suppositions outlined above, as made by prominent Axial
Age proponents.

There was a Historically Discrete Axial Age

The idea that the major axial transformations arose roughly synchronously in a discrete historical
period underpins the basic concept of the Axial Age. This temporal bounded-ness is, indeed,
central to Jaspers’ original conception and has remained an important part of subsequent
accounts. As we note above, however, although nearly all advocates of the Axial Age agree that
the center of the period should be placed at the mid-first millennium BCE, a wide array of
alternate bounds for both the beginning and end of the ‘age’ have been proposed. Thus, the
principal features of axiality may be found to occur outside of the historical periods associated
with the Axial Age when these features are investigated across wider timescales (Smith 2015,
Wagner 2005). This has been the case in studies that focused on the ‘axial’ nature of figures from
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Akhenaten, Jesus, and Mohammed. Voegelin (1974:4), who articulated an early criticism of the
temporal dimension assigned to Axial Age hypotheses, is worth quoting directly:

In order to elevate the period of 800 to 200 B.C., in which the parallel
outbursts occur, to the rank of the great epoch in history, Jaspers had to deny
to the earlier and later spiritual outbursts the epochal character which in their
own consciousness they certainly had.

We further contend that the four or five germinal cases of axiality identified by Jaspers (1953)
and others may not have been as contemporaneous as they are typically presented. Indeed, a
growing number of critics approaching the topic from different perspectives have argued that
there is no single historically-discrete period of profound contemporaneous cultural transition
(e.g., Black 2008, Norenzayan et al. 2016, Provan 2013, Stroumsa 2012, Voegelin 1974).

These are not mere semantic issues; if the central features of axiality cannot be tied to a specific
and identifiable time-period or periods, then the concept of an Axial Age is of limited theoretical
utility and focus should shift from an investigation of a temporally-bounded ‘age’ to
investigations of potential examples of ‘axiality’ free from this temporal constraint.
Unfortunately, no single analytical study has explored a large number of cases together,
combining examples of both axial and non-axial societies within a wide timeframe. It is of
critical importance, then, to determine through careful examination of the historical record the
precise temporal bounds of the Axial Age, if there indeed was an Age, as opposed numerous
moments of axial-type transformations.

Axial Transformations Occurred First and Independently in a Handful of Geographically-
Circumscribed Cases

The early and sustained focus on four or five core cases of axiality is largely explained by a
methodological commitment to the examination of the temporally delimited 'age' (discussed
above). Because of this temporal constraint, promising additional cases of axiality are often
excluded, ranging from Pharaonic Egyptian to Islamic civilizations, though as noted some recent
commentators have stressed the potential ‘axiality’ of these non-traditional cases (Arnason,
Salvatore and Stauth 2006, Norenzayan et al. 2016). This a priori commitment to a handful of
supposedly germinal cases has left open several important issues. Even though most Axial Age
hypotheses are global in their scope—aiming to pinpoint the inauguration of the 'modernity’
which eventually reached the entire globe—the arguments and evidence submitted in their favor
are typically generated from a mere handful of cases. Thus, while it is very compelling to loosely
compare crucial innovations in Greece, India, or even Egypt, for example, restricting arguments
to only the positive examples begs the question of whether other regions at other periods
experienced an axial transformation or something similar. It is also puts into doubt any claims
about the specific factors causing the regions that did undergo an axial transformation, for
without demonstrating that the non-axial cases did not exhibit those factors, any such claim must
be regarded as specious. Further, even the scholars who argue for the importance of secondary
axial breakthroughs focus on the spread or adoption of 'axial' ideologies in the first millennium
CE in a handful of regions, overlook other time periods and world regions, and fail to account for
areas that did not experience these “breakthroughs”, making it difficult to interpret claims about
the nature of the spread of axial ideologies. To address these issues, a more representative
sample of regions must be compared directly, incorporating both the core axial areas and regions
not traditionally associated with the period.
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Historical Inquiry Should Focus on a Handful of Seemingly Extraordinary Individuals

“Great men” approaches to historical analysis have been roundly criticized at least since Spencer
(1892) argued that the actions of individuals are best understood when discussed in the context
of their contemporaries. Much work on the Axial Age is vulnerable to these same critiques,
attributing large-scale societal changes to the work of "the great axial prophets and sages"
(Bellah 2005:17). Granted, often these individuals are used to stand in for a wider movement,
such as Plato being the culmination/representative for a larger Mediterranean trend towards
secular metaphysical and political philosophy at the end of the Greek archaic period. Still,
focusing arguments on biographical depictions of 'great men' obscures the more macro-level
context and long-term dynamics that both inspired the sages' novel ideas and helped spread these
important innovations around Afro-Eurasia. Such a macro-level and long-term investigation is
needed to explain the why and how of the Axial Age, issues that remain unresolved by the
existing literature.

A related issue, strongly related to the periodization of the Axial Age, is that there is often a
significant time-lag between the rise of these so-called 'axial sages' and the widespread adoption
of their ideologies or prescriptions either as an official state religion or by the general public
(Assmann 2012:399). The rise of Buddhist thought as a dominant ideology throughout India,
China, and Southeast Asia, for instance, took hundreds of years after the birth of Siddhartha
Gautama sometime in the mid-first century BCE. This resulted in a great deal of heterodoxy in
the formulation and practice of Buddhist ideals, which are mixed with elements of Hindu,
Confucian, and other preexisting ideologies in these different regions (Coningham 2001,
DeCaroli 2004). By itself, this gradual and heterogeneous spread of an axial ideology does not
invalidate the concept; indeed, such a secondary emergence of axiality is a fundamental part of
many scholars' arguments (e.g., Wittrock 2015). It is, nevertheless, a conceptual challenge to
determine the explanatory force of the Axial Age when the temporal specificity initially given to
the concept (the 'age') is blurred to allow for more gradual long-term changes. This begs the
question—is the Axial Age an age? If the key breakthroughs occurred in the first millennium
CE, why focus on individuals from the first millennium BCE? If we relax or remove the
temporal specificity, does that bely the notion that the so-called axial sages were such generative,
transformative thinkers, and should we instead focus on the precedents or historical-sociological
contexts that are most likely to have facilitated the axial transformations that are said to have
occurred in different regions at different times?

Axiality rose out of major cognitive and intellectual developments

Jaspers (1953) argued that the defining characteristic of the Axial Age was the capacity and
desire to transcend mundane existence and reflect critically on mythological forms of power and
authority. Many prominent advocates of the Axial Age have extended this focus on critical,
reflexive thought as the major intellectual development, the prime cause that instigated all of the
major institutional revolutions characteristic of the period. Eisenstadt has been particularly
forceful in this regard, arguing that a core of axiality is “a radical problematization of the
conceptions of cosmological and social order, and with growing reflexivity and second order
thinking” (Eisenstadt 2005:537). The idea that the period was largely one of major changes in the
way that people thought or considered their role and place in society is indeed an intriguing, even
compelling way to view the period. Arguments focused on such cognitive breakthroughs,
however, tend to rely on very elaborate prose descriptions, rather than clear expositions of
empirical evidence. Notably, it remains unclear how precisely these cognitive developments are
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meant to have been spurred, whether they are the product of particularly generative actors (the
axial sages) or whether they were widespread ideas that coalesced in the writings of particular
thinkers, and whether these supposed cognitive developments were actually the cause of the
Axial Age's other transformations or should more properly be viewed as the result of large-scale
socio-cultural and political developments. We further question the plausibility that these crucial
cognitive changes could occur in such a localized manner—arising in a small number of
individuals in a handful of areas during a very precise time, rather than as the result of long,
slow, large-scale evolutionary processes (Mesoudi 2011; Pagel et al. 2007; Richerson and
Christiansen 2013).

Indeed, some recent studies in cognitive psychology have sought to place these ideas on firmer
theoretical and empirical grounds, analyzing large amounts of textual evidence to uncover
general patterns in reflexivity within human societies both current and past. For example, Mota
et al. (2016) likens the low degree of reflexive or introspective thought expressed in Bronze Age
texts across Eurasia to adolescents in modern western countries, while texts produced during or
after the Axial Age are argued to mirror the level of introspection in contemporary adults. Even
if such results, which rest on a fairly narrow selection of source material, are accepted, it is
unclear exactly how this would translate into an argument for widespread cognitive changes.
These patterns in the literary expression of introspective or reflexive thought seem better
characterized as the result of cultural changes or generic changes in the accepted, common ways
authors have of expressing their worldviews. This, indeed, is the conclusion of another recent
study, which found after a similar analysis of contemporary and ancient texts that levels of
reflexive thought have ebbed and flowed over time due largely to socio-cultural factors, rather
than exhibiting a clear disjunction between any pre- and post-axial period (Diuk et al. 2012).

EMPIRICAL EXPLORATION OF AXIAL AGE ARGUMENTS

Italy
Greece Turkey

China Japan
Israel- Lran
Palestine
Egypt
India
Cambodia

Figure 3. Ten regions sampled for analysis. Five conventional Axial Age regions are underlined.

The previous section highlighted a number of open questions about the Axial Age. The questions
are large in scope and getting to the bottom of these issues requires careful, systematic
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examination of a wealth of empirical, historical evidence. Fortunately, new methods provided by
the emerging field of Cliodynamics enable researchers to tackle ‘big questions’ and explore
historical processes over the longue durée, such as the proposed Axial Age transformations. One
of the largest and most developed projects following this approach is the Seshat: Global History
Databank (Francois et al. 2016, Turchin et al. 2012, Turchin et al. 2015). Seshat’s methodology
provides unique advantages for conducting empirically-informed, systematic, historical-
sociological analysis. Notably, Seshat's long timescales allow for a more rigiorous examination
of the temporal boundaries of the Axial Age, while its global coverage allows analyses of a more
inclusive sample than has previously been employed, extending beyond the standard set of
allegedly “axial” cases.’

Here, we offer a detailed discussion and survey of a large body of historical evidence drawn
from the Seshat Databank. We explore the empirical record from both five widely-discussed
axial cases (Greece, Israel-Palestine, Iran, India, and China) along with five regions not typically
associated with axiality (Italy, Turkey, Egypt'’, Cambodia, and Japan) (Figure 3). We further
track key historical-sociological dynamics in these 10 regions across the five millennia spanning
from the third millennium BCE to the second millennium CE; our sample, thus, encompasses the
various ranges offered by different Axial Age proponents (see figure 1) and captures material
from both before and after the central 'age', a crucial step in determining the precise timeline and
context within which axial transformations occurred. This novel investigation aims to resolve or
at least bring new clarity the key lingering questions concerning the Axial Age. In the process,
we uncover new questions for future study, which we discuss in the concluding section. We hope
also with this discussion to illustrate the utility of a quantitative, analytic approach to the topic,
pointing the way to future studies pursuing the implications of these initial findings.

Methodological Considerations

To test these lingering questions systematically against the historical record, we identified proxy
measures for the key axial transformations commonly highlighted in scholarship on the Axial
Age (Table 2). We then dynamically track these proxies (at century-long intervals) for each of
the ten regions in our sample, assessing whether each proxy measure was present as a feature of
any of the prevailing ideologies in each sample region at any given time between the third
millennium BCE and the second millennium CE: present was encoded as 'l', not present as '0'.
For each region, we look at the various societies—polities'', as we term them—that occupied the
region at any given point during this time frame. It is from these polities that we draw empirical
historical evidence, putting all of the data together to generate long time-series. The historical
material we use was gathered and stored by Seshat: Global History Databank, combining
primary and secondary literature for a host of different historical periods and sub-topics for
evidence concerning these proxy measures. This approach seeks to capture benefits from both
quantitative and qualitative historical analyses (Francois et al. 2016). To ensure we had up-to-
date information and understood scholarly disagreements about these topics, we corresponded
directly with several “domain experts”, including historians, archaeologists, anthropologists, and
scholars of religion, and our personal communications with these experts are cited throughout.

Critically, we incorporate material concerning both the dominant (i.e. tied to state authority) and
popular or subaltern philosophical, cultural, religious, and ideological systems in each region
during each temporal interval. For instance, when gathering information on ‘Greece’ at 300
BCE, we explored evidence from both the many philosophical schools popular with certain
Athenian elites (which are stressed by Axial Age proponents, following Jaspers), and scrutinized
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the practices and belief-systems of the more widely held, popular pan-Hellenic religious
practices. This allows us to disentangle the influence of different ideologies on wider social,
cultural, and political institutions and to assess the context in which particular 'axial' ideas arose
and spread. It also adds an important balance to traditional scholarship on the topic, which, as
explained above, can become fairly myopic, focusing on the established axial ideologies while
disregarding potential facilitating or limiting factors from non-axial traditions.

The proxies used here (Table 2) capture the key attributes or innovations of the Axial Age
ascribed by most prominent authors (cf. Table 1 and following discussion). Dividing up the
predictions into sets of proxies allows us to capture change over time and variation in the
different dimensions of the complex ideological precepts highlighted in previous work on the
Axial Age. A major issue with attempts to quantify and assess the claims made by Axial Age
proponents is that, as noted above, the driving force of the period according to many prominent
scholars was fundamental changes in cognitive and intellectual capacities. Arguments about
broad changes in ways of thinking in the past, such as Eisenstadt's (1986:1) claim that period saw
the creation of “a higher transcendental moral or metaphysical order,” are impossible to measure
directly. Future work is necessary to attempt to disentangle these cognitive claims, seeking to
develop innovative proxy measures or identify material/textual traces that could allow
researchers to diagnose the emergence of such reflexive, second order thinking at specific
moment(s) in the past. Fortunately, the logic of arguments about the Axial Age permits more
ready historical investigation. For example, changes in cognitive expression are said to have
led—through various processes and at differing paces—to very tangible changes in key social,
cultural, and political institutions at specific places and times. These tangible changes are
discernible in the historical record and are captured by the proxies used here.

The proxies in Table 2 seek to capture the principal dimensions of the universalizing, morality-
focused and ruler-constraining ideologies that supposedly developed during the Axial Age.
Proxies 1-7 relate to the alleged institutional changes that resulted from the changes in cognitive
focus and novel ideologies spread by the axial sages and their adherents. These 7 proxies seek to
measure how the innovative precepts that, it is argued, arose during the Axial Age: through the
manifestation of these ideals in the dogma or normative claims of both prevailing and subaltern
ideologies (proxies 1-2), in the proclivity of people to take these messages to heart and engage in
community-enhancing, prosocial activity (proxy 3), as well as in the rules and claims
surrounding the relationship between rulers and the divine and the common people (proxies 4-7).
Proxies 8-12 follow from the others, capturing how these ideals became entrenched in the
institutional structure of the societies in question. Indeed, to many, the novel claims and moral
focus of axial ideologies have had such a profound and lingering impact because of the specific
social, political, and legal institutional changes they engendered. Broadly, proponents of the
Axial Age distinguish archaic states, typified by autocratic (often divine or divinely-sanctioned)
rulers along with under-developed and unevenly applied law, from post-axial states which look
more like the representative bureaucratic societies we are familiar in the modern West.
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Table 2. Summary of key proxies used to evaluate Axial Age concept

Proxy Name

Proxy Description

10

11

12

Moralistic
punishment

Moralizing
norms

Promotion of
prosociality

Omniscient
supernatural
beings

Rulers not gods

Equating elites
and
commoners
Equating
rulers and
commoners

Formal legal
code

General
applicability of
Law

Constraint on
executive

Full-time
bureaucrats

Impeachment

Captures the idea that actions will be judged and punished in this life or the afterlife, either directly by
supernatural agents or by human religious agents working on their behalf (defined as members of
religious groups, their leaders, or other religiously motivated individuals, e.g., Buddhist monks, street
preachers). This idea is central to claims made regarding the rise of universalizing, moralizing ideals
during the Axial Age; recent work has pointed out that the widespread application and enforcement of
moral norms and taboos was key to the rise and spread of universalizing religions from the Axial Age
to the modern day (Baumard and Boyer 2013, Bellah 2011, Casanova 2012, Norenzayan et al. 2016).
Captures the importance placed by Axial Age proponents (e.g. Baumard et al. 2015, Bellah 2011,
Eisenstadt 2005) on how axial thinkers stressed moral and ethical conduct and insisted upon a moral
basis of rulers’ authority—rather than relying on “archaic” ideas of divine sanction, military strength,
or simple tradition.

Captures whether or not axial ideologies and their proponents were indeed concerned with taking care
of the well-being of co-religionists, fellow-citizens, or perhaps all of humanity; (Atran 2016, Turchin
2012). Prosociality is operationalized here as the promotion of prosocial activity by religious and
philosophical thinkers and their followers, as well as by the actions it spawned, including wide-spread
acts of charitable giving or the creation and/or maintenance of public goods. “Public goods” refers to
anything that incurs cost to an individual or group of individuals, but that can be used or enjoyed by
others who did not incur any of the cost, namely the public at large. They are non-excludable and
non-rivalrous goods (e.g., roads, public drinking fountains, public parks or theatres, or public
temples).

Captures the concept of omniscient supernatural beings and addresses the recent contention that that
the axial period saw supernatural beings become increasingly concerned with the proper, moral
thoughts and actions of constituents (Assmann 2008, Eisenstadt 2005, Jaspers 1953). The authority of
the autocratic 'god-kings' typical of the archaic period is predicted to have been reduced, while the
secularized legitimation by rulers increased.

Captures the Axial Age concept that Axial gods are more omniscient (i.e., all-seeing, all-knowing)
than non-Axial ones. Claims made about the divinity of rulers, either in this world or the afterlife,
were a common means of expressing an extreme differentiation between people in a society, meant to
be characteristic of pre-axial societies (Bellah 2011).

Captures the adoption of axial thinkers' predicted promotion of more universalizing moral claims and
increased socio-political equality. Bellah (2011:573) notes that it is "part of the definition of the axial
age that it was then that a universally egalitarian ethic first appeared.”

Captures potential increases in the ideological promotion of equality. Eisenstadt (2005:534) notes,
"Of special importance in shaping such different institutional patterns [as emerged through axial
transformations] is the degree to which elites are autonomous or embedded in ascriptive units, or act
as representatives of such units in the society, as well as the relation between different elites and the
broader community."

Captures the existence of a body of formalized (usually written) laws and ascribed punishments
governing inhabitants' actions.

Captures whether legal codes were applied generally, namely to all residents of the society (including
the ruling elite), or whether different segments of the population were subject to different regulation.
The idea of rulers being subject to laws is a critical component of the apparent moralizing and
universalizing ideological reforms of the period.

Captures potential institutional reforms that limited the arbitrary and exploitative power of rulers from
a political rather than legal angle, asking whether there was any mechanism or office that had the
power to veto or overturn a decision of the ruler (including removing a political appointment), or
withhold cooperation (e.g. refuse to fund a venture).

Captures whether there were specialists engaged in administration, as opposed to, for instance, elites
who volunteered time and resources to fulfill administrative or official duties. This proxy captures the
degree of regulation of and accountability over the behavior of rulers and their agents as well as to the
separation of political, administrative activity from other spheres (e.g. religious).

Captures the power of people in a society to constrain and even punish the activity of rulers, reflecting
a high amount of non-conformity or obsequious to authority.
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Indeed, Bellah (2011:264) follows others in describing the "massively conformist archaic
society" as a place where "obedience" to traditions and to the ruling authorities was paramount,
and a civilization typified by the "centralization of political power....the economic exploitation
of the weak." Eisenstadt in particular stresses this aspect of axial transformations, arguing that
during this time "there emerged the conception of the accountability of the rulers and of the
community to a higher authority, God, Divine Law, and the like....Concomitant to the
emergence of conceptions of accountability there began to develop autonomous spheres of law
and conceptions of rights" (Eisenstadt 1986a:8). Our proxies capture whether elite power became
subdued under more formal, universally applied legal regulation (proxies 8, 9) as well as track
the degree to which ruler's autocratic power was reigned in (proxies 10, 12) as axial ideologies
took hold in a society and whether centralized, conformist 'archaic' rule became de-centered and
regularized (proxy 11).

RESULTS: SYSTEMATIC EMPIRICAL ASSESSMENT OF AXIAL AGE PROPOSALS'"
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Figure 4. Tracing the number of axial traits in each region over time. Calculated by observing the presence (=1)
or absence (=0) of the 12 proxy measures in each region at 100-year intervals and summing the results.
Underlined regions are the core Axial regions.
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Using the proxy measures outlined above, we closely examined the key conjectures that have
been made about the Axial Age against a large body of historical data. We explore evidence
from 10 select regions across Afro-Eurasia, chosen to include both the 5 “core” regions
traditionally associated with axiality as well as 5 ostensibly “non-axial” regions, or regions that
fall outside of most discussions of the Axial Age. Somewhat surprisingly, we find very little
support for many of the central ideas put forward about the Axial Age and the way it has been
characterized, although some of the notion's essential features do receive empirical support
(Figure 4).

We see clearly that new ideologies stressing universalizing moral religio- philosophical
principles emerged in a handful of regions across Afro-Eurasia. In partial support of the Axial
Age concept, crucial proxies are indeed present in the 5 core axial regions (Greece, Israel-
Palestine, Iran, India, China) during the latter half of the first century BCE, as expected.
However, contrary to the Axial Age concept many proxies are also present before this period in
several regions, belying any claims that there was a specific age of axiality. Further, we see
many of these proxies arise in the 5 regions not traditionally associated with axial
transformations (Egypt, Turkey, Italy, Cambodia, Japan) both before and after the normally
proposed age. It is difficult to conclude, then, that these key axial principles and the social,
cultural, and political transformations they allegedly spawned emerged initially and exclusively
in a handful of regions across Afro-Eurasia and during one specific moment in history.

Interestingly, the adoption of axial traits in several regions, particularly the non-traditionally
axial ones, similarly fails to support many of the arguments made by Axial Age proponents, who
stress the importance of 'secondary breakthroughs' of axiality, such as the rise and spread of
Christianity and Islam. This result raises serious questions about the dynamic trajectories of axial
traits ascribed by prominent Axial Age scholars and calls for a re-evaluation of the nature and
impact of the supposedly 'core' axial transformations. There also appear to be both rises and
declines in the aggregate presence of these measures, suggesting that whatever changes occurred
were not as stable as is often implied.

On the other hand, there is support for some of the key ideas about the Axial Age. Generally,
each region explored here did, during certain time periods, witness the appearance of all the
measures of axiality under analysis. It is clear too that important ideological, religious, and/or
cognitive developments are associated closely with radical reforms of the social, cultural, and
political institutions in many of the societies under question. Further, these transformations
certainly have had a profound and lingering impact on subsequent societies, including up to the
present day, even if they became established through several fits and starts.

Again, the Axial Age, in its most distilled and common articulation, contends that new
ideologies were brought into being by great sages in five primary regions during a specific 600
year period (800-200 BCE). These ideologies are said to have empowered by novel forms of
reflexive cognition and prompted dramatic cultural and institutional reforms. This concept does
not hold up to systematic empirical scrutiny; the historical evidence simply fails to corroborate
the idea of an Axial Age that is clearly circumscribed geographically or temporally. This does
not necessarily invalidate the amorphous concept entirely, however. As noted above, scholarship
surrounding the Axial Age concept has offered a wide variety of claims with more-or-less
relaxed bounds and causal chains. What it does is challenge the way that the Axial Age is
typically defined and expressed, raising in its stead a host of critical questions that must now be
subjected to close examination against the historical record.
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Notably, if axial transformations did not occur in the time and location typically proposed, then
when and where did they first occur? How did they then spread? What role, if any, did the often-
highlighted axial 'sages' play in these processes? How do the cognitive developments highlighted
by many scholars relate to other transformations? Perhaps the most crucial of these questions,
though, relates to the causes and effects of various axial transformations. If it is not discernibly
the case that ideological/cognitive developments led to novel religious and philosophical ideals,
which in turn fostered reforms in legal and political institutions, which have had a lingering
impact on subsequent social formations, then what was the key change that caused the others?
Did institutional changes actually come first, instigating the observed cultural and cognitive
shifts? Were the religious and philosophical ideas actually based on earlier precedents, which
only became crystalized and prevalent once certain institutional developments had occurred? Or
is there some other critical factor or factors missing from these discussions that could explain the
rise and spread of all these diagnostically 'axial' traits? To further explore these important and,
perhaps, unexpected alternative proposals, see our online supplement, which offers analytical
summaries of the available historical data for each of the 10 regional cases explored here.

DISCUSSION: QUESTIONS ANSWERED AND RAISED ABOUT THE NATURE, EXTENT,
AND SPREAD OF AXIAL TRANSFORMATIONS

Seshat: Global History Databank provides a novel opportunity to explore the many facets of the
Axial Age in a more comprehensive, systematic, analytical manner than has generally been
employed. We take a Cliodynamic approach, combining the wealth of historical information
gathered by the Databank with quantitative methods to offer a novel exposition of the central
features shared by most prominent Axial Age scholars as well as a systematic exploration of the
key propositions against a large body of empirical historical evidence. The aim is to scrutinize a
broad sampling of past societies—both temporally and geographically—to detect if the proposed
transformations occurred when, where, and how they are typically proposed. This exercise
helped to dispel some of the problematic aspects of previous arguments concerning this
important period in human history while revealing many new questions that require further,
systematic study to disentangle.

The dominant insight that jumps out from close scrutiny of this large body of historical evidence
is that there is no clear pattern; the 5 purportedly 'core' axial regions do not manifest the traits
and structures that arguments concerning the Axial Age concept suggest. In each of the societies
explored (with the exception of archaic and classical Greece), there already existed fairly strong
moralizing ideologies. This is, on its own, certainly not surprising—it is difficult to imagine a
society functioning without moralizing norms. Its significance lies in the fact that there is no
obvious change over time, belying the notion that the first appearance of, or at a least dramatic
increase in, the moral force of ideological precepts came about with the novel philosophical and
religious traditions that emerged during the first millennium BCE (cf. Baumard et al 2015:10). It
could be argued that the proxies we use to measure the rise of moral norms (especially proxies 1-
2) are too crude to pick up on the more intricate dynamics underpinning 'axial' change.
Importantly, our other proxies and the more detailed survey of each of these 5 regions raise
similar doubts about the traditional Axial Age concept. An increasingly strong and impactful
moral force should also be manifest by the way that gods and rulers are conceived, with rulers
becoming secularized as their authority is legitimated more through institutionalized, ethical
standards than notions of divine right, while gods become more all-knowing and more capable of
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assessing and punishing moral norms (with the help of empowered religious agents). Yet, this is
not uniformly evidenced by the societies under analysis here.

The 5 allegedly non-axial regions we explored present a similarly problematic picture. Some
areas—Egypt, Turkey, and to some extent Italy—display very clearly axial-type transformations
well before the lifetime of the axial sages normally discussed. Even in these cases, though, not
all of the key axial traits that are generally said to co-occur developed at the same time, raising
doubts about the scope of common arguments about axiality. It is notable as well to explore
cases with later transformative periods, such as Japan and Cambodia. Japan, as noted, is well-
known for being explicitly excluded from the realm of axial societies by Eisenstadt (1996), even
though there was a strong presence of the ideological triggers that supposedly facilitated axial
transformations in the form of Shinto and then Buddhist thought elsewhere (e.g., China).
Likewise, Cambodia saw what might be termed a secondary axial breakthrough during the first
millennium CE, though curiously this occurred before the ascension of Buddhism as the major
ideological force in the region.

Deliberately looking for signs of axiality in the regions that are typically excluded from
discussions of the period is a crucial and innovative feature of our method. It allows us to
determine that axial transformations were not the exclusive purview of the temporally and
geographically bounded set of cases offered as core axial regions since before the writing of
Jaspers. At the same time, analysis of these areas reveals that axiality does not follow the same
course in every location: sometimes strong moralizing norms were reinforced through divine
sanction and punishment (as in Israel-Palestine and Egypt), sometimes not (Greece, Italy);
sometimes egalitarian ideals led to real systematic reforms in the relationship between rulers and
ruled (Iran), sometimes not (China, India); and sometimes well-regulated and formalized
institutional features developed that effectively limited the arbitrary, divinely-sanctioned
authority of rulers and hold all people accountable (China, Iran), sometimes these traits did not
all co-occur (Egypt, India).

As we saw, there was an upward trend during the first millennia BCE-CE towards increasingly
widespread, universalizing claims of authority and the ideological reach of these claims as
several states became large imperial powers, spreading their messages and systems of rule across
huge swaths of territory. Further, many of the important institutional reforms highlighted by
work on the Axial Age concept do show up at roughly the right time in the late first millennium
BCE—rulers in the societies that occupied these regions indeed become more restrained in their
activity over time, legal regulation becomes formalized and is extended to the whole of society,
and more complex and well-regulated administrative regimes appear. Conversely, these
innovations are not experienced equally, nor are they always permanent. In other words, key
markers of axiality, which are proposed to have emerged en masse, are shown to have emerged
in fits and starts, if at all.

Importantly, the allegedly axial ideologies explored here do exhibit more pronounced claims of
equality than most ideologies that preceded them, particularly by limiting the authority and
privilege of rulers and asserting the requirement that all members of society be taken care of by
those with power. However, these ideologies are also shown to have been highly circumscribed
and were not as “universalizing” as is often argued (cf. Arnason 2005:23, Bellah 2011:264,
Eisenstadt 1986b:37). For example, the supposedly universal morality and egalitarianism of
these ideologies did not extend to women, who were not afforded equality with men in these
societies in terms of legal rights, ritual function, social status, or other areas (Larsen, 2017 pers.
comm.; Kant 2003, Rose 2015), notwithstanding apparent claims in, for instance, Zoroastrianism
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for gender equality (Rose 2015:273). Such gender distinctions, even when they existed only in
practice and not as an explicit stance of a society's dominant ideology, undercut the notion that
Axial religions and philosophies ushered in radical reforms about the universal applicability of
rights and responsibilities and reflexive, critical thinking about the archaic structures that sought
to differentiate segments of the population.

Our systematic analysis of a large body of empirical historical data reveals that there was no
single, well-defined, and bounded Axial Age, no "axis of world history [...] the point in history
which gave birth to everything which, since then, man has been able to be, the point most
overwhelmingly fruitful in fashioning humanity" (Jaspers 1953:1). Our method of analyzing the
Axial Age concept demonstrates the benefits of systematically exploring the historical evidence
and of taking a more inclusive and representative sample of cases than has been offered
previously, looking explicitly for both positive and negative instances of axial transformation. It
also demonstrates the necessity for splitting apart the various strands of Axial Age arguments
into constituent parts, assessing the—possibly conflicting—dynamics of different key axial traits.

Nevertheless, as our analysis makes clear, the Axial Age concept is not devoid of merit.
Important developments extending and reifying certain moralizing norms, emerging concepts of
supernatural beings as omniscient and capable, along with their agents, of punishing
transgressions to enforce these norms, incentives to act prosocially, limits (in some cases) on the
social and legal inequalities between classes, increasingly complex and formalized institutional
procedures, and reduced claims to divinity and secularization of legitimation by rulers all did
occur in many places throughout Afro-Eurasia; they just did not occur in precisely the places,
times, and manner purported by major advocates for the concept of an Axial Age (Arnason,
Salvatore and Stauth 2006, Arnason 2012, Assmann 2012:376, Provan 2013:34). We are left,
then, with more questions than answers. Seven key questions for further research as summarized
in Table 3.

While further cross-disciplinary work is needed to properly address these fundamental questions,
we contend that a quantitative, Cliodynamic approach offers the best chance to find answers
through the systematic scrutiny of alternate hypotheses and the further development of the data-
intensive empirical investigation employed here. In particular, more substantial investigation is
needed to fully disentangle the predicted emergence of second-order thinking (e.g., Eisenstadt
2012) from other elements of axiality, or the potential link between the Axial Age and increases
in historical measures of affluence (Baumard et al. 2015).

One intriguing possibility for the latter idea is that the affluence identified by Baumard and
colleagues as holding great causal weight in instigating the transformations ascribed to the
“Axial Age” was itself the result of, or at least strongly correlated with, composite elements of
social complexity. In fact, a detailed analysis of the relationship between social complexity and
moralizing, universalizing religious systems is currently being pursued by the authors of this
paper. For instance, we seek to ask whether a direct causal chain can be drawn from a society
reaching a particular “level” of complexity and the adoption of many of the axial transformations
discussed here, including the various institutional features discussed above.
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Table 3. Summary of major questions for further research

] Why did these developments occur when and where they did, given that there was no specific
'age' nor synchrony to axial transformations?

2 If similar, roughly synchronous developments in reflexive cognitive ability are meant to drive
subsequent axial transformations, why do these changes not follow a common path in each area?
Are there unaccounted for contributing factors that alter the shape of different experiences of
axiality? If so, what?

3 Why do some regions experience axial transformations before the supposed arrival of these
cognitive breakthroughs? Does this suggest that the cognitive developments highlighted by some
Axial Age proponents—or at least their tangible manifestations—are really effects rather than
causes of certain axial movements?

4 How should we contextualize the contributions of the handful of 'great men', the so-called sages
who embody (if not inaugurate) axial reforms, given that there is wide variation in the number,
timing, and content of the ideological traditions that can be associated with axial-type reforms?

5 What factors explain the wide variation seen in the moral foundations of complex societies
around the globe, both in the past and the present?

6 How do we explain the so-called 'secondary breakthroughs' that gave rise to Christianity and
Islam if not the eventual result of a highly-specific axial 'moment' in the eastern Mediterranean
and Near East during the mid-first millennium BCE?

7 Crucially, what causal mechanism(s) can be proposed that can explain the wide variability in the
way that the key axial traits rose and fell in different parts of the world? Is there one universal
'prime mover' that has driven the others throughout world history (e.g. cognitive ability
universalizing ideologies) or do different factors facilitate axiality in different times/places? Or, is
some third, as-yet unexplored factor the dominant causal force behind various axial-type
transformations?

This may, in fact, help to clarify the unexpected variation seen in the adoption of the different
cultural and institutional aspects of axial ideologies seen in the case studies found in the online
supplement; different levels or specific combinations of the constituent elements of social
complexity attained at different times in different areas could explain the historical patterns
identified here. Alternatively, perhaps causality went in the opposite direction, where socio-
political changes became codified in a society's prevailing ideological or even cognitive systems.
Or there might have been another development, such as changes in the nature and intensity of
inter-state warfare (Turchin et al. 2013, Turchin et al. 2015), shifts in the type of ritual activity
being performed (Whitehouse et al. 2014), or the early arrival and development of productive
agriculture (Collins et al. forthcoming, Currie et al. 2015, Johnson and Earle 2000) which
intervened in this process as well. Further, we seek to uncover whether there is a causal
connection between social complexity, moralizing religions, and measures of egalitarianism,
including culturally- or legally-enforced differences between classes and claims of divinity made
by rulers, as discussed here, as well as the practice of human sacrifice, slavery, and other markers
of extreme social differentiation (Turchin et al. 2015).

Several Axial Age theorists have also raised the idea that the spread of literacy, numeracy, and
increasingly complex record-keeping systems were a facilitating factor to axial transformations
(Assmann 2012, Bellah 2011), a claim likewise in need of further scrutiny, especially now that
these transformations can be properly disassociated from a particular historic period and
localization. Another important idea requiring future research is that universalizing, moralizing
religious systems evolved over long times due to certain evolutionary advantages that
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moralizing, norm-enforcing ideologies have over non-moralizing, 'archaic' religions (Norenzayan
et al. 2016). As mentioned, the rise and continuing popularity of the major moralizing world-
religions highlighted by Axial Age proponents (esp. Christianity and Islam) need to be properly
explained without relying on imprecise appeals to the heritage of earlier religious developments
in Greece and the Levant.

Other important topics of future research include: whether rituals involving human sacrifice,
another potential proxy for extreme inequality not explored here, tend to disappear during the
first millennium BCE (Turchin 2012); whether large imperial formations became more or less
common after the spread of moralizing religions and their universalizing ethos and whether the
‘age of empires' precedes or follows the institutional reforms explored above (Bellah 2011,
Eisenstadt 1986, Jaspers 1953); and if there is a specific link between urbanization and key Axial
transformations (Bellah 2011, Jaspers 1953).

As we demonstrate here, a fruitful way to move forward is to extract specific scholastic claims
and assess these claims against each other and against the empirical evidence systematically
using a large amount of historical information from a diverse sampling pool. This approach
makes it much easier to identify which ideas receive robust comparative historical support. Using
the large body of historical material held by the Seshat: Global History Databank, we offer here a
glimpse into how such a process looks in practice. It is our hope that future research by ourselves
and others will continue to improve on the methodological rigor called for here to provide further
clarification of these important issues and finally unlock the mysteries behind the foundations of
complex societies.
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! See Turchin, Peter, Rob Brennan, Thomas Currie, Kevin Feeney, Pieter Francois, Daniel Hoyer, Joseph
Manning, Arkadiusz Marciniak, Daniel Mullins and Alessio Palmisano. 2015. "Seshat: The Global
History Databank." Cliodynamics: The Journal of Quantitative History and Cultural Evolution 6(1). for a
detailed  description ~ of  Seshat's sampling scheme and data  coverage; also
http://seshatdatabank.info/methods.

?See also Halton (2014).

* Throughout this article, we describe where historic events occurred in terms of the closest present-day
country (India, China, etc.). This is done for the convenience of the reader, and follows most previous
work on Axial Age. The developments we detail here occurred in past societies that were rarely, if ever,
coterminous with their modern national counterparts.

* A forthcoming article by Purzycki et al., employing a detailed and systematic analysis of the connection
between affluence and moralizing religions using ethnographic survey, make a compelling critique of
Baumard et al.'s work and use of life-history theory. We thank Prof. Purzycki and team for allowing us to
read an early version of that paper.

4 E.g. recent articles in the Guardian, Wall Street Journal, Huffington Post, and New Statesman.

> Prosociality is, essentially, the ability of large groups of individuals in a society to work together for a
common purpose. This working together is fundamental for societies to overcome external threats, get
around problems of collective action, and develop systems and institutional structures that allow for
(relatively) equitable treatment of all the society's members. Prosocial traits include things like trust and
adherence to rules and manifests itself most clearly in terms of the cooperation between individuals or
groups within a society; within social strata, between elite and non-elite, and between state agents and the
general population. On this, see notably: Boyd and Richerson 2009; Turchin 2014; D. S. Wilson 2015.

S Stuart-Glennie, John Stuart. 1873. In the Morningland or The law of the origin and transformation of
Christianity, Vol. 1: Longmans, Green, and Company., who was unknown to Jaspers, examines China,
India, Israel-Palestine, and Greece.

" The independence of these cases has also come under doubt in recent years, as more is learned about the
spread of goods, ideas, and people across Eurasia through the so-called Silk Road(s) and overseas routes
traversing the Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf Beckwith, Christopher 1. 2009. Empires of the silk road: A
history of central Eurasia from the Bronze Age to the present: Princeton University Press, Frankopan,
Peter. 2015. The silk roads: a new history of the world: Bloomsbury Publishing, Hansen, Valerie. 2012.
The silk road: a new history: Oxford University Press, Heldaas Seland, Eivind. 2011. "The Persian Gulf
or the Red Sea? Two axes in ancient Indian Ocean trade, where to go and why." World Archaeology
43(3):398-409..

¥ Indeed, for this reason areas outside of the Afro-Eurasian core (sub-Saharan Africa, Indonesia and
Oceania, and North and South America) have never been part of the Axial Age story. For this reason, too,
we overlook these regions here, though it is an interesting open question whether—and, if so, how and
when—these other areas experienced similar, 'axial'-type transformations.

K Eg. Akhenaten, fourteenth century BCE (Joas 2012); Jesus, first century CE (Dalferth 2012); or
Muhammed, seventh century CE (Casanova 2012).

' Egypt is, as mentioned, a contested case, though it has not been included in the most prominent
accounts (e.g. Bellah 2011, Bellah and Joas 2012, Eisenstadt 1986a and 1986b, Jaspers 1953)

"' Polity is defined as an independent political unit. Kinds of polities range from villages (local

communities) through simple and complex chiefdoms to states and empires. What distinguishes a polity
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from other human groupings and organizations is that it is politically independent of any overarching
authority; it possesses sovereignty.

"2 In accordance with the data-sharing policy of the ASA Code of Ethics (2007), the data used to generate
this analysis will be made publicly available after completion of this project at
http://dacura.scss.tcd.ie /seshat/.
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ONLINE SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS: ANALYTICAL SUMMARIES OF THE AVAILABLE
HISTORICAL DATA FOR 10 CASES SURVEYED

Part 1: Analytical summaries for five conventional axial regions

1. GREECE

While a lack of clear evidence concerning some of the proxies before 1000 BCE
restricts determining precisely how early these traits may have appeared, our survey
of the evidence reveals that universalizing, moralizing ideological traditions and their
cultural and institutional manifests did not emerge initially in Greece during the
traditional bounds of the Axial Age (800 BCE to 200 BCE). Many of the key traits
were in place before this period and the region was subject to influence from several
other important societies in the Near and Middle East, undermining the idea of
spontaneous, independent axial flourishing. Contrarily, the region certainly did
witness the emergence and popularization of novel ideological schools stressing
moral and egalitarian principles along with a host of institutional reforms over a long
course of time.

What is today Greece was, in the first millennium BCE, a politically fragmented
region, featuring numerous small, largely independent city-states. These city-states
did share many important cultural features, notably a common language and a shared
set of religious practices, customs, and thoughts about the gods. This 'traditional’
Greek religion focused on the proper ritual activity needed to appease various
supernatural beings (each city-state focussed on different gods, though the pantheon
was common). No evidence suggests that this religious ideology stressed
universalizing or moralizing precepts in any significant way. Greek gods were
certainly not omniscient and, crucially, did not much care about what Greek people
did from a moral standpoint, provided only that they continued to participate in the
proper rituals. Nor was there any widespread punishment for moral transgressions;
proxies 1, 2, and 4, in other words, remained absent in the region throughout the first
millennium BCE. Interestingly, there is clear evidence for the promotion of
prosociality (proxy 3); though this appears to be the result of civic institutions and a
wider socio-political culture in several Greek city-states during the mid-first
millennium BCE, rather than a result of any novel moralizing ideology developing
during this period (Larson 2016, Mikalson 2006).

Several important philosophical traditions did develop in Greece during the latter half
of the first millennium BCE—from Platonic-Socratic and Aristotelian thought to
Stoicism and Epicureanism (Beard, North and Price 1998, Ferguson 2016, Larson
2016, Mikalson 2006, Orlin 2007). These philosophical schools expressed strong
moralizing and egalitarian traits. Notably in Aristotelian, Stoic, and Epicurean
thought there were claims for establishing a universalizing frame of reference for
physical and metaphysical inquiry. Indeed, it is these philosophies, with their
cosmology downplaying the role and anthropomorphic nature of deities and
metaphysics stressing common origins and ethical imperatives for all people, that
have led many Axial Age proponents to include Greece as one of the axial regions
(Bellah 2011, Jaspers 1953). Linked with this is the idea that Greek rulers (whether
ruling democratic, oligarchic, or tyrannical city-states) typically claimed no special
divine sanction for themselves (proxy 5). However, this seems to have developed
already by the early Iron Age, well before the birth of the region's axial sages. While
these philosophical ideologies became important with the elite in some of the Greek
city-states and particularly through their later adoption by many prominent Romans
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2. ISRAEL-
PALESTINE

(Scheid 2011), they were never the dominant ideology among the general population
in ancient Greece or Rome. These traditions existed alongside of, and never came
close to replacing, traditional religious thought and practice (Mikalson 2006).

Moreover, although the universalizing metaphysics of these philosophical ideals
paved the way for future claims about the 'equality’ of people under god (Larson 2017
pers. comm.; Uhalde 2012), this did not translate into egalitarian institutions during
the Greek Classical period (5th-4th centuries BCE). Legal and social differentiation
between males and females, elites and non-elites was not only tolerated, but justified.
Proxies 6-7 and 9-12, thus, remained absent in the region throughout the Axial
period. Interestingly, many poleis saw the codification and regularization of law
during the first millennium, and the Classical era (mid-first millennium BCE) saw
major advances in judicial and administrative systems as well as the famous
democratizing reforms of Classical Athens (proxies 8-12).

The region known in antiquity as the Levant (modern-day Israel, Palestine, Lebanon,
and parts of Syria and Jordan) features prominently in several works on the Axial
Age due to the presence of early Hebrew prophets (e.g. Bellah 2011, Eisenstadt
19864, Jaspers 1953, M. Weber 1978[1922]). The region is a troubling case,
however, as it cannot be understood as an isolated, independent region, which has
often been recognized (Bellah 2011:270). What this means for the its role in the
Axial Age, then, is that it is not sufficient to analyze one religious-ideological
tradition in isolation, such as Judaism as it was developed and articulated here (and
elsewhere) throughout the first millennium BCE, though this is how the region is
typically treated. What matters for the idea of an 'Axial Age' as a unique, identifiable,
and important historical reality is the rise in a particular region and time of certain
traits and innovative ideas, where they did not previously exist. In Israel-Palestine,
the dominance of Egyptian and Phoenician states in the region from the mid- to late-
second millennium BCE (Assmann 2012, Clifford 1990, O'Connor 1983, Teeter
2011, Van Dijk 2000) requires us to explore the presence of moralizing,
universalizing, and egalitarian ethics in the ideologies of these polities. Critically,
nearly all of the key proxies (1-9, 11) were present in the area before the traditional
Axial Age period.

It is clear to see how the idea of the Levant as an Axial region developed. During the
Axial period, Judaic ideology in the region seems to have emphasized many of the
traits associated with axiality, including an explicit moral stance, a clear stress on the
omniscience and omnipresence of the chief deity, reinforcement of prosociality, and
claims about the equality of all people under the eyes of god (Finer 1999, Noll 2007).
Further, Persian and Babylonian influence in the region during the Axial Age helped
spread Zoroastrian ideals to the Levant (and into Turkey and Greece, for that matter),
which also carried many elements of a universalizing and moralizing ethic, including
the idea that rulers were not gods, which was indeed a change from earlier periods
(notably under Egyptian control of the region). It is difficult, then, to conclude that
the transformations experienced in the Levant were novel, autochthonous
developments during the Axial Age. Even the Judaic ideals of the time were at the
very least heavily influenced by earlier traditions, arguing for a different reading of
the region's role in the spread of axiality.

The region's institutional systems are likewise complicated by its imperial history.
The Levant was not an 'island of light', to use Jaspers' phrase, but was subject to the
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3. INDIA

legal and political structures of the many imperial states that occupied the over the
course of history, from Egyptians to Neo-Assyrians and Neo-Babylonians to
Achaemenids and Seleucids and then Romans. These states featured fairly well-
developed institutions, including legal and administrative apparatus (Hinds 2006,
Lendon 1997, Liverani, 2011, Schmidt 1983). It was, arguably, their advanced socio-
political makeup that allowed each to become vast imperial powers to begin with.
This again undermines the causal chain put forward by many axial scholars,
demonstrating that advanced institutional systems were in force in the region before
any putative cognitive, ideological, and religious transformations took place.
Interestingly, too, the imperial states that occupied the Levant before and during the
traditional Axial Age period did not have very strong constraints on their rulers
(Baines 2017 pers. comm., Llewellyn-Jones 2013, Norefia 2010) suggesting that this
aspect of axiality may not be as strongly related to others, or at least that the Levant
is not the typical 'core' case it is normally presented to be.

The history of South Asia is perhaps most supportive of the Axial Age idea in its
typical articulation. Lack of high-quality, reliable historical information for the late
second-early first millennium BCE, however, makes it difficult to assess just how
'novel' the supposedly axial developments were during the mid-first millennium, and
it may have been the case that many of these traits were present in the region in
earlier periods, as was the case in Israel-Palestine.

The rise of Buddhism after the birth of the Gautama Buddha in eastern India
sometime in the mid-first millennium BCE and its fast spread throughout the
subcontinent leading to its official support as a 'state ideology' under the Mauryan
rulers (ca. 324-185 BCE), does indeed coincide with the traditional explication of the
Axial Age (Thapar 2003, 2012). Buddhism was, and remains, a religious system
quite concerned with moral behavior, including a strong emphasis on prosocial
activity between co-religionists (proxies 2-3) (DeCaroli 2004, Lamotte 1988,
Schmidt-Leukel 2006, Thapar 2003). It is likely for this reason that Buddhism is
often highlighted as one of the primary Axial ideologies. Further, Buddhist thought
clearly denied divinity to its rulers (proxy 5), although Mauryan rulers from the time
of Asoka (r. 268-232 BCE) certainly legitimated their rule in part based on their
preservation and support for religious ideals (Coningham 2017 pers. comm., Stein
2010). Nor should the supernatural beings associated with Buddhist thought be
considered omniscient in several important ways (proxy 4) (Schmidt-Leukel 2006). It
is unclear the extent to which punishments for transgressions (proxy 1) at the time
were 'religious' and moral, or whether they were functions of the state's judicial
authority, as state support for Buddhist morality conflated the two areas (Schmidt-
Leukel 2006, Wallace 2017 pers. comm.). Buddhism also is notable for its very clear
insistence on social egalitarianism. It is committed to the ideal that all people can
attain the enlightenment achieved by Gautama Buddha himself, regardless of class,
ethnicity, etc. On the other hand, despite its universalizing morality and
egalitarianism, early Buddhist thought did support and justify distinctions between
rulers and those ruled (proxies 6-7); these measures fluctuate through the first
millennium BCE as contrasting ideals, legal regulations, and political realities
complicate any clear trends towards increasing egalitarianism.

Another important consideration about South Asia during the Axial Age is that, like
Israel-Palestine, several different powerful states occupied different portions of the
region at different times. Some local states expanded throughout the subcontinent,
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4. IRAN

while other 'external' powers claimed portions of the region, particularly in the
Northwest. This undermines the identification of anything like an 'Indian’ society at
this time, let alone an autochthonous Indian axial transformation. The appearance, for
instance, in the Kachi Plain region around modern-day Pakistan of powerful states
from Iran (Achaemenids, later Parthians) and Greco-Macedonia (Alexander the
Great's Empire, Greco-Bactrian Kingdom) brought new ideologies into South Asia,
which were present alongside, and mixed to some degree with, Buddhist thought.
Further complicating this picture is that Buddhism itself, as mentioned, arose on the
back of Hinduism and existed alongside Hinduism and Jainism through much of the
first millennium. Still, the emphasis by many Axial Age proponents on 'Great Men,'
particularly Gautama Buddha himself and his followers, as the agents of axial
transformations does not mesh well with the diverse, heterodoxic reality of the
period. Unfortunately, it is difficult to reconstruct the contents of Hindu ideology in
the early first millennium BCE, making it impossible to evaluate whether the
moralizing of Buddhism, Hinduism, and Jainism was a new development of the mid-
first millennium BCE or an inheritance from earlier practice.

The dominant religious ideology that comes to us from ancient Persia is
Zoroastrianism, the only of the main Axial religions that is not practiced in large
numbers today and, in part as a consequence, the least well understood. Most of what
is known about Zoroastrianism comes from the Achaemenid Empire (559-331 BCE),
which is fairly well-attested historically and archaeologically. This is right in the
heart of the conventional Axial Age, leading Zoroastrianism, and the sage Zoroaster,
to be often counted among the main Axial movements. Indeed, the Zoroastrianism
known from the first millennium BCE presents clear evidence for many of the key
aspects of axiality emphasized by various scholars: Achaemenid Zoroastrian practice
espoused a universal morality with an emphasis on individual responsibility for
securing one's own fate; the chief deity, Ahura Mazda, was thought of as having
something like omniscience; and prosociality was stressed, leading to widespread
public goods production (notably temples, roads, irrigation works) (proxies 2-4)
(Boyce 1968, Cantera 2015, Skjerve 2014). Further, Achaemenid rulers, despite the
propaganda of certain contemporary Greek historians, were not god-kings (proxy 5)
in the way other ancient rulers were (e.g. Egyptian pharaohs; see below) (Kuhrt
2001). As with Buddhism under the Mauryans, there is some evidence that
Zoroastrianism proscribed punishments for certain moral transgressions (proxy 1),
but it is difficult to disentangle religiously motivated punishment from politically
motivated ones by the Achaemenid elite (Malandra 1983). Moreover, the extension
of Achaemenid rule from its heartland in the Iranian plateau into Central Asia,
Northwestern India and Pakistan, as well as West into Anatolia, the Levant, and
becoming an important force in the East Mediterranean helped spread these ideals at
the end of the first millennium BCE. This highlights Zoroastrianism as a key
ideology supporting the Axial thesis, though its spread further complicates the picture
of the supposedly Axial regions as unique, isolated developments.

Although Achaemenid-era Zoroastrianism seems to have espoused many axial
elements, there are other facets of Zoroastrianism that contradict this picture.
Notably, while Zoroastrianism espoused a strong egalitarian ethic, in practice it was
used to justify various social, political, and legal inequalities throughout the Empire
(proxies 6-7), for instance differentiating Achaemenid rulers from the rest of the
population (Goldman 2012, Shaked 1998). Only in the Hellenistic period with their
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5. CHINA

Greco-Macedonian influence did the region see institutional reforms reinforcing a
more universal application of norms and regulations (Larsen 2017, pers. comm.).
Further, as noted above, the Achaemenid state sported a well-developed institutional
apparatus, with clear legal regulations and administrative procedures (proxies 8-9,
11), though without providing significant constraints on the authority of rulers
(Liverani, 2011, Llewellyn-Jones 2013, Schmidt 1983). A further complication is that
little is known about pre-Achaemenid Zoroastrianism, but there are hints that the
ideology, or close precursors, were present from late Bronze Age. In fact, Bellah
(2011:271), while acknowledging the great influence Persian ideology had on other
developments in Eurasia, chose to remove Zoroastrianism from his study of Axial
religions on the grounds that its origins were simply too opaque. This makes it
difficult to support the claim that Zoroastrianism should be considered an axial
ideology, or that Iran should feature as a typical, independent, and autochthonous
axial region (cf. the Levant above). In fact, the little that is known about Akkadian,
Assyrian, Elamite, and Babylonian ideologies present in the region during the early
first millennium BCE support a reading of a wider, earlier 'axial' type transformation
throughout the Near East. The Akkadian Surpu, for example, a liturgy compiled
likely in the late second millennium BCE from earlier material, describes clear legal
and moral 'sins' to be avoided, a suggestion of a moralizing ideology long before the
Achaemenid Axial Age (Bidmead 2017 pers. comm., Bottéro and Finet 2001).

Like Israel-Palestine and, to a lesser extent, Iran and India, China was subject to
political disunity throughout much of the first millennium BCE and 'foreign'
influence thereafter. The 'great axial sage' native to China typically singled out is
Confucius, a moralizing religious philosopher who lived during the Spring Autumn
period of Chinese history, a period characterized by intense inter-state warfare (Hsu
1999). As with the other supposedly Axial regions, China and Confucianism display
some of the key traits associated with a universalizing moralizing ideology, but other
important traits contradict the Axial thesis and the precise temporal and geographic
scope of the predicted axial transformations in the region remain unclear.

Confucianism, in antiquity and more recent iterations, is strongly associated with
ideas about moralistic judgement as well as promoting moralizing precepts and
exhortations to prosocial activity (proxies 1-3) (Lewis 2007, ter Haar 2017 pers.
comm.). This was accompanied with some universalizing and egalitarian ideals, such
as espousing a common, universal moral code applicable to all people (ter Haar 2017
pers. comm.). However, it is also clear that at least through the first millennium BCE
Confucian philosophy supported strong hierarchical distinctions between ruler, elites,
and the general population (proxies 6-7), and distinguished between male and female
and old and young, in analogy with the hierarchies of a 'proper' Confucian family
(Puett 2002, Zhao 2005). Most significantly, the chronology of Confucianism's
spread throughout China does not line up with the traditional Axial Age timeline.
Confucianism itself, though traced back to its eponymous founder in the mid-first
millennium BCE, did not become the dominant, state-supported nor widely popular
ideology in what is today China until much later, with the rise of the Han Empire
around the turn of the first millennium CE at the earliest. This puts Confucian
developments at best at the very outer boundary of the conventional Axial Age
periodization, perhaps a candidate as a 'secondary' breakthrough.

Moreover, what might be called traditional Chinese religion and the philosophy
termed Legalism, which was arguably more popular than Confucianism in the mid-
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first millennium BCE, each contained many elements antithetical to key conjectures
of axiality. These elements persisted well into the Han period and beyond. Likewise,
some of the axial transformations ascribed to Confucianism were actually present in
Chinese ideologies long before the time of Confucius himself. Notably, there was a
very strong moralizing element in early Chinese religious ideology that sought to
regulate the 'proper’ behavior of rulers, elites, and commoners alike. Specifically,
much of the ritual activity undertaken by Kings during the Shang dynasty (ca. 1250-
1050 BCE) was directed at divining the will of ancestor spirits and the great Di, the
chief deity of traditional Chinese religion, in order to adjust to these divine moral
standards, while subordinate regional rulers, officials, and the general populace owed
both legal and moral obligations to their superiors (Keightley 1999, Keightley 2004).
Confucian thought did much to clarify and stabilize many of these earlier attitudes,
but again it is difficult to assign to Confucius the accomplishment of having
originated a clear moralizing ideology.

Moreover, the chief deity of Chinese traditional religion, Di, although powerful and
perhaps omnipresent, was not quite omniscient (proxy 4). It is also probable that
moralistic punishment (proxy 1), though clearly a strong element of Chinese religious
ideology from early on, was left to the will of the gods/spirits and was not a major
concern of religious agents in this life, including rulers or religious elite (Shahar and
Weller 1996; ter Haar 2017 pers. comm.). This questions the institutionalization of
this moralizing trait until at least the Han Empire, again raising the question of what
caused this institutionalization to be so delayed in China where it was occurred much
earlier in other 'axial' regions. Interestingly too, the idea of the ruler as a divine being
(proxy 5) originates only in the third century BCE with the first ruler of the Qin
Empire which preceded the Han, Emperor Shi Huangdi (Lewis 1999); quite the
opposite of what would be expected from a rapidly 'axializing' area.

Further complicating the picture of China as a typical axial case is that the dominant
polities in the region (mainly in the North) featured very well-articulated laws and
proto-bureaucratic regimes from early on, at least by the late second millennium BCE
under the well-famed Shang Dynasty (proxies 8, 11); however, the law was not
widely and systematically applied to all again until the Qin and Han Empires, while
neither the Shang nor subsequent polities (extending through most of the imperial
period, which ended only in the 20th century CE) placed serious constraints on rulers'
authority (proxies 9-10, 12). China, then, offers another instance where the key
measures of axiality are split, suggesting either that not all of the features
traditionally discussed by scholars as markers of axiality really belong to the period,
or that it is misleading to combine them together and that we should instead break
them apart to look for which developments seem to come first and, thus, may have
caused the others. We consider this further in the discussion section, below.

Part 2. Analytical summaries for five allegedly non-axial regions

1. EGPYT

Egypt sits in Africa, outside of the core swath of territory in Eurasia associated with
Axial transformations, though, as several commentators have pointed out, it shares
many similarities to the five conventional Axial cases (Assmann 2008). We mention
Egypt above due to the strong presence of Egyptian polities in Greece and the Levant
during the second millennium BCE. The religious and philosophical traditions of
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2. TURKEY

Egypt remained remarkably consistent throughout the long history of Pharaonic rule,
essentially from the mid-fourth millennium to the Roman conquest in 30 BCE
(Baines 1995, Mikalson 2006). This ideology was heavily concerned with preserving
the cosmological order (ma'at), a concept with a clear moral dimension (proxy 2) tied
with ideas of justice and fairness and ideals of prosociality (proxy 3) at least from the
Old Kingdom period (end of the third millennium BCE), if not already present in pre-
dynastic times (Andelkovi¢ 2011, Baines 2017 pers. comm., Kemp 1983). Egyptian
gods were generally conceived of as having all-knowledge; perhaps not quite
omniscient a technical sense, but knowing enough to pass judgment in the afterlife
and, perhaps, in this life should ma'at be disturbed (proxies 1, 4) (Faulkner et al.
2008, Kemp 1983:140). A relatively strong ideal towards egalitarianism was also
present from early on, though rulers, as god-Kings, were represented as clearly
superior to others (proxies 5-7) (Baines 1995). Likewise, Egypt had very well-
developed legal and administrative institutions (proxies 8-9, 11) already in the third
millennium BCE, though scholars are divided as to how much Pharaohs' actions were
constrained by these institutional features in different periods (proxies 10, 12).

The presence of so many typically 'axial' traits in Egyptian ideology centuries before
the supposed Axial Age undermines the rather tight 'age' assigned by Jaspers and
followers of 800-200 BCE. Importantly, the axial traits that were not present in pre-
axial Egypt—mnotably the secularization of rulers' authority and legitimacy—
remained absent in main-stream Egyptian ideology through the Axial period. This
again raises questions about the correlation of the various factors proposed to typify
axiality. It also begs the question of whether Egypt experienced an axial
transformation, just earlier than most definitions of the period's temporal bounds, as
many have argued (cf. Assmann 2008), or if the region only saw axiality after the
'secondary breakthrough' beginning with Islamic control in the late first millennium
CE? Or if we ought, rather, to talk of the different traits separately and examine their
individual dynamics; though in this case, the question becomes which developments
caused the others?

Turkey, the region known as Anatolia in antiquity, similarly offers evidence for the
appearance of moralizing norms (proxy 2) tied to divine sanction and enforcement
perhaps as early as the mid-second millennium BCE in the early Hittite Kingdom
(Collins 2007). It has also been suggested that early Hittite rulers were not seen as
god-kings (proxy 5) (compared to, for instance, Egyptian Pharaohs), though they
were legitimated by and closely tied to concepts of supernatural beings (Hoffner
20006). Certainly, some elements of Bronze Age Anatolian life match the typical
characterization of pre-axial, archaic societies. Notably, clear and strict enforcement
of inequalities between different social groups including an emphasis on obedience to
the near-unchallenged authority of rulers (proxies 3, 6-7, 10) (Bryce 2002, Collins
2007). Changes in the substance of the dominant ideologies in the region during the
Axial Age period, though, are complicated by the growing power of the Achaemenid
Persian Empire in Anatolia during this time and the Zoroastrian ideals they brought
with them. It is, thus, difficult to assess Anatolia's dynamics, but analysis of the
region certainly does not offer unambiguous support for its exclusion in discussions
on the Axial Age.

The cases of Egypt and Turkey clearly contradict the notion that axiality was not
experienced outside the handful of ‘Axial’ regions before the mid-first millennium
BCE. Unfortunately, there is a dearth of reliable evidence for the precise contents of
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3. JAPAN

4. CAMBODIA

the religious and philosophical traditions present in many areas outside of the 'Old
World' civilizations in the east Mediterranean, Near East, India, and China before the
first millennium BCE. This makes it difficult to assess the presence of axial type
traits in these regions prior to the Axial Age. Evidence from both East and West
Eurasia from the mid-first millennium BCE and afterwards, however, is available.

Japan, interestingly, retained many non-Axial elements through at least the first
millennium CE, in spite of a very lengthy history of occupation (though by relatively
loose groups, in contrast to the more complex states seen in other parts of Afro-
Eurasia during the Bronze and Iron Ages) . For instance, there is clear and lingering
ideological assertion of the divinity of rulers along with reinforcement of social
hierarchies (proxies 5-7), despite the spread of a moralizing and egalitarian ethic in
both Shinto and Buddhist thought (Barnes 2009, Picken 2010, Takaeshi 1993).
Observing this, in fact, led Eisenstadt (1996), a prominent Axial Age proponent, to
conclude that Japan remained 'pre-Axial' through most of its history, even though
Buddhist ideology and some Confucian ideals became popular in the region by the
sixth century CE (Eisenstadt 1996). Some typically Axial traits did, however, appear
starting in the mid-first millennium CE, co-occurring with the spread of Buddhism in
the region, such as clear moralizing norms, prosocial activity and some egalitarian
ideals (though not fully realized in practice), along with a regularization and
formalization of law and administration (proxies 2-3, 8-9, 11) (Picken 2010, Takaeshi
1993). This complex picture accentuates the importance of breaking apart the
different specific traits associated with axiality into individual proxies, as we do here.
The key questions, then, are why did Japan attain some of the key Axial traits with
the rise and spread of Buddhist ideology, but not others? More significantly, why was
Buddhism sufficient to ‘generate’ axiality in India and facilitate it in China (as all
proponents of the Axial Age attest), but not do so in Japan? Whatever the answers,
this all indicates that something beyond the contents and adherence to Buddhist
ideology in a given region is driving the spread of these Axial traits.

Cambodia likewise offers very little reliable evidence concerning the first millennium
BCE or earlier. The adoption and spread of Buddhist thought from the Angkor period
in the early second millennium CE is associated with more pervasive moralizing
norms and egalitarian ideals along with support for prosocial activity in Cambodia
(proxies 2-3, 6-7), though Angkor Kings were still conceived of as divine rulers
throughout this period (proxy 5). Critically, a pervasive ideology stressing moral
behaviour was already present in the region in the Hindu doctrine and ritual activity,
at least from the Funan period in the early fifth century CE (Higham 2014, Vickery
1986). While Buddhism was known in the region under the Funan Kingdom, this
ideology did not become widespread or the central state ideology in the region until
the beginning of the eleventh century CE, well into the Angkor period and, notably,
long after both the traditional Axial Age and even later than the secondary
breakthroughs (Harris 2008). The axial-type transformations that Cambodia did
experience, then, cannot be shown clearly to have resulted from the spread of
Buddhist thought from India and China; the timing simple does not line up. Instead, it
developed these traits in a unique way, not in isolation from external influences, but
also not from the diffusion of a seminal Axial religion.
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5. ITALY

Italy tells a similar story to Cambodia. Due to the paucity of evidence for Bronze Age
religious and philosophical ideology, it is difficult to reconstruct the pre-axial history
of the proxies being explored here. By the mid-first millennium BCE, however,
during the period of Roman Republican control over most of the peninsula, many of
the key axial traits were present. Like Greece, though, it is difficult to draw any clear
connection between these traits and a specific axial-type ideology. Traditional
polytheistic Roman religion and ritual practice had a clear moralizing element, at
least in orthopraxy, and a strong reinforcement of prosocial activity, and a secular
basis of rulers' authority (proxies 2-3, 5) throughout the Republican period, before the
widespread 'adoption’ of an axial ideology—namely, Greek philosophy (neo-Platonic
thought, Stoicism, Epicureanism)—by many Roman elites (Beard, North and Price
1998, Cornell and Lomas 2003, Orlin 2007). Conversely, many of the key Axial traits
relating to the punishment of transgressions on moral grounds by all-knowing
divinities (proxy 1, 4) and egalitarian ideals (proxies 6-7) were not features of Roman
society until well into the Christian period during Late Antiquity, despite the
popularity in the Republican and Imperial periods of, for instance, Epicureanism and
its egalitarian ideals (Uhalde 2012).

From the earliest periods of the Republic, and even in the pre-Republican period
when Latium was under Etruscan rule, the region witnessed well-developed
formalized institutions that help guide and regulate the behaviour of elites and their
relationship to the non-elite populations. Interestingly, Rome did not develop a real
professional bureaucracy (proxy 11) until the very end of the imperial period in the
mid-first millennium CE, in spite of having such a long pedigree of well-established
legal and administrative systems. It also worth noting that rulers during the
Republican period were clearly constrained by both institutional regulations as well
as moral/ideological norms, though these constraints only waned over the course of
the first millennium BCE with the consolidation of authority by individual Emperors.
Rome's Emperors were still constrained to some degree by law and precedent.
Crucially, however, Emperors without question had far greater autocracy than
Republican-era leaders, plus the ideological force of constraints weakened with
increasing integration with the societies of the eastern Mediterranean, despite these
societies having ostensibly given rise to some of the most impactful axial
transformations. Like Japan, then, Italy presents a mixed bag in terms of the adoption
and spread of the key, diagnostically Axial traits; and like in Cambodia, those traits it
does exhibit can hardly be tied directly to a typical Axial ideology.

Lastly, as was the case with the relatively egalitarian ideologies of the Axial regions,
any universalizing claims in the non-Axial regions explored in this section generally
were not extended to women. Admittedly, Egypt and Japan are well-known for
promoting relatively equitable treatment of women, who could serve as priests in
both societies and seem to have been allowed to own property in their own names in
Egypt from an early period. In both cases, however, these benefits a) did not result in
equality with men, who still enjoyed exclusive social and legal privileges, and b)
were present from pre-axial periods (Picken 2010, Wilfong 2010). In Cambodia and
Italy, conversely, women were not accorded anything approaching equal rights in the
periods under investigation here (Finley 2002, Miksic 2007:413, Whaling 2009).
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