
Table 1 

Western and Eastern Cores Compared and Contrasted: First Axial Thought Traditions and 
Geographical Constraints 

Panel A: Western Core 

Spread and Modification of Initial Axial Age 
Ideological Advance  

Geographic Constraints 

a    Competition:  Competition between three 
major monotheistic religions, all claiming 
descent from covenant between God and 
Abraham: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. 

b   Prophecy: All three religions lay claim to 
prophetic tradition laid out in Jewish Torah, 
parting company on prophets coming in its 
aftermath: Jesus, Son of God for Christians; 
Muhammad for Islam. 

c   Differential spread: Jews dispersed after 
destruction of Second Temple; Christianity 
expands from Middle East into Mediterranean 
eventually becoming official religion of the 
Roman Empire, accepts dual responsibilities 
City of God and City of Man. Absorbs some 
pagan practices in its spread northward. Islam 
initially unites Arab tribes and clans, 
eventually spreads into Mediterranean 
absorbing “People of the Book,” replacing 
worship of Zoroaster in its expansion to the 
East. 

d   King-Sages viable: Christianity and Islam 
accept some form of king-sage model central 
to Platonic thought, virtuous civil officials 
playing a role in monitoring the community, 
serving as an identity figure. 

d   Competition and Cooperation: King-sages 
and sage-kings cooperate in bolstering 
legitimacy of other party, but compete against 
one another as well. 

a   Natural European fragmentation: Arable 
land north of Mediterranean separated by 
wastelands, forests, and mountains. The Alps, 
Pyrenees and Carpathians creating important 
barriers to military expansion by core states. 

b   No European Great Wall: Difficulty of 
erecting Great Wall protecting Europe from 
invasions by steppe invaders, leads to 
destruction of Roman Empire 

c   Oceanic orientation of Europe: Given 
advances in sailing ship construction and 
navigation Atlantic Ocean relatively easy to 
cross exploiting trade winds. 

d   Silk Road: Islamic control of greatest extent 
of the Silk Road promotes market orientation 
under Islam, encouraging Islamic powers to 
allow Christians and Jews – “Peoples of the 
Book” – to practice their religions subject to 
special taxation. At the same time Islamic 
dominance over the Silk Road connecting the 
Western and Eastern cores encourages 
Europeans to seek Oceanic access to Eastern 
Core. 

 

 

 



Table 1 (Continued) 

Panel B: Eastern Core 

Spread and Modification of Initial Axial Age 
Intellectual Advance  

Geographic Constraints 

a   Religious compatibility: Mahayana 
Buddhism, entering China through the Silk 
Road, makes gains in Taoist communities. 
Unlike Brahmanism, Buddhism does not 
threaten dominance by the king-sage. 

b   Grudging Confucian acceptance of 
Buddhism: Beginning with the writings of 
Confucian scholars in the Tang dynasty, 
accelerated in the Mongol Empire dominated 
Yuan dynasty, Neo-Confucianism was 
developed as a theory incorporating 
metaphysical ideas from Buddhism and 
Taoism, wedding them to Han dynasty style 
Confucianism. During the Ming and Qing 
dynasties Neo-Confucian theory was made the 
basis for the examination system, selecting 
candidates – mainly coming from the ranks of 
the gentry – for appointment as Imperial 
officials, serving the king-sage. 

c   King-sage dominant over sage-kings. 
Relatively little conflict between religious 
elites and civil – Confucian – elites. 

d   Monotheistic religions a problem: Handling 
Christian and Islamic communities posed 
problem for the stability Eastern king-sage. For 
instance the Taiping Rebellion was set off by a 
follower of Christianity. 

  

a   The Himalayan mountain range provided 
important protection against steppe invasion.  

b   The Great Wall provided additional 
protection against invasion from the Central 
Asian steppes. Threat of invasion through 
breaks in the Great Wall oriented the Eastern 
Core towards its Northern and Western land 
interior, away from the Pacific Ocean. 

c   North to south orientation: Chinese 
transition to settled agriculture appears to 
have occurred in the north, spreading 
southward. Two great west-east running rivers 
– Yellow in the north, Yangzi in the south – 
served as great sources of irrigation. The fact 
that the terrain is relatively gentle facilitates 
connecting the northern and southern river 
systems, promoting north-south economic 
integration, reducing the cost of moving 
armies from one region to another. From the 
Sui dynasty onward, China avoided the 
fragmentation characteristic of the Western 
core. 

d   China and Japan face out on the Pacific 
Ocean, more difficult to cross using pre-
industrial shipping technologies. 

 

 

 

 

 



Axial Thought Summary 

Elites in States 

 Unlike tribes, states are hierarchical. There are two major elite groups in states: 
priests who claim control over religions that evolved from tribal religion and rulers 
and their supporters (military figures and bureaucrats).  

 The elites have a virtual monopoly over literacy. 

 Axial thought (Hebrew prophetic, Greek philosophical, Confucian, Buddhism, Taoism) 
emerges in periods when king-sages consolidate power through violence, stimulating 
the emergence of sages (priests, philosophers, prophets) who constrain king-sages by 
aggrandizing popular support through their doctrines of sacred virtue. 

 Defenders of Axial thought compete with, but also cooperate with, king-sages. An 
alliance of the sage elites and the bureaucratic/military elites supporting the monarch 
is in the interests of both parties.  

 Sage-elites build systems of governance, promoting religious doctrine or codes of 
virtuous behavior among the illiterate masses. These doctrines have survival value 
because they suppress domestic violence. At the same time they discourage rulers 
from unleashing violence against those they rule over. 

 

Axial thought systems compete but may be compatible 

 Salvation Axial systems of thought are mass oriented reflecting life for the masses is 
“short and brutish”; they are often communicated through ritual and visual symbols 
rather than through text as the masses tend to be illiterate 

 Elite oriented systems – for instance Confucianism and Greek philosophy – do not 
tend to appeal to a afterlife, rather emphasizing “virtue for its own sake” 

 Mass oriented and elite oriented systems are more compatible than are salvation 
oriented systems 

 Axial thought systems tend to be “super-virtuous” disparaging commerce 

 

Identity 

 An important appeal of Axial systems of thought is the fact it provides followers of the 

faith with a recognizable identity 

 


