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Introduction

I

Axiality, Axial Civilizations, constitute one of the most fascinating developments in the history of mankind – one of the most dramatic revolutionary developments which have shaped the course of human history – at the same time they constitute a great challenge to sociological theory.
Robert Bellah has recently presented a very succinct analysis of the cultural specificity of the Axial breakthrough.
 The core of this breakthrough have been, as he has indicated, major changes or transformations of basic cultural conceptions; the breakthrough to what he calls the theoretical stage of human thinking or reflexivity – a breakthrough which constitutes one of the most revolutionary processes which changed the course of human history. The distinctiveness of these revolutionary breakthroughs and impact on world history does not lie, however, only in the emergence of such conceptions – important and crucial as they have, of course, been – but in their becoming transformed into the basic, predominant, indeed hegemonic premises of the cultural programs and institutional formations of their respective societies and civilizations. Not in all places in which such conceptions or visions emerged did they become transformed into hegemonic premises of the respective civilizations in which they emerged, and even in those places in which they have so become, such processes were usually – with the sole and even the only partial exception of Islam – very slow and intermittent and it is only when these conceptions were institutionalized and became central and hegemonic components of the basic premises of the cultural and social order, that it is possible to talk about Axial Civilizations. 

These conceptions have indeed become hegemonic in many parts of the world – in ancient Israel, later in Second-Commonwealth Judaism and Christianity; Ancient Greece; very partially in Zoroastrian Iran; in a different mode in Ancient Greece, early Imperial China; Hinduism and Buddhism; and later on in Islam. With the exception of Islam they all crystallized in the first millennium BC and the first centuries of the common era. It was this relative synchronicity of these developments that gave rise to the conception first formulated by Karl Jaspers, of an “Axial Age” – a conception which was imbued with strong, even if only implicit, evolutionary orientation or premise.
 In this conception the Axial Age was conceived as a distinct, basically universal and irreversible stage in the development or evolution of human history. But in fact while indeed the emergence and institutionalization of such civilizations heralded revolutionary breakthroughs which developed in parallel or similar directions in different societies, yet the concrete constellations thereof varied greatly between different civilizations. 

II

The distinctive characteristics of these revolutionary dimensions of the Axial civilizations, their distinct impact on world history lie in the development within them of a new specific combination between cultural orientations and institutional formations, a combination which gave rise to distinctive societal dynamics which changed the course of human history.


The core of the Axial “syndrome” lies in the combination of two tendencies. The first such tendency “was the radical distinction between ultimate and derivative reality (or between transcendental and mundane dimensions, to use a more controversial formulation),” …. “connected with an increasing orientation to some reality beyond the given one; with new temporal and spatial conceptions”; with a radical problematization of the conceptions and premises of cosmological and social orders, and with growing reflexivity and second order thinking, with the resultant models of order generating new problems (the task of bridging the gap between the postulated levels of reality).”
 The second tendency was the disembeddment of many aspects of social activities and organizations from relatively closed ascriptive, above all kinship or territorial units or frameworks; the concomitant development of “free” resources which can be organized or mobilized in different directions,
 giving rise to more complex social systems, creating potential challenges to the hitherto institutional formations. These two tendencies entailed the opening of the respective patterns of social organization and of cultural orientations – and it was the combination between these two openings that constituted the background for the possibility of the crystallization of the Axial Civilizations and their revolutionary implications.

The revolutionary implications of these combinations were rooted in the fact that, in the words of a preparatory statement for the most recent conference on Axial civilizations, “The civilizations in question experience a comprehensive rupture and problematization of order. They respond to this challenge by elaborating new models of order, based on contrasts and connections between transcendental foundations and mundane lifeworlds. The common constitutive features of Axial Age world-views might be summed up in the following terms: They involve a broadening of horizons, or an opening up of potentially universal perspectives, in contrast to the particularism of more archaic modes of thought; an ontological distinction between higher and lower levels of reality; and a normative subordination of the lower level to the higher, with more or less overtly stated implications for human efforts to translate guiding principles into ongoing practices.
 

Or, in other words, the distinct Axial visions entailed the development of conceptions of a world beyond the immediate boundaries of their respective settings – potentially leading to the constitution of broader institutional frameworks, opening up the range of possible institutional formations, but at the same time making these formations objects of critical reflexivity and potential contestation. The common denominator of these formations was a certain transformation of the major institutional arenas – most of them becoming, even in varying degrees – relatively autonomous arenas, constituted according to autonomous criteria.


The most important among such new types of institutional formations that developed within all Axial civilizations were a new type of societal center or centers constituted as the major embodiments of the transcendental visions of ultimate reality; as the major loci of the charismatic dimension of human existence, and which in distinction from non- (or pre-) Axial ones attempted to permeate the periphery and restructure it according to the Axial visions.
 Concomitantly, there developed within these civilizations a strong tendency to the constitution of distinct collectivities and institutional arenas or frameworks as the most appropriate carriers of the distinct transcendental Axial visions; the concomitantly development of new “civilizational” –often “religious” –  collectivities distinct from various existing “primordial” “ethnic” local, political or religious ones, but at the same time encompassing many such - especially political and economic formations. It has indeed been one of the most important features of these broader civilizational frameworks that they were not tied to one political or ethnic collectivity; they encompassed many such different collectivities between which there could develop not only “usual” political or economic contestations but also contestations about their relative “cultural” or “ideological” primacy within the broader civilizational frameworks. These new collectivities and frameworks have continually impinged on the existing – political, “ethnic,” territorial and kinship  collectivities and institutional formations; challenging them, generating many tensions with them – and leading to continual reconstruction and transformations of the premises and contours thereof.


Such transformation was perhaps most clearly visible in the political realm.
 The king-god, the embodiment of the cosmic and earthly order, disappeared, and a secular — even with strong sacral attributes — ruler, in principle accountable some higher order, to a higher authority, God and Divine Law, appeared; and there emerged the possibility of calling a ruler to judgment arose. One such dramatic appearance materialized in the priestly and prophetic pronunciations of Ancient Israel, to be transmitted to all monotheistic civilizations. Other such conceptions emerged in Ancient Greece, in China – most clearly manifested in the conception of mandate of heaven and in India. Parallel family and kinship formations as well as to some extent economic ones became often transformed, and often emerged as distinct autonomous symbolic and institutional arenas, disembedded from broader ascriptive formations regulated by these criteria and modes of justification within which autonomous actors and activities and publics developed. 


Concomitantly there developed in these civilizations a new type of reflexivity rooted in the “theoretical” mode of cultural formations and concomitantly of new criteria of justification and of legitimation of social and political orders. A central component of such reflexivity was the development of second-order thinking, entailing the development of new criteria of justification and legitimation of political and social order and the possibility of principled critical examination of these orders and of their premises,
 of the awareness of the possibility of alternative institutional arrangements which could challenge the existing institutional formation, of the possibility of change up to revolutionary transformation of the institutional order.
 

The patterns of reflexivity that developed in these civilizations were also closely connected with the development of new patterns of cultural creativity. On the purely ‘intellectual’ level it was above all of theological or philosophical discourse that flourished and became constructed in much more elaborate and formalized ways, organized in different worlds of knowledge in manifold disciplines, and generating continual developments within such frameworks. Within these discourses many problems attendant on the relations between the new cultural conceptions and mundane reality, as for instance between cosmic time and the mundane political reality; different conceptions of historia sacra in relation to the flow of mundane time; of sacred space in relation to mundane one, became very central, and new types of collective memories and narratives thereof developed.
   


The specific reflexivity, especially second-order thinking which developed in these civilizations, entailed the development of internal antinomies or tensions as an inherent component of the Axial vision or programme. The most important of such antinomies were first those focused first on the awareness of the existence of a great range of possibilities of transcendental visions and of the ways of their possible implementation; second, on the tension between reason and revelation or faith (or their equivalents in the non-monotheistic Axial civilizations); and third, on the problematique of the desirability of full institutionalization of these visions in their pristine form. 

III

One of the outcomes of these modes of reflexivity was that these new center or centers, institutional frameworks and distinct “civilizational” collectivities and their legitimation were no longer taken for granted; they were no longer perceived as “naturally” given, either by divine prescription or by the power of custom; they could become foci of concomitant contestations between multiple elites and groups. The development of such contestations was also rooted in the fact that one of the most distinctive characteristics of these civilizations, attendant on the disembedment of social actors and activities from existing frameworks, was the development within them of multiple relatively autonomous, very often contesting actors – individuals, groups, and above all potential elites – which promulgated different conceptions of the implementation of such conceptions.


Out of the combination of the crystallization of the new institutional formations and the development of new forms of reflexivity, of second order thinking, as well as of the antinomies inherent in these cosmological visions, there developed one of the most important aspects of the dynamics of Axial Civilizations – namely the possibility of principled, ideological confrontations between hegemonic and challenging groups and elites; of the continual confrontation between orthodoxy and heterodoxy or sectarian activities, however defined, and the potential combination of such confrontations with contestations over power with political struggles, with movements of protest, with economic and class conflicts – all of them creating potential challenges to the existing regimes and their legitimation. The confrontation between heterodoxy and orthodoxy, has not been in these civilizations limited to matters of ritual, religious observance, patterns of worship. The various "orthodox" and most of the "heterodox" conceptions shared the very strong orientations to the reconstruction of the mundane world which were indeed inherent in the basic Axial visions and they were closely connected to struggle between different elites, transforming many if not all of them, to follow Weber's designation of the ancient Israeli prophets, into potential “political demagogues,” who often attempted to mobilize wider popular support for the visions they promulgated. Hence the contestation between them about such conception had also far-reaching implications for the structuration of different institutional formations, becoming a central aspect of the dynamics of these civilizations. The continual confrontation between hegemonic and secondary elites and between orthodoxies and sects or heterodoxies and their linkage with different types of social conflicts, has been of crucial importance in shaping the concrete institutional formations and dynamics of the different Axial societies, generating the possibility of development within these civilizations of far-reaching, potentially revolutionary changes and transformations. Of special importance in this context is that it is such sectarian activities that have often been among the most important carriers of the broader, often universalistic orientations inherent in the Axial cosmological visions.

The implications of these developments were succinctly summarized by one of the convenors of the above-mentioned symposium, Johan Arnason, “The cultural mutations of the Axial Age generated a surplus of meaning, open to conflicting interpretations and capable of creative adaptation to new situations. But the long-term consequences can only be understood in light of the interaction between cultural orientations and the dynamics of social power. The new horizons of meaning could serve to justify or transfigure, but also to question and contest existing institutions. They were, in other words, invoked to articulate legitimacy as well as protest. More specific versions of both of these alternatives emerged in conjunction with the social distribution, accumulation and regulation of power. The dynamic of ideological formations led to the crystallization of orthodoxy and heterodoxy, more pronounced and polarizing in some traditions than others. In that sense, the history of ideological politics can be traced back to the Axial Age.  But this development of new cultural orientations should not be seen as evidence for more thoroughgoing cultural determinism; rather, the complex interplay of patterns and processes is conducive to more autonomous action by a broader spectrum of social actors and forces.” 

IV

The tendency to the continual potential reconstitution of institutional formations, up to revolutionary changes, of different combinations between cosmological visions and institutional formations, structures of power and collective identities, was reinforced in Axial Civilizations by the fact that with the institutionalization thereof a new type of inter-societal and inter-civilizational world history emerged. Within all these civilizations there developed, in close connection with the tendencies to the reconstitution the world, a certain propensity to expansion, in which ideological, religious impulses were combined with political and to some extent economic ones. To be sure, political, cultural and economic inter-connections between different societies, including the development of some types of international or “world” systems, existed throughout human history.
 Some conceptions of a universal or world kingdom emerged in many pre-Axial civilizations, like for instance in the Mongol Empire of Genghis Kahn and his descendants, and many cultural interconnections developed between them.
 It was however only with the institutionalization of Axial Civilizations, in wake of the development of the broad civilizational collectivities which encompassed different political and ethnic collectivities between which there developed continual contestations, that a more distinctive ideological mode of expansion developed, in which considerations of power and of economic interests have become closely related to ideological ones, indeed to a very large extent imbued by them. 

The zeal for reorganization, transformation of social formations according to Axial transcendental vision when connected with such expansions, made the "whole world" at least potentially subject to cultural-political reconstructions, and in all these new developments the different sectarian movements and movements of heterodoxy played a central role. Although often radically divergent in terms of their concrete institutionalization, the political formations which developed in these civilizations – which can be seen as ‘ecumenical’ – comprised representations and ideologies of quasi-global empire, and some, at specific moments in their history, even the fact of such Empire. This mode of expansion also gave rise to many attempts of creating possible ‘world histories’ encompassing many different societies. But no one homogeneous world history emerged nor were the different types of civilizations similar or convergent. Rather, there emerged a multiplicity of different, divergent, yet continuously mutually impinging “world” civilizations, each attempting to reconstruct the world in its own mode, according to its basic premises, and either to absorb the others or consciously to segregate itself from them. In all these cases the interrelations, contacts and encounters and confrontations between different Axial civilizations and between them and non-Axial ones each with its own claims for some universality– constituted a continual aspect of the dynamics of these civilizations. Such contacts were not only important transmitters of different cultural themes giving rise to different patterns of syncretization of cultural and religious tropes, but they could also be connected with the crystallization of new – both pre-Axial and Axial civilizations – as was the case in both the Ahmenid and Hellenistic case, as well as on the several S. East and East Asian civilizations, and of course of Islam.


It was the development of these potentialities of change, in part at least generated by the conscious attempts of different coalitions of elites, political activists and various social actors, to reconstruct, according to the basic premises of Axial visions, the internal and trans-societal, "international" institutional formations, and their close interlinkage with economic and class conflicts, that constitute the core of the revolutionary transformations that developed in the Axial Civilizations. “Ethnic” group, political, economic and class conflicts became transformed into ideological ones, often on intersocietal levels; conflicts between tribes, political  regimes could become missionary crusades for the transformation of civilizations, all of them generating possibilities of multiple processes of change far beyond hitherto existing formations. 

V

The general tendencies to the formation of such new types of institutional formations were potentially given in the development of the Axial visions. But these were only or mainly potentialities – and their actualization as well as the nature of the exact modes of such actualization depended on specific conditions which were not, as it were given in these visions. The concretization of these potentialities, the crystallization of new specifically Axial institutional formations, was not given in the “mere” development, among different activists and groups – “religious” or “secular” - of the Axial visions. Moreover, even in those cases in which these visions were institutionalized, the concrete contours of the institutional formations which developed within them and their respective dynamics varied greatly not only between them but also with the framework of any such civilization, within the settings of different Axial civilizations. Within each of them there crystallized a great variety of often changing institutional formations, often competing with each other.


Accordingly, in order to understand the formation and dynamics of Axial Civilizations and the nature of their revolutionary impact on world history, we have to focus on the analysis of the processes of crystallization of the institutional and cultural formations that developed in these civilizations. Such analysis is not only of intrinsic interest but does also pose crucial challenges to sociological theory on several levels.


Given the fact that the basic characteristics of the Axial visions entail the opening of social structure and cultural orientation are imbued, as made fully explicit in Bellah’s analysis, with evolutionary perspective, the first such level is the reexamination is that of evolutionary theory, of the place of the evolutionary perspective in social analysis. The second, closely related problem is the relation between the evolutionary tendencies, presumably inherent in human societies and concrete constellations of institutional and cultural formations. Within the framework of these problems is third, the analysis of the different processes through which the institutionalization of such visions, the crystallization of distinct institutional patterns in general and of specific such patterns is effected; the nature of the agency which is central in effecting such institutionalization and the nature of the processes through which such institutionalization is effected; and the relation within such processes between symbolic formations and social forces between “culture” and “social structures,” and between the latter and geopolitical conditions and historical contexts.
 

These problems are not, of course, limited to the analysis of Axial Civilizations and the theoretical problems they entail – they are inherent in the analysis of the process of crystallization of any institutional formation, but they become sharpened and made more amenable to analysis in the case of the Axial Civilizations become in these civilizations the basic components of social order, the cosmological visions, the distinctive “modes of thinking” as well as different social forces have acquired a relatively high degree of distinctiveness and autonomy, and accordingly, the processes attendant on the crystallization of concrete institutional patterns and the analytical problems they entail become more clearly visible.

VI

Let’s start with the bearing of the analysis of the institutionalization of Axial civilizations on the evolutionary perspective in social science. As we have indicated above, the first conception of Axial Age as promulgated by Jaspers was indeed imbued with strong, even if only implicit, evolutionary orientation or premises. It is such convergence between the respective “openness” in the symbolic formations and in the structural dimensions of social organization that is indeed characteristic of these societies in which Axial visions have been institutionalized that bears on the evolutionary themes in social scene, and hence it might be well to relate the analysis of the crystallization of Axial Civilizations to the central assumption of evolutionary approaches. 


The central core of evolutionary theory or approaches thereof – or to be more precise of the “developmental” version of evolutionary theory – has been the emphasis on the tendency to the extension of the range of human activity, to generation of high levels of resources, among them free resources, to the decoupling of different organizational and symbolic dimensions of human activities, and the development of more complex social and symbolic formations, as the major force of human history.

On the social organizational or structural level such potentialities are manifest in the development usually generated by the new technologies, and by and/or through new encounters between different societies, of higher levels of resources and  especially of potentially free resources; of growing structural differentiation; i.e. of development of distinct organizations, collectivities and roles such as economic, political and cultural ones – as against their being firmly embedded in different family, kinship or local settings; the concomitant crystallization of more complex institutional patterns and development of new integrative problems and mechanisms. On the symbolic level the processes of such decoupling have been manifest above all in the distinction between the basic components of symbolic formations and the formulation of cosmological visions, as well as of the criteria of justification of human activities and of social order; in relatively abstract terms. In the theoretical mode of symbolic orientations or of human thought, such development is manifest in their growing “rationalization” up to the development of second-order thinking, entailing the problematization, the potential critical examination of the premises of the cosmic and social orders.


The different degrees of the extension of human activities, of generation of high levels of resources – especially of free resources, and of the decoupling of the major components of social organizations, of development of more complex social frameworks and of more reflexive modes of thinking have been often designated in classical and in some of the contemporary evolutionary analyses, as constituting different stages of social evolution, of crystallization of different patterns of social division of labor – such as for instance of tribal, archaic, Imperial and the like – whatever classifications one uses; or episodic mimetic, mystic and theoretical modes in the realm of symbolic formations of human thought. Many of the institutional formations to be found in Axial Civilizations – such as above all Empires and the modes of "theoretical" thought prevalent in them – have often been described as constituting a distinct, and in many ways the most “developed” before modernity, stages of social evolution.
 

Many of the evolutionary-developmental approaches were imbued with an implicit assumption that the broad evolutionary tendencies explain the crystallization of concrete institutional and cultural formations, i.e. these approaches tended to conflate general evolutionary tendencies and the crystallization of specific institutional formations, i.e. with the assumptions, that it is the different constellations of social division of labor, as shaped above all by different technological and ecological developments explained also the concrete institutional formations that developed in each evolutionary stage, and that, given also the strong tendency to the convergence of such organizational constellation with developments in the symbolic realm, the latter provided the legitimation of the respective social formations.


Many of these premises or emphases of the evolutionary perspective, especially the ways in which the different stages thereof were formulated, the assumption of convergence of the symbolic and structural stages of evolution, as well as the tendencies to conflate such evolutionary tendencies with the crystallization of concrete institutional formations have been very strongly criticized in the social sciences and in historical research. Indeed these assumptions have also been critically examined in the more recent analyses of the Axial civilization – as against the earlier analyses of Axial Age which entailed, as we have seen, a very strong – even if implicit – assumption of a universal Axial age, as the apogee of social and cultural evolution. 


Moreover, it was also in the context of the analysis of the crystallization of concrete institutional formations that some central problems of general evolutionary theory which, with some exceptions
, have been neglected in sociological theory – namely the problem of the nature of the process of selection of different components of institutional formations, and their adaptability to different environments – comes up as an important issue, as has been another crucial aspect of the crystallization of institutional formations – namely that of the potentially destructive possibilities that are inherent in the evolutionary process.

At the same time these more recent discussions, on which the preceding analysis of the basic characteristics of the Axial civilizations has been to a large extent based,
 enable a much more diversified and contextualized approach to the problems of the relations between general evolutionary tendencies and the crystallization of concrete institutional formations – an approach which does not throw out the baby (i.e. the recognition of the existence in human societies of  broad evolutionary tendencies) with the bathwater – i.e. with the assumption of convergence of the symbolic and structural stages of evolution, as well as with the conflations of evolutionary tendencies with the crystallization of concrete institutional formations. 

Axial Visions and Crystallization of Institutional Formations
VII

Thus, we are here back at the crucial theoretical problem referred to above – namely the relations between general evolutionary tendencies and the crystallization as they developed of concrete institutional formations – in our case, in the Axial civilizations. In this context it might be worthwhile to have somewhat more detailed look at the different institutional formations that have crystallized in the framework of the Axial civilizations. The starting point of such analysis is naturally the emergence of the distinctive Axial visions, the characteristics of their carriers and the nature of the processes through which these visions were institutionalized. 


The most important characteristic of the carriers of the Axial vision is that they were promulgated by distinct relatively autonomous cultural and religious or secular, carriers of models of cultural and social order – the different Kulturtraeger – such as the ancient Israelite prophets and priests and later on the Jewish sages, the Greek philosophers and sophists, the various precursors of the Chinese literati, the Hindu Brahmins, the Buddhist “monks” to become the later different Sanghas, and the nuclei of the Ulema among the Islamic tribes and societies.


The nuclei of such groups promulgating distinct Axial cultural visions emerged in all the historical settings in which the Axial civilizations became institutionalized, and they constituted a new social element, a distinct socio-cultural mutation, a new type of religious or cultural activists which differed distinctively from the ritual, magical and sacral specialists in the pre-Axial civilizations, and which entailed the possibilities of far-reaching institutional transformations. The very emergence of such would-be entrepreneurial activities and institutional entrepreneurs constitutes a distinct mutation – the conditions under which it arises have not indeed been adequately addressed or analyzed in the social sciences, although some indications – as for instance the fact, pointed out by Bellah, that Axial visionaries tend to emerge especially in various secondary centers in relatively volatile international settings, and the more general observation that charismatic tendencies tend to arise in periods of social turnoil and disintegration – can indeed be found in the literature.


Only some of them were successful in the sense that their visions became institutionalized and became influential or hegemonic in their respective societies. In many societies, as for instance in some Greek city states, in which such visions emerged, appropriate resources or appropriate organizational frameworks through which they could be institutionalized, were not always available and the nuclei of new cultural and political activists were not able to mobilize such resources for the crystallization of new institutional patterns.
 Beyond this, even when some such visions were institutionalized there developed great variations in the Axial institutional formations that developed, not only between different Axial civilizations but also within the framework of the same civilization – be it Jewish, Islamic, Hinduistic, Buddhist or Christian.

Thus indeed within the different Axial civilizations there developed a great variety of institutional patterns, of institutional choices – be it full-fledged empires – indeed a very great variety thereof (such as the Chinese, Byzantine or Ottoman ones); in rather fragile kingdoms or tribal federations (e.g., ancient Israel); in combinations of tribal federations and city-states (e.g., ancient Greece); the complex decentralized pattern of the Hindu civilization; or the imperial-feudal configurations of Europe. Moreover, all these institutional formations were continuously changing – albeit in different tempi and directions, within all the Axial Civilizations.

VIII
The institutionalization of the Axial visions was contingent first on the development of appropriate levels of free resources which could be mobilized in the directions implied in these visions, i.e. in the direction of the development of autonomous centers, distinct institutional arenas and collectivities, and second, the availability of organizational frameworks which can facilitate such mobilization. 

Second, the institutionalization of these Axial visions was contingent on the development of coalition between the original bearers of the Axial visions and other actors – especially the political, economic or communal activists, potential elites which were active in the various arenas of their respective societies.

A very important fact in this context is that attendant on the process of institutionalization of these visions there tended to develop, even if in different degrees of transformations in the structure of both of other – political, economic or communal elites, as well as of the carriers of Axial visions. These various political, economic, communal elites tended to become desimbedded - albeit in different degrees in different Axial settings, from the major ascriptive frameworks and at the same time claiming autonomous access to the new order promulgated by Axial visions; giving rise to continual contestation between them about their relative standing in relation to the new order. 


Many of these elites were recruited and legitimized according to distinct, autonomous criteria, usually promulgated by themselves but in the shadow of the impact of the new visions and they tended to become organized in autonomous settings relatively disembedded from those of the basic ascriptive or political units of the society. They saw themselves not only as performing specific technical, functional activities – be they those of scribes, initiation, and the like – but also as potentially autonomous carriers of a distinct cultural and social order related to the transcendental vision prevalent in their respective societies. They often acquired a potential countrywide status consciousness of their own, but developed claims for an autonomous place in the constitution of the institutional formations and important components of the hegemonic coalitions thereof.


At the same time the carriers of the transcendental Axial visions became transformed into members of ruling coalitions, or different combinations, participating in the activities of mechanisms of control, in the regulation of power and of flow of resources in their respective settings.

Thus, perhaps pardoxically the institutionalization of Axial visions often entailed far-reaching transformation in the characteristics of the major social and political elites, but at the same time challenging the monopoly of the carriers of these visions over the processes of their institutionalization – i.e. over the formation of concrete institutional formations.


At the same time in many of the societies the different institutional frameworks – the political, economic, cultural and religious – also acquired some autonomous dynamics characteristics, perhaps most clearly seen in the case of Empires,
 but also in other political formations, such as for instance in patrimonial ones, when compared with such formations in non-Axial civilizations. 


Many of these formations were, in their basic structural characteristics, seemingly similar to parallel ones which developed in pre-Axial or non-Axial civilizations – such as for instance the patrimonial societies of S. E. Asia, but in those patrimonial regimes which crystallized within the Axial civilizations indeed some distinct characteristics which were of great importance in shaping their respective dynamics, which we shall analyze in somewhat greater detail later on. 


With respect both to the extent of autonomy of the different elites, as well as of the institutional formations, there developed great differences between different Axial Civilizations, differences which were of great importance in the crystallization of the different institutional formations and in their respective dynamics.

Cultural Orientations; Levels of Resources and Modes of Control

in the Crystallization of Patrimonial, Imperial and City-States Formations

in Axial Civilizations
IX
The crystallization of the multiple institutional formations that developed in the frameworks of the Axial civilizations was shaped - as is in principle the case with any institutional formation - by several factors. One such set consists of variations or differences in the basic cultural orientations promulgated by their respective hegemonic elites.
 Second, is the levels of resources, especially free resources and the concrete structure of the social arenas in which these institutional tendencies can be played out; and third, and most important, were the processes through which different carriers or elites regulated the available resources and mobilized them in their respective specific institutional directions. 


Among the different Axial cultural orientations the most important differences from the point of view of their institutional implications were those in the very definition of the tension between the transcendental and mundane orders and the modes of resolving this tension that developed in different Axial civilizations. There is first the distinction between the definition of this tension in relatively secular terms (as in Confucianism and classical Chinese belief systems and, in a somewhat different way, in the Greek and Roman worlds) and those cases in which the tension was conceived in terms of a religious hiatus (as in the great monotheistic religions and Hinduism and Buddhism). In this context the distinctiveness of the Ancient Greek and Roman civilizations in which no strong transcendental “religious” theological, as distinct from conception of political order, is of special interest.


A second distinction within the latter context, is that between the monotheistic religions in which there attempted a concept of God standing outside the Universe and potentially guiding it, and those systems, like Hinduism and Buddhism, in which the transcendental, cosmic system was conceived in impersonal, almost metaphysical terms, and in a state of continuous existential tension with the mundane system. The “secular” conception of this tension was connected, as in China and to some degree in the ancient world, with an almost wholly this-worldly conception of salvation. A third major distinction refers to the focus of the resolution of the transcendental tensions, or in Weberian – basically Christian – terms, of salvation. Here the most important distinction is that between purely this-worldly, purely other-worldly and mixed this- and other-worldly conceptions of salvation. The metaphysical non-deistic conception of this tension, as in Hinduism and Buddhism, tended towards another-worldly conception of "salvation", while the great monotheistic religions tended to emphasize different combinations of this- and other-worldly conceptions of the transcendental vision. Of special importance from the point of the impact of these orientations on the shaping of concrete institutional formations was the extent to which different institutional arenas – above all the political one, or some distinct collectivities – were designated as the arenas for the implementation of the respective cosmological vision.

These different cultural orientations were promulgated by different elites, by different coalitions thereof. Each of these orientations entailed some broad range of institutional implications – giving rise to multiple and changing concrete institutional formations. It was such elites that constituted the bearers of the different cultural orientations and crucial components of the hegemonic coalitions and of the major challenges thereof. Such different orientations became hegemonic, relatively predominant in different Axial Civilizations. Thus in the Greek and Hellenist cases it was a specific type of this-worldly orientation that were predominant, and a different type of this-worldly orientations became predominant in the Confucian (above all Chinese, but also Korean and Vietnamese) civilization. In most of the S. Asian and S. Eastern Buddhist civilizations it was above all distinct other-worldly orientations that became predominant in the major monotheistic civilizations were characterized by the relative predominance of different and even continually changing different mixtures of this- and other-worldly orientations. In other places the different orientations became secondary components of the hegemonic coalitions or major components of counter-hegemonic sectorial heterodoxies.


The concrete working out of all such potential institutional inherent in the different cultural orientations was dependent, as has been in the case with the crystallization of all institutional formations, – first on resources and arenas available for the concretization of the institutional potentialities inherent in these visions, and second, on the processes of interaction between the hegemonic elites and major groups in the respective settings and the carriers of the different Axial visions, and on the processes through which different carriers or elites regulated the available resources and mobilized them in their specific institutional directions. 


It would, of course, be beyond the scope of this essay to present a comprehensive comparative analysis of the different institutional formations that developed in the Axial Civilizations this would entail an almost total rewriting of world history. We shall however illustrate the ways in which cultural orientations and their carriers, levels of resources, the major coalitions and modes of control developed by them shape several types of Axial institutional formations – patrimonial, Imperial and city-states - in comparison indeed with other such formations which developed in non-Axial ones. In all these cases we shall focus our attention on the extent to which there developed in their potentialities for relatively radical political changes – potentialities which were indeed inherent in all Axial civilizations, but which developed in different degrees and directions in them. Our first illustration will focus on the comparative analysis of patrimonial regimes in non-Axial and different Axial settings.

Patrimonial regimes developed in different institutional settings. They developed in many pre-Axial Civilizations, be it Mesoamerica, South Asia or in Middle Eastern societies, in many Axial Civilizations, in which other-worldly orientations were predominant such as in India, and Hinduized regimes of South Asia – and as already indicated above – also in some this-worldly Axial Civilizations attendant on their expansion.


In patrimonial regimes, in contrast, as we shall see, to Imperial and Imperial-feudal regimes, the differentiation between center and periphery was based mainly on ecological distinctiveness of the center and on greater concentrations of populations within it, with a very limited degree of specialization between different groups, as well as of the autonomy of the urban communities.


The policies promulgated by the rules of patrimonial regimes were mostly of expansive character, i.e. aiming at expansion of control of large territories, rather than intrinsic ones (characterized by intensive exploitation of a fixed resource basis). They were also, to use K. Polanyi’s terms,
 mostly redistributive ones, thus minimizing the development of a high level of free resources. The rulers of patrimonial regimes attempted to regulate the production and possible distribution of available free resources among the various groups of the society in ways which would minimize the possibility of them being used by competing autonomous elites. 


There developed great differences between different patrimonial regimes with respect to the levels of economic development as well as of the cosmological vision promulgated by their respective elites, and the modes of control exercised by them. Of special importance from the point of view of our discussion, is the fact that they differed also between those patrimonial regimes which developed in the framework of non-Axial and Axial Civilizations and between different Axial Civilizations, which could indeed cut across different levels of economic development. 


With respect to the first distinction, many of the concrete institutional power structures in patrimonial societies, which developed in different Axial Civilizations were often similar to those that developed in "non-Axial" ones, such as Ancient Near East, Mesoamerica or even pre-Hinduized South Asia, often attesting indeed to the "persistence" of non-Axial component within Axial Civilizations. But the patrimonial regimes, which developed in other-worldly Axial Civilizations differed greatly from the “classical” patrimonial ones in the sense that among the former there developed autonomous, above all religious elites. The crucial distinct Axial component lead the development of possibilities of dissent and potential heterodoxy, which are endemic in Axial Civilizations, and of changes generated by the connection of such potentialities with contestations over power and material and ideological resources. Of special importance in this context is, that it is such sectarian activities which have often been among the most important carriers of the broader, often universalistic, Axial cosmological and institutional visions. Even if these elites tended, as we have seen, not to channel the free resources that were available into the political arena or even the economic ones, they had far-reaching impact on the reconstruction of their respective collectivities.


Parallely, also very important differences are to be found between on the one hand those Axial Civilizations, in which more patrimonial political systems and systems of political economy were predominant, where other-worldly cosmological conceptions were promulgated by their dominant elites and those on the other, in which the worldly or mixed this- and other-worldly orientations were predominant in the latter cases, above all in Muslim and Christian civilizations. In the regimes in which other-worldly orientations were predominant as was the case in the Hinduist civilizations, also to a large extent in Buddhist and post-Reformation Catholicism, the political arena was not defined as one of the arenas of the implementation of their transcendental vision. In these regimes, the elites, which constituted the carriers of such other-worldly orientations, tended to be highly autonomous in the “cultural” or religious arenas, but much less so in the political arena; but with strong tendencies to become embedded in the existing power structures, thus generating tendencies to “non-revolutionary” potentialities of change. In these cases the basic structure and orientations of the elites minimized the development of social movements oriented to the reconstruction of the political arena. At the same time, these elites were characterized by the relative accommodative participation of the religious elites in the patrimonial political arenas of these regimes. Thus, as we have seen already, in India and also Buddhist and to some extent post-Reformation Catholic societies, the elites were not on the whole autonomous in the political arena and were oriented more to the communal and religious cultural arena, and much less in the direction of reconstruction of the overall political and economic one. Significantly enough, in these societies, as for instance the Mauray rulers in India, the tendencies of many rulers to expansion with potential Imperial potentialities was often hemmed in by coalitions of such embedded cultural elites with wider ascriptive – kinship or territorial – settings. 

The story was different in those societies, like the Islamic ones or in Christian Eastern Europe (or in a different vein in Ethiopia), in which the development of patrimonial regimes was more due to historical contingencies and political-ecological conditions, especially to different modes of expansion of these civilizations. In these societies the existence of strong, even if for a long period only latent, orientations to the reconstruction of the political arena which could give rise among the cultural and political elites, as in the case of Islamic societies, to proto-revolutionary tendencies. Given the basic premises of Islamic tradition, there developed in many if not most Islamic regimes after the establishment of the first Caliphates, in the Abbasid Empire and later after its demise, autonomous elites, often rooted in tribal traditions. These autonomous elites often developed a strong predisposition to transformative, proto-revolutionary ideologies and tendencies. However, it was but rarely that such elites could mount a full revolutionary process or to institutionalize a revolutionary regime. It was only at the core of the Ottoman Empire – and even there only to a very limited extent – that the kernels of an autonomous civil society and the concomitant revolutionary potential did develop.
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A different pattern of relations between cultural orientations, structural conditions and levels of resources and modes of control developed in Imperial and Imperial feudal regimes – in most of which different mixtures of this- and other-worldly orientations as well as relatively strong emphasis on the political arena, as at least one of the arenas of the implementation of the transcendental visions developed. This has been the case in most Christian (especially European and Byzantine) Islamic civilizations, and in a different way in the Confucian-legal framework, in which the other-worldly visions were of only secondary importance. The prevalence of such orientations was usually connected with the development of multiple, potentially autonomous competing elites. It was the prevalence of such orientations, borne by multiple competing groups of carriers that generated conditions favorable to the development of potentially radical revolutionary orientations and patterns of change.


The full institutionalization of Imperial and Imperial-feudal regimes such as the European, Byzantine, Russian, Abbasid and the Fatimid and late Ottoman cases, and  the Chinese and Vietnamese ones, was to a high degree dependent on the development of a relatively high level of economic development, a relatively differentiated mode of political economy, in which the rulers tended to promulgate promotive economic policies, creating the conditions for the development of relatively high levels of free resources and of relatively open social sectors. These included free peasantry and relatively autonomous urban groups, all of which generated wide spaces of free economic resources and activities, not embedded in ascriptive, tribal or patrimonial settings.


It was particularly in Imperial or Imperial-feudal regimes that developed in the framework of Axial Civilizations, in which the predominant transcendental vision was a this-worldly one or a combined this-worldly and other-worldly ones that free resources generated within the various sectors of society could be channeled by the different competing elites into “this worldly” political and/or economic arenas and in relatively radical directions. In appropriate historical contexts, those of early modernity and in relatively flexible of political-ecological settings – these resources could be channeled in the directions of revolutionary developments.

The Imperial and the Imperial-feudal regimes, which developed in many of these civilizations were characterized by the crystallization of highly distinct centre or centers perceived as autonomous symbolic and organizational entities. They were also characterized by a continual interaction between center and periphery; by the concomitant development of multiple relatively autonomous primary and secondary elites — especially cultural-intellectual religious and political ones — which continually struggled with one another; and by the concomitant challenges to the attempts of the respective hegemonic elites to monopolize the production and above all the distribution and the flow of the different above all free resources available in the society.

At the same time, there developed very important differences between the institutional formations and the political dynamics of different Imperial regimes, greatly influenced by the different modes of control exercised by these regimes. The importance of modes of regulation exercised by the rulers in shaping such dynamics can be seen first of all in different dynamics of Imperial as against Imperial-feudal regimes. The rulers of the pure Imperial regimes tended to develop highly concentrated modes of control and minimized the access of other elites and wider social societies to the centers of these regimes, while in the Imperial feudal — the best illustration of which have been Western and Central Europe and early Kievian Russia — there developed a continual struggle about such access, and about the process of exchange between different resources.
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Yet another illustration of the great variability and changeability of the concrete patterns of institutional formations that crystallized in the different Axial civilizations is the case of Athens as one, in many ways most exceptional and dramatic, illustration of Axial civilizational formations in city-states. Mohammad Nafissi's
 analysis thereof provides a very important illustration of such variability and of its implications for sociological analysis and above all of the evolutionary perspective. Several aspects of the Athenian case as analyzed in great detail by Nafissi are very important for the analysis of the relations between evolutionary tendencies and crystallization of institutional formations.

The starting point for the analysis of such implications is his designation of the Athenian society as modern. This designation is based on several characteristics thereof, the most important among which are that Athenian economy was a market one based on private property; that there developed in Athens strong individualistic orientations, as well as – and perhaps most important - the possibility that “private” citizens, above all peasants – could mobilize themselves and use their power to promulgate distinctive political social programs and to act as “autonomous agents with the capacity – discursive as much as coercive – for the collective construction and pursuit of ideal and material interests (especially with respect to arrangement of debts)”. (p. 271)


Among the most important of such aspects are first the fact that the development of autonomous political actors in Athens was not connected with the development of the concept and institutional framework of the state as distinct entity and of distinct political – especially representative and administrative institutions. Second, is the fact that the critical reflexive attitude to the political arena which constituted the core of the political mobilization were not connected, as was the case in other Axial civilizations,
 with distinct cosmologies – although it was closely related to critical evaluation of cosmological assumptions and accordingly there did not develop in Ancient Athens heterodoxies as bearers of distinct, competing, cosmological orientations. Concomitantly the predominance of market economy in Athens was connected with the other oikos constituting the site of economic activity. “From this point of view, the Athenian economy was by definition embedded and, from the medieval and modern perspectives, primitive”. Moreover the Athenian modernity did not lead to further evolutionary developments – but indeed to regression, to breakdown, to incorporation in other institutional formations.
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Nafissi’s detailed analysis and radical revaluation of the Athenian experience, as well as the brief analyses of patrimonial and Imperial societies presented above, have far-reaching implications for comparative evolutionary theory. They all indicate that Athenian modernity while entailing distinct evolutionary tendencies and potentials cannot be designated as a distinct stage of social evolution. Rather it can be seen as a distinct historical constellation – in which the structural institutional and symbolic evolutionary potentials of human activity crystallized in a very distinctive way. Moreover, these and many other illustrations indicate that because the crystallization of any concrete institutional formation is dependent on the constellation of the different factors specified above, and on the great variety of contingent forces that develop in any historical situation in any such situations there exists a wide range of possible institutional formations of institutional choices and these formations were open to continual challenges by internal forces or external ones which impinged on them.

These different institutional formations are never fore-ordained either by the cosmological vision or by general evolutionary tendencies, even if such tendencies as epitomized in some of the evolutionary stages do indeed provide the general frameworks for such crystallizations and create, as it were, the challenges for the formation of institutions. 


Accordingly these different institutional formations develop as distinct selections from potentially multiple possibilities. Such selections are greatly influenced by the modes of control, regulation and mobilization of resources developed by different activists and elites in their inter-relations with broader social sectors. There developed potential affinities
 between different cultural orientations and the characteristics of the elites – especially the scope of their autonomy or embeddement in relatively closed social formations. In most general terms, elites which were relatively embedded in the existing, relatively closed frameworks tended to be more attuned to other-worldly orientations, while those which were embedded in distinct relatively autonomous political frameworks as was the case in China and in different way in the Greek case, were more attuned to distinctively this-worldly orientations while elites which promulgated some combination of other-worldly orientations tended to be more autonomous and disembedded from the relatively closed frameworks. The combinations of such structural characteristics of different elites, activists formations, cultural orientations and levels of resources has greatly influenced the modes of control and regulation that developed within these societies and their concomitant ……………………… 
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All the illustrations of different patterns of institutional formations that developed in different Axial civilizations attest to their multiplicity and changeability - seemingly relatively greater that can be found in other civilizations. Such multiplicity and changeability has been rooted in the combination of the multiplicity of major cultural orientations, as well as of ecological and social settings, their volatility, the continuous encounter and contestation within these settings between different social, economic, religious and cultural activities, potential elites. The potential multiplicity of such institutional constellations was, as we have seen, exacerbated in Axial Civilizations by the fact that within all these civilizations there developed, in close connection with the tendencies to reconstruct the world, a certain propensity to expansion, in which ideological, religious impulses were combined with political and to some extent economic ones. In all these settings the interrelation contacts and confrontations between different Axial civilizations and between them and non-Axial ones, each with its own claims to some universality– constituted a continual aspect of the dynamics of these civilizations. 
Accordingly the institutionalization of any Axial visions was never indeed, possibly even more than that of other cosmological visions was a simple, peaceful process. It has usually been connected with continual struggles between many activists and groups and their respective visions, and with contestations between different adaptive strategies developed by different groups. The crystallization of any such institutional choices often constituted foci of contestation and struggle between different groups within any single society and such constellations also could change greatly within it. Such struggles and contestations around the formation and the continuity of different institutional formations, of their basic parameters, constituted a continual aspect of the dynamics of Axial Civilizations.

The Distinctive Dynamics of Different Institutional Formations
XIV

As in other historical cases, each such formation, each such institutional choices, entail different selective affinities between symbolic orientations, geopolitical conditions and structural formations; a specific mode of relations between social structure and cosmological vision; of the constitution of its institutional boundaries and of specification within these boundaries; of the ranges of trust; of the regulation of power and access to resources. Within each of these formations there developed also autonomous dynamics of the respective political and economic formations and of different types of collectivities – each of which generated its own distinct dynamics.
Of special importance from the point of view of the openness of the relation between “cosmological” visions, ecological settings and institutional formations is the case of what Parsons called seed bed societies – early Ancient Greece and Ancient Israel as prime illustrations.
 The central characteristics of these societies has been the very discrepancy between the potential institutional range of their basic visions and the concrete possibilities of their institutionalization – giving rise to a situation in which many of the institutional potentialities of their visions were in a sense “stored,” to be transmitted as components of institutional settings and dynamics of other civilizations.


Each of these institutional formations and choices entailed also different modes of incorporation of non or pre-Axial symbolic and institutional components. Indeed, even in the new Axial settings, such non-Axial orientations and their carriers constituted important components of the cultural and institutional dynamics thereof; creating autonomous spaces which could indeed be very influential within the frameworks of these Axial civilizations, often persisting, as has been for instance in the case in Egypt, through changes in the dominant Axial civilizations. Many of the pre-Axial symbolic and institutional patterns crystallized as important secondary components in the Axial – indeed in the way in which Bellah has emphasized. They could also, as the case of Japan attests to, create their own very important niches in international frameworks dominated by Axial Civilizations.
 


Accordingly, within each of these formations there developed distinctive dynamics which were generated by the internal tensions and contradictions that developed in these societies attendant on the institutionalization of Axial frameworks; tensions and contradictions between these processes and the basic Axial premises of these civilizations and by the ways in which the different societies and civilizations were incorporated into the international frameworks which developed attendant on processes of expansion thereof. The crystallization in these continual volatile settings of any concrete institutional pattern intensified the consciousness of the tensions, antinomies and contradictions inherent in the Axial cultural programs and institutionalization; and gave rise to the continual reinterpretation by different social actors of the major premises of the Axial visions and programs. Within each of these formations there developed distinct relations between orthodoxy and heterodoxies, of their combination with power – creating, or blocking, new developmental possibilities, different potentially evolutionary patterns. In one case – that of “Western” Christianity – these developments gave rise to the post-revolutionary transformation of the crystallization of the first modernity which then expanded throughout the world, and on its expansion encountered the other Axial civilizations in their respective historical institutional and symbolic settings with these encounters giving rise to multiple modernities.
XV

All these analyses indicate that the crystallization of the distinctive Axial institutional formations, rooted in the general tendency to the reconstruction of the world, with its symbolic-ideological and institutional repercussions, and in their continual expansion was common to all the Axial Age civilizations, yet the concrete ways in which these tendencies developed within these civilizations – i.e. become transformed into specific institutional patterns – differed greatly between these civilizations and within them. 

In more general terms these discussions indicate that the very potentialities of the crystallization of Axial symbolic and institutional formations were indeed contingent on the development of broad evolutionary tendencies, attesting to the fact that the tendency to continual expansion of the range of human activities, to the growing complexity of social structures and the growing “rationalization” and problematization of the symbolic realms
 and of criteria of justification of human activities and of social order, is indeed, at least potentially, inherent in all human societies. At the same time, however, a close examination of the historical evidence – not only of the development of Axial civilizations but perhaps most visible within them, clearly indicates that  such potentialities are not realized in all societies which seemingly “reach” any given evolutionary stage – in this case the “Axial one –  and that above all, the crystallization of any concrete institutional pattern or formation, including such as those which developed in the different Axial Civilizations, is not assured or shaped by the “mere” development or emergence in any historical context, of the appropriate symbolic and structural evolutionary tendencies; or, in other words, that different institutional patterns and cultural formations that crystallize in the Axial civilizations (or indeed in any setting) did not develop as it were naturally or automatically as manifestation of distinct stage in evolutionary history. 

Theoretical Implications: Evolutionary Tendencies, Institutional Formations - Agency and Control
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The preceding analysis of the institutionalization of different Axial Civilizations have some implications for the basic problems of sociological theory mentioned above – and for the analysis of world history.

First, these analyses indicate that the crystallization of any concrete institutional pattern entails, is indeed contingent on, the development of distinct dimensions of social interaction which differ from the general evolutionary tendencies – i.e. from the development of new resources and new symbolic orientations. Second, the crystallization of institutional and symbolic formations is effected by distinct types of actors, the emergence of which constitutes a distinct social-cultural mutation, which is not predetermined, as it were, by the broad evolutionary tendencies even if such tendencies provide the basic framework for such crystallization. Third, the crystallization of concrete institutional patterns is contingent on the development of distinct patterns of interaction and of mechanisms of control and regulations between major social actors, above all between different would-be elites and between them and broader social sectors. Fourth, historical contingencies play indeed a very important role in the process of such crystallization. Let’s explicate, even if rather briefly, these points.


The core of the crystallization of any concrete institutional formation is the specification of the distinctive boundaries of patterns of social interactions. As the human biological program is, to use Ernest Mayer’s felicitous expression, an “open” one,
 such boundaries are not predetermined genetically, but have to be constituted through specific modes of social interactions.  The openness of the human program entails the potentialities of the continual expansion of human activities, of evolutionary tendencies thereof while at the same time generates the problematics “of the crystallization of institutional formations which are ……………. with the constitution of social boundaries - the core of which is the regulation of the continual flow of resources, above all of the relations in any situation between resources, different actors, and their goals. Social boundaries do not exist, contrary to some assumptions in sociological, anthropological, and historical analyses, as natural, closed systems. Rather, such boundaries are open, continuously constructed and reconstructed, and accordingly, very fragiles. The boundaries of social groups, collectivities, and institutions is a continuing aspect in the life of human societies to some sort of irregular or periodic stress. 

Moreover, given the openness of this program and the indeterminacies between actors, goals and resources and human consciousness thereof, which such openness entails, the crystallization of any concrete pattern of social interaction generates distinct problems, the most important of these problems being, as identified by the Founding Fathers of Sociology,
 as the constitution of trust, regulation of power and provision of meaning and legitimation of social activities and frameworks, the coping with these problems, entail the crystallization of distinct patterns of interaction of institutional formations – political, economic, “cultural” and of different collectivites, all of which tend to develop distinctive systemic tendencies in which contestations of power, economic coordination or constitution of solidarity are relatively predominant and autonomous. The extent of their autonomy or predominance varies in different societies according to the extent of their embedment in broader frameworks, and the major orientations prevalent in them.


The tendency to the constitution of such institutional arrangements constitutes, just as do the general evolutionary tendencies, a basic evolutionary universal of the human programme, but the concrete specification thereof is “open” and contingent on the development of a distinct pattern of interaction, and of regulation which are not automatically, as it were, given in the evolutionary tendencies – and hence it is a way “open” – and inherently fragile.

Given the inherent fragility of the constitution and reproduction of boundaries involves the creation of various mechanisms of social integration, regulation and control. Such regulation is effected by distinct activities and social actors, social activists “leaders,” influentials or elites, institutional empreneurs: the most important among which are those who structure the division of labor in a society; second, those who articulate collective political goals and of power; third, those who specify the borders of different ascriptive social collectivities; and fourth, those who articulate the basic cultural visions and models predominant in a society or in sectors thereof. 

Such codes are somewhat akin to what Max Weber called Wirtschaftsethik. A Wirtschaftsethik does not connote specific religious injunctions about proper behavior in any given spheres, nor is it merely a logical derivative of the intellectual contents of the theology or philosophy predominant in a given religion. Rather, a Wirtschaftsethik, or a status or political ethos, connotes a general mode of “religious” or “ethical” orientation which shape the major criteria of evaluation and of justification of human activities and of institutional formations which serve as starting points for the regulation of the flow and distribution of resources in such an arena. These mechanisms of control are ……………….. a combination of organizational means, especially of patterns of incentives and sanctions, with regulation of power, and with public and semi-public rituals – articulated in a variety of situations ranging from the latent rituals of daily situations to more official full-fledged ritual ones. Such processes of control and regulations entail the transformation of basic symbolic orientations, of the cosmological visions into “codes” or schemata. 

Such mechanism of processes of control, as they develop in different social systems are hierarchically composed of many stable lower-level and intermediate units that are strongly interconnected horizontally but less strongly coupled vertically. Furthermore, those vertical linkages diminish in strength according to their height in the hierarchical scale. Since lower-level controls manage short-term and local affairs, higher-level controls exist precisely to provide system-wide decision-making capability.


Such mechanisms develop in all societies, but they differ with respect to the degree of their complexity, the more complex social and political systems and civilizational frameworks become more autonomous and hence also potentially more fragile. Axial Civilizations provide one of the most important illustrations of the problems attendant on the development of relatively complex social system rooted in the evolutionary tendencies, given all the basic characteristics of the Axial civilizations – the modes of institutional formation developed in the different Axial civilizations gave rise – following indeed Herbert Simon’s analysis, to potentially fragile modes of control, enhancing the possibilities of challenges and of possible transformation, giving indeed rise to multiple and changing institutional formations.

Truly enough, such formations can indeed be seen as illustrations of the developmental evolutionary tendencies, so inherent in human societies. But at the same time, the formation of concrete institutional formations was not the outcome and manifestation of any evolutionary stage. 

Moreover, because the tendency to expansion of human activities tends to undermine whatever temporary equilibrium may have been attained in any institutional formation between constitution of trust, regulation of power and legitimation of social order, and hence enhances the consciousness of the arbitrariness of any social order, that any such extension entails, as fully attested by history, both constructive and destructive potentialities – a fact which has not been given enough attention in sociological analysis.
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The preceding analysis does entail some important implications for the analysis of the relation between the broad evolutionary tendencies and the crystallization of concrete institutional formations.


It indicates first that any such formations while rooted in distinct evolutionary tendencies and potentials cannot be designated as natural manifestations of distinct stages of social evolution. Rather it can be seen as a distinct historical constellation – in which the structural institutional and symbolic evolutionary potentials of human activity crystallized in a very distinctive way – attesting to the fact that in any historical context there exist multiple institutional possibilities which develop in distinct ways, and not as manifestations of evolutionary stages. This is due to several basic reasons which are of crucial importance for the evaluation of the evolutionary perspectives in social scenes. First, is the fact that contrary to some of the presuppositions of classical evolutionary analyses which have also influenced as has been indicated above, even if only implicitly, some of the earlier analyses of Axial Civilizations, the decoupling on the one hand of major aspects of social action, and the concomitant development of free resources attendant on technological development, of encounter between different societies and of attendant structural differentiation, and on the other the growing problematization of the symbolic orientations of the premises of cosmological order to not always go together in tandem, in a predetermined way. These two basic dimensions of social life, these two basic evolutionary universals, do not develop in any specific situation in any predetermined way; each of these dimensions of social action develops to some extent at least independently of one another; generated by its internal momentum, albeit, of course, continually influencing one another in a variety of ways. At most there develop certain affinities between these two processes, i.e. between the extent of the openness, of decoupling on the one hand of symbolic orientations and cosmological visions, and on the other hand of processes of structural differentiation and the concomitant development of free resources. 


It was indeed the recognition of these facts that made Talcott Parsons to designate Ancient Greece and Israel as seedbed societies, characterized by a strong discrepancy between their basic visions and the concrete possibilities of their institutionalization in which many of the institutional potentialities of their visions were in a sense “stored,” to be transmitted as components of institutional settings and dynamics of other civilizations.

Second, the development in any historical situation, at any stage of social evolution, of multiple institutional possibilities (of "open" spaces), is exacerbated by the fact that the process of development of new resources, of specific patterns of social division of labor, as well as of symbolic orientations, take always place in different – often contingent – historical and geopolitical conditions. These conditions include the respective concrete political-ecological settings in which they developed, whether they were small or great societies, whether they were societies with continuous compact boundaries, or with cross-cutting and flexible ones; there are the specific historical experience of the nature of these encounters with other societies, be it in the forms of mutual penetration, conquest, or colonization; and in the development of multiple inter-societal frameworks – international, inter-societal, regional or “world” systems. All these processes give rise to the multiple free resources greatly influence the range of possible institutional formation opened up in any historical formation, of concrete contours of institutional formations.

Third, and most important is the fact that any such crystallization is effected by distinct types of agency, by distinct entrepreneurial activities which mobilize the available, especially free resources, according to their respective visions, and which develop appropriate patterns of regulation of the flow of such resources. But the very emergence of such would-be entrepreneurial activities, of such institutional entrepreneurs of their visions constitutes distinct mutations, which develop in different historical contexts in different parts of the world, in different ways ……………. in their concrete (this-worldly or other-worldly orientations), even if they all constitute manifestations of the theoretical mode of cognitive – and indeed multiple – institutional implications which emerge and develop in seemingly unpredictable ways.


This principled openness, in any historical situation in any evolutionary stage of the ranges of possible institutional formation, means that the attempts by different groups of entrepreneurs to crystallize any concrete institutional patterns entails continual contestation for power and in all these situations, the relatively autonomous components of power, economic interest and constitution of solidarity become relatively autonomous and develops their own dynamics. 
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Thus the implications of the crystallization of different institutional formations of Axial civilizations provides us with a truly differentiated and contextualized vision of world history; of the interlinkages between social and cultural evolutionary tendencies and concrete social processes in the crystallization of institutional formations in which human agency and historical contingencies play a central role; and of the continual confrontation between constructive and destructive tendencies inherent in these processes.


The preceding analysis does indeed put into question the conflation of the crystallization of Axial civilizations with the emergence of “Axial Age” or “Ages.” The extent to which the developments in different parts of the world converge into a “global” or “semi-global” Axial Age has to be put as a question, as a problem to be investigated – and not as a given. While there is no doubt that the emergence of Axial visions, with their universalistic transcendental orientations, with the strong tendencies to the reconstruction of societies constituted a crucial social-cultural mutation, innovation in human history and that the Axial syndrome does indeed constitute a very crucial – indeed one of the most crucial and revolutionary components in the development of human societies. But this component may develop in different ways in different contexts, in connection with other Axial and non-Axial societies or civilizations, bearing different historical collective visions. No such vision does necessarily become hegemonic nor does the crystallization of such hegemony necessarily excluded all other visions. Indeed there developed continual contestations between such different visions and the civilizations in which they were implemented; and not all societies which were incorporated into the frameworks of these civilizations which, guided by such visions, were indeed “taken over” by them. Rather they were able to develop their own spaces with distinctive dynamics.
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