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Archaic Religion: God and King

In my discussion of tribal religion I chose three examples for close examina-
tion: the Kalapalo, the Australian Aborigines (the Walbiri), and the Navajo. 
From the thousands of tribal peoples, this choice could not be defended as 
“representative,” even though each was chosen from a diff erent continent. In 
considering chiefdoms as the form of or ga ni za tion intermediate between the 
tribal and the archaic, I chose to look mainly at Polynesia because of the clar-
ity of the record there in which archaeology and ethnography combine to 
give a sense of development over many centuries, starting with Neolithic 
villages and ending with an early state in Hawai‘i. Still, given that we have 
data for hundreds of chiefdoms in many parts of the world, the choice of 
Polynesia can be defended as strategic but not as representative. With early 
states or early civilizations, what I have chosen to call archaic societies, we 
are in a very diff erent situation. Th ough exactly how many there are can be 
argued, the number is surely quite small compared to tribes or chiefdoms, 
and those for which data is adequate are fewer still. Looking ahead to what 
follows the archaic, namely the axial age, there are only four cases: ancient 
Israel, ancient Greece, India in the second half of the fi rst millennium bce, 
and China in the same period. I have therefore decided to look closely only 
at those archaic societies that signifi cantly contributed to axial ones: ancient 
Mesopotamia and Egypt, which infl uenced both Israel and Greece; and 
Shang and Western Zhou China, from which there is a smooth transition to 
the Chinese axial age. Had the data been adequate I would have included 
the Indus Valley civilization in India as well.

I have, of course, in Chapter 4, already considered at length one other ar-
chaic society, Hawai‘i. Th is I have used as an example of the transition to an 
early state, with the advantage that we know more about it at an early stage 
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than any other case. For none of the archaic societies we will consider in this 
chapter was there anyone like David Malo around to report on their early 
stages, nor can we reconstruct the probable developmental sequence for over 
2,000 years before their emergence as early states with the clarity we now 
have about Polynesia. For studying the beginning of an archaic religion, the 
Hawaiian case is invaluable because of the wealth of information we have 
about it, not available for any other case.

Before turning to the cases with which this chapter will be concerned, it 
will be useful to consider Bruce Trigger’s instructive survey, Understanding 
Early Civilizations, a compendious comparative analysis of seven cases: Old 
and Middle Kingdom Egypt, Mesopotamia from Early Dynastic III to Old 
Babylonian times, China in late Shang and early Western Zhou times, the 
Aztecs from the late fi fteenth to early sixteenth centuries, the Classic Maya, 
the Inka kingdom during the early sixteenth century, and the Yoruba peo-
ples of West Africa from the mid- eighteenth century to the late nineteenth 
century. Trigger has chosen his cases largely because they are the ones for 
which there is adequate data; the inability to understand the Indus Valley 
civilization on the basis of archaeological evidence alone (what little writing 
there is has not been deciphered) has forced him to exclude this important 
case, rightly in my view. Trigger’s sample is of mature states; because he 
does not include Hawai‘i, he has no example of a really early state. Of course 
we should remember that the “early state” is more a pro cess than an event— it 
is almost always impossible to “pinpoint the precise moment of the birth of 
the state.” Even in Hawai‘i the state was clearly forming well before Western 
contact, though the pro cess is more evident than in any of Trigger’s cases, 
and for this reason the Hawaiian case remains invaluable.

One of the defects of my sample of archaic societies is that it excludes all 
the New World cases, so a summary of Trigger’s fi ndings— three of his 
seven are from the New World— can go a little way to make up for that 
defi ciency. It will be useful to begin by considering what Trigger means by 
“early civilizations,” because his defi nition is very close to what I mean by 
archaic societies:

Anthropologists apply the term ‘early civilization’ to the earliest and 
simplest forms of societies in which the basic principle governing social 
relations was not kinship but a hierarchy of social divisions that cut 
horizontally across societies and  were unequal in power, wealth, and 
social prestige. In these societies a tiny ruling group that used coercive 



212 archa ic  r el igion

powers to augment its authority was sustained by agricultural surpluses 
and labour systematically appropriated from a much larger number of ag-
ricultural producers. Fulltime specialists (artisans, bureaucrats, soldiers, 
retainers) also supported and served the ruling group and the govern-
ment apparatus it controlled. Rulers cultivated a luxurious style of life 
that distinguished them from the ruled.

If we think of Hawai‘i, the distinction between the ali’ i and the commoners 
is just such a clear class distinction. Another way of making the same point 
without focusing quite so centrally on class is to say that the key distinction 
is between the state as a secondary formation and the rest of society. Th at 
this is close to what Trigger means is clear when he writes, “wealth tended to 
be derived from po liti cal power far more frequently than po liti cal power was 
derived from wealth.”  So it is not class as defi ned in terms of relation to the 
means of production that is critical in these societies, but class as defi ned in 
relation to po liti cal power.

Also important for Trigger is the point that kinship, although remaining 
signifi cant in diff erent ways for both the rulers and the ruled, no longer, as in 
tribal and chiefdom societies, is the “basic principle governing social rela-
tions.” He adds one further point of great importance: “Just as class has re-
placed real and meta phorical kinship as a basis for or ga niz ing society, so re-
ligious concepts replaced kinship as a medium for social and po liti cal 
discourse.”  Of course, symbolic action and expression that can be called 
religious appear at every level of social or ga ni za tion, but something new in 
the religious realm appears in archaic societies: gods and the worship of 
gods. My reading of Trigger’s study reinforces my sense that what makes ar-
chaic society diff erent from its pre de ces sors is a complex religio- political 
transformation that gives rise to two ideas that are essentially new in the 
world: kingship and divinity, in many ways two parts of a single  whole.

Hawaiian society as we described it focused on the king and his relation 
to, even identity with, the gods, particularly Kv and Lono. Kingship is cen-
tral in every one of Trigger’s cases, and everywhere the king had a unique 
relation to the gods, was frequently considered a god himself. Some form of 
divine kingship can be found in Old Kingdom Egypt, the Aztecs, Mayas, 
Inkas and Yorubas, and in Zhou China the king was the “Son of Heaven,” 
though he was not himself considered divine. In Mesopotamia, the earliest 
period of what was probably priest- kingship is obscure, but there  were spo-
radic claims to divine status by kings in the Akkadian and Ur III dynasties 
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in the third millennium bce, and perhaps even in the Old Babylonian 
 dynasty in the fi rst half of the second millennium.

Human sacrifi ce associated with royal ritual was present in some form in 
every case, and was, as in Hawai‘i, always an indication of the extraordi-
narily exalted status of kingship, although the extent of it was variable. Th e 
commonest form was what is called retainer sacrifi ce, in which wives and 
retainers, sometimes in large numbers,  were buried with the dead king. In 
Egypt this practice was found in the First and probably the Second Dynas-
ties; in Mesopotamia only in the Early Dynastic royal burials at Ur— in each 
case no later examples are known. Although the numbers decreased mark-
edly in China after the Shang, some retainer burial was practiced for centu-
ries. But in most cases human sacrifi ce in rituals other than funerals was not 
uncommon: Shang China, the Mayas, Inkas, and Yorubas, and most exten-
sively of all, the Aztecs, where thousands of war captives  were sacrifi ced at 
the great temple at Tenochtitlan right up until the Spanish conquest.

Th e extraordinary exaltation of the ruler puts Hawai‘i fi rmly in the category 
of (early) archaic society, where such exaltation everywhere went to extremes 
unknown in earlier or later periods, but there are other features that we nor-
mally consider indicative of archaic society that  were not present in Hawai‘i: 
urbanism and writing, for example. Trigger argues, however, that cities are not 
an indispensable marker of early civilizations; rather, such civilizations divide 
into two types, city- states and territorial states. Whereas Mesopotamia, the 
Yorubas, the Aztecs, and the Mayas  were city- states, Egypt, China, and the 
Inkas  were territorial states. City- states  were large, multipurpose, urban con-
glomerates, usually located near highly productive agricultural areas, and 
from which larger states  were sometimes formed, usually by subjecting other 
such cities to tribute status. In territorial states it was the court, not the city, 
that provided the center, and the court was often peripatetic. Th ere  were 
important ceremonial centers, but the court could visit them only intermit-
tently or move from one to another. Hawai‘i was clearly in the category of the 
territorial state, building its empire across the archipelago rather than reaching 
out from a single city. Of course, established territorial empires eventually 
gave rise to cities, though cities  were not the basis of state structure. Con-
versely, city- states sometimes became territorial states, though extending city 
institutions to a large territory usually proved a daunting and often in the 
long run an impossible task, Rome being the great exception.

When we use the word “civilization,” as we inevitably must in speaking of 
archaic societies, we usually think of writing as an essential criterion. But in 
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Trigger’s seven cases, writing was entirely absent among the Inkas and the 
Yorubas, and rudimentary among the Aztecs, Mayas, and perhaps the Shang 
Chinese (though there may have been more extensive writings than the ora-
cle bones, on which our knowledge of Shang writing depends, they have not 
survived). Even in Mesopotamia, where writing was “invented” around 3200 
bce, it was fi rst used mainly for accounting and for lists, and continuous 
texts cannot be deciphered until about 2500 bce.

Another feature of most archaic societies is the presence of monumental ar-
chitecture, mainly for ritual and/or royal use. Th e Hawaiian heiau (temple) 
was a modestly monumental structure, one of the largest of which, on the is-
land of Maui, was over 4,000 square meters in area and required an estimated 
26,000 labor- days for construction during ten separate occasions. Such tem-
ples do not compare with the Mesopotamian ziggurats, the Aztec, Maya, or 
Inka temples, or, of course, with the Egyptian pyramids. But neither the 
Shang Chinese nor the Yorubas appear to have produced monumental archi-
tecture much more impressive than the Hawaiian heiau.

Trigger indicates that when he began his study he expected to fi nd eco-
nomic practices to be the most constant in his sample and religious beliefs 
and practices the most variable. In fact he found the opposite: subsistence 
patterns varied quite widely due to diff erences in ecological context, whereas 
religious beliefs and practices  were remarkably comparable across his seven 
cases. Comparable, but, as we shall see, still signifi cantly diff erent. In Chap-
ter 4 we saw how the relation of religion and power, only incipient in tribal 
societies, came to a kind of climax in Hawai‘i. Having used Trigger’s book as 
an introduction to the fi eld of mature archaic societies, we can now try to 
understand better the relation of religion and power, of god and king, in 
such societies by taking a closer look at three of them.

Ancient Mesopotamia

On the face of it, Hawai‘i and Mesopotamia could hardly have had more 
opposite starting points. Hawai‘i was located in just about the remotest spot 
on the planet, out of contact with any other society for centuries before the 
arrival of Eu ro pe ans. Mesopotamia (literally, “the land between the rivers”— 
the Tigris and Euphrates—present- day Iraq contains all of ancient Mesopo-
tamia) was at the center of the vast Eurasian (and North African) land mass 
and was never out of touch with its many neighbors, near and far. Th is geo-
graph i cal diff erence alone helps account for the fact that the Mesopotamian 
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state began about 5,000 years before the Hawaiian state. Not only geo graph-
i cally, but in terms of other variables as well, Hawai‘i and Mesopotamia are 
far apart among archaic societies, so that beginning the consideration of 
mature archaic societies with Mesopotamia allows maximal contrasts to 
appear.

Archaeology reveals that, in spite of their many diff erences, in both cases 
settlement began on largely virgin territory. After about 4000 bce, in the al-
luvial plain of Southern Mesopotamia, only very sparsely settled before, a 
large number of fairly large settlements appeared rather suddenly, and by 
about 3200 bce the fi rst true cities in the world had emerged. Th ese cities 
focused on monumental temple compounds but also had palaces, markets, 
and extensive residential quarters. Th e new level of population density that 
these cities evidenced was made possible by extensive cultivation of the allu-
vial soil. But the economic basis of these cities was not just local irrigation 
agriculture, but area- wide economic innovations that Andrew Sherratt has 
called the secondary products revolution, a transformation that he believes 
was as signifi cant as the beginnings of plant and animal domestication 
themselves, at least 4,000 years earlier.

Early animal domestication was at fi rst simply for the purpose of having a 
stable meat supply. With the secondary products revolution, for the fi rst time 
animal power began to replace human power in agriculture. (It is worth re-
membering that, due to the absence of cattle and sheep, there was no second-
ary products revolution in the New World, or, of course, in Hawai‘i). Yokes 
and harnesses  were invented so that cattle could pull plows and carts. Sherratt 
estimates that the plow, because it can go deeper into the soil, is four times 
more effi  cient than the hoe in preparing the soil for sowing. And carts make 
it much easier to bring grain in from outlying fi elds. Th ese inventions ap-
peared fi rst in northern Mesopotamia by about 4000 bce, in the old zone of 
agricultural settlement, but they helped to make possible the rapid urbaniza-
tion in the south, which followed soon after. Th e changes involved in the 
secondary products revolution  were not only agricultural; they involved a new 
kind of pastoralism as well. For the use of milk and milk products (yogurt, 
cheese) originated at about this time, as did the use of sheep to supply wool 
for textiles, earlier textiles being of vegetable fi ber. Again, Sherratt estimates 
that the use of herds as a source of milk products is four to fi ve times more 
effi  cient, in the amount of protein and energy produced relative to the same 
amount of feed, as using them only for meat. Although southern Mesopo-
tamia had rich alluvial soil that could be very productive when irrigated, and 
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lands beyond the possibility of irrigation that would support pastoralism, it 
had little  else: no wood, no stone, no metal. In spite of great ingenuity in the 
use of resources indigenous to the area, it is clear that trade, including long- 
distance trade, was essential from the very beginning. Th us a region- wide 
economy, involving plow agriculture and intensive pastoralism, together 
with a considerable amount of trade, had appeared by the end of the fourth 
millennium bce.

Susan Pollack cata logs some of the developments in southern Mesopota-
mia evident by the end of the Uruk period (4000– 3100 bce):

Th e Uruk period witnessed a massive increase in the number of settle-
ments. Although many of them  were small villages, others grew rapidly 
into towns and cities. By the end of the Uruk period, some larger settle-
ments  were walled. Temples and other public buildings became larger 
and more elaborate, and their construction must have employed large 
workforces for lengthy periods . . .  Mass production was introduced for 
manufacturing some kinds of pottery using technological innovations 
such as mold manufacture and wheel- throwing. Systems of account-
ing . . .   were elaborated and diversifi ed, and writing— the premier ac-
counting and recording technology— was invented toward the end of 
the period. Repre sen ta tions of men with weapons and bound individu-
als, presumably prisoners, attest to the use of armed force. Th e repeated 
depiction of a bearded individual with long hair, distinctive style of 
headdress, and skirt engaging in a variety of activities suggestive of 
 authority is among the indications [of] the public exercise of power.

By 2900 bce the city of Uruk, perhaps the most important city of Sumer, 
had become enormous by the standards of ancient cities. Hans Nissen shows 
that it was larger than Athens in 500 bce or Jerusalem in 50 ce, and almost 
as large as Rome in 100 ce. It has been estimated that by 2500 bce the 
population of Uruk was about 50,000. Th e main temple of the city was im-
mense, with a stepped tower that had been rebuilt several times, each time 
with increased height.

With only archaeological evidence (the script was used almost solely for 
accounting and contains no decipherable narratives) to go on, we simply 
cannot say what the structure of authority in Uruk and other comparable 
cities emerging at the same time was like. Hans Nissen details some of the 
previous theories: that the early rulers, entitled en, or ensi,  were in eff ect 
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priest- kings; that later, temporary military leaders called lugal (meaning “the 
great man”)  were appointed, and these over time became permanent “kings,” 
rivaling the chief priests for dominance in the city. Nissen feels the  whole 
terminology of en, ensi, and lugal is too inconsistent in the surviving rec ords 
to support such a theory and that we simply do not know how power was 
wielded in the earliest period. By the early dynastic period (2900– 2350 bce) 
it is clear that there  were royal dynasties in the major Sumerian cities, but 
that great temples  were the focus of both wealth and power, and indeed their 
upkeep was a major royal responsibility. Both temple and palace have been 
referred to as “great  house holds” or “great organizations” because they  were 
major landowners, had large staff s, and in some cases engaged in textile 
manufacturing, the major Mesopotamian export.

It is also generally agreed that besides the temple and the palace there was 
a vigorous “private sector,” perhaps led by lineage elders who also had a say 
in city government, though the idea of what Th orkild Jacobsen called 
“Primitive Democracy” has not been widely accepted. In any case, relative 
to most other early states, early Mesopotamia does seem to be a case of “het-
erarchy,” that is, a nonegalitarian society with several competing centers of 
power, rather than one with a single dominance hierarchy. Th e fact that 
Mesopotamia was the least isolated of any of the early civilizations, and the 
most dependent on long- distance trade due to its lack of local resources, is 
perhaps related to the existence of multiple power centers within its many 
cities. Although leadership in the Sumerian period is not as clear as it would 
later become, in quite early Sumerian mythology it is said that “kingship 
came down from heaven,” even though the king himself did not claim to be 
a god.

Th e absence of divine kingship in the earliest history does not mean that 
this ubiquitous archaic idea was entirely absent. It appears, not surprisingly, 
in dynasties attempting to unite the city- states and create territorial empires. 
As Oppenheim puts it:

In Babylonia from the time of Sargon of Akkad [ca. 2350 bce] until the 
time of Hammurapi [1792– 1750 bce], the name of the king was often 
written with the determinative dingir (“god”), used normally for 
gods and objects intended for worship. We also know, from Ur III 
texts and, sporadically, from later documents, that statues of de-
ceased kings received shares of the off erings in the temples. Th e sanc-
tity of the royal person is often, especially in Assyrian texts, said to be 
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revealed by a supernatural and awe- inspiring radiance or aura which, 
according to the literature, is characteristic of deities and of all things 
divine.

And the claim by a number of Assyrian kings to be “king of the universe” 
would seem to imply a power more than human.

But even when, as was more often the case, the king was characterized as 
the “servant” or “slave” of the god (a usage that, in an entirely diff erent con-
text, will reappear in Christianity and even more extensively, in Islam) rather 
than as divine himself, it was his closeness to divinity, not his “secularity,” 
that was emphasized. In his inscriptions the king endlessly recounted all he 
had done for the gods— building or rebuilding temples, presenting lavish of-
ferings, holding festivals, and so on— and attributed the prosperity of the 
land and even his military victories to the benevolence of the gods, particu-
larly the patron deity of his city.  Here, as in all early civilizations, the reli-
gious and the po liti cal are not diff erent spheres, but aspects of a total under-
standing of cosmos and society, which does not mean that we cannot observe 
variations in how these aspects  were phrased.

As in Hawai‘i, the Mesopotamian pantheon was enormous, but a few 
gods  were particularly important: Anu, the father of the gods; Enlil, his son 
and actual ruler of the gods; Ninhursaga, the goddess of birth; Enki, the god 
of fresh water, but above all the god of intellect and cunning, and of all the 
productive arts. Each city had its own patron god: Uruk was devoted to 
Anu; Eridu to Enki; Ur to Nanna; and so on. Th e patron god of Lagash was 
Ninurta, son of Enlil, warrior god, but also god of the plow. Although each 
god was related to par tic u lar aspects of nature (Anu to the sky, Enki to fresh 
water, and so on) and to aspects of human life, all of them had a great con-
cern with economic prosperity, so that what Firth said of Tikopia, “the reli-
gious system was openly and strongly oriented towards economic ends,” is 
also true of Mesopotamia, as the following hymn to Ninurta from the end of 
third millennium Sumer, indicates:

Ninurta whom Enlil has named!
I wish to celebrate your name, O my king!
Ninurta, I, your man, your man,
I wish to celebrate your name!
O my king, the sheep has given birth to the lamb— . . .  ,
And I, I wish to celebrate your name!
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O my king, the goat has given birth to the kid— . . .  
And I, I wish to celebrate your name! . . .  
You fi ll the canal with perpetual water, . . .  
You make the speckled barley grow in the fi elds,
You fi ll the pool with carp and perch[?], . . .  
You garnish gardens and vineyards, with honey and wine!
And you will grant the palace a longer life!

I don’t want to imply that the gods  were always benevolent— far from it. 
Th ey  were not infrequently the cause of what Jacobsen calls “paralyzing fear.” 
As in Hawai‘i, they  were not so far from the powerful beings of tribal peo-
ples. Th ey  were the source of great abundance, but also the cause of storm, 
fl ood, and pestilence. Th ey could bring victory or defeat in war. Above all, 
the gods  were kings and queens, and the temples  were their courts. Th e “ser-
vice to the gods”— demanding, diffi  cult, but joyous and rewarding— was at 
the center of life in Mesopotamia. A large sector of the economy was or ga-
nized to serve the gods and goddesses presiding in major temples, their rela-
tives and retainers, all of whose images had to be lavishly “fed,” clothed, 
adorned with jewelry, and, occasionally, during festivals, paraded through 
the streets or taken on boat trips to neighboring temples. Because the eco-
nomic and po liti cal prosperity of the city depended on the benevolence of 
the gods, their generous ser vice was the fi rst obligation of both kings and 
people.
Th e nature of the relationship between gods and men is epitomized in the 

mythical “Story of Atrahasis.” Although the text dates from Old Babylo-
nian times (fi rst half of the second millennium bce), Jacobsen believes it 
represents ideas that go back at least to the third millennium. In the initial 
division of the world, Anu was allotted the heavens, Enlil the earth, and 
Enki the waters under the earth. As the gods had to be fed, Enlil put his 
many children, the lesser gods, to work carry ing out the hard tasks of irriga-
tion agriculture. Th e poem begins:

When Ilu (i.e., Enlil) was the boss
they  were burdened with toil,
 lugged the workbasket;
the gods’ workbasket . . .  was big,
 so the toil was heavy,
 great the straits.
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Th e gods had to dig out the Tigris and Euphrates rivers as well as the ir-
rigation canals, and they found it all too much. Th ey decided to revolt 
against Enlil, and having burned their work tools they surrounded his  house. 
Enlil, frightened and barricaded at home, called on Anu and Enki for advice 
as to what to do. He felt like abandoning earth altogether and joining his 
father in the sky. But Enki, always the clever one, had a suggestion: why not 
create men to do the work the lesser gods found so tiresome? He killed one 
of the lesser gods, We- e, perhaps the ringleader of the rebellion (could we 
call it a strike?), and, mixing his blood with clay, fashioned the fi rst human 
beings.

Enki’s plan worked almost too well: men took over the work of the gods, 
but greatly prospered in doing so. Th eir growing population became so noisy 
(“the land bellowed like a bull”), that Enlil could get no sleep. He sent a 
plague to wipe the people out, but the wise man Atrahasis consulted Enki 
who told him to keep the people quieter and give more off erings to the gods, 
and the plague ceased. Again the people increased and the noise level  rose. 
Th is time Enlil sent a drought, but again Atrahasis persuaded Enki to inter-
vene. Th e third time was really too much and Enlil sent a great fl ood to kill 
every human being. Enki, however, was one step ahead of him and had Atra-
hasis construct an unsinkable boat, load it with every kind of animal, and 
last out the fl ood. When Enlil discovered what Enki had done he was furi-
ous, but meantime the decimation of the people had left the gods with no 
off erings, and they  were beginning to starve. Enlil fi nally realized that hu-
mans  were indispensable to the gods, and, having arranged several methods 
of birth control, allowed Atrahasis and his people to resettle the earth.

One might think, says Jacobsen, that Enlil cut a rather poor fi gure with 
his fear, impulsiveness, and insensitivity, but to the ancients the story il-
lustrates Enlil’s ultimate power, his stunning capacity to create a fl ood that 
could potentially destroy every living thing. Jacobsen concludes: “All the 
same it is clear that the myth views absolute power as selfi sh, ruthless, and 
unsubtle. But what is is. Man’s existence is precarious, his usefulness to 
the gods will not protect him unless he takes care not to be a nuisance to 
them, however innocently. Th ere are, he should know, limits set for his 
self- expression.”

In ancient Mesopotamia the idea of the state or ga nized the life of both 
gods and humans and the relation between them. After the creation of hu-
man beings, it was they, not the lesser gods, who “lugged the workbaskets.” 
Or rather, it was the lot of most men to do so; some humans led a godlike 
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existence— they  were “served” as the gods  were served. Even so, kings  were 
portrayed as working on the great building projects, though we may doubt 
how much time they actually spent doing so, and they, like everyone  else, 
 were servants of the gods, except for those relatively rare moments when they 
identifi ed themselves as gods. Dominance was a major theme; mostly it was 
dominance cloaked in the mantle of legitimate hierarchy; but both gods and 
kings  were capable of irrational anger against “undeserving” targets. Jacob-
sen identifi es Anu with “authority” but Enlil with “force,” and it was Enlil 
who in fact ruled the world. It is true that Enlil’s force was supposed to be 
“legitimate force,”

Yet, because Enlil is force, there lie hidden in the dark depths of his soul 
both violence and wildness. Th e normal Enlil upholds the cosmos, guar-
antees order against chaos; but suddenly and unpredictably the hidden 
wildness in him may break forth. Th is side of Enlil is truly and terribly 
the abnormal, a scattering of all life and life’s meaning. Th erefore, man 
can never be fully at ease with Enlil but feels a lurking fear which fi nds 
expression frequently in the hymns which have come down to us.

Yet nurturance, expressed as a concern for a certain kind of justice, was 
increasingly evident in the third millennium and the fi rst half of the second, 
reaching a kind of climax in the so- called “code” of Hammurabi. Already in 
the middle of the third millennium we have a king of Lagash who proclaims 
himself “as the righter of social wrongs and defender of the weak”: “Uruin-
imgina [the king] solemnly promised Ningirsu [the god] that he would never 
subject the waif and the widow to the powerful.” A poem written after the 
fall of the Akkadian dynasty of Sargon criticizes its kings for allowing “injus-
tice and violence to set foot in the land.” In the Ur III dynasty there was pe-
riodic remission of debt: “Th e tablets that enshrined the debtors’ obligations to 
their creditors  were then collected and broken, thereby dissolving the debt.”

Th e “code,” which Jean Bottéro argues is not a set of laws but a summary 
of Hammurabi’s verdicts, and thus not really a code, is justly famous. Bot-
téro points out that it is the prologue and epilogue that give us the clearest 
insight into the meaning of justice in ancient Mesopotamia. In the prologue 
Hammurabi writes:

When (my god) Marduk [who had for the Babylonians replaced Enlil 
as ruler of the gods] had given me the mission to keep my people in 
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order and to make my country take the right road, I installed in this 
country justice and fairness in order to bring well- being to my people.

And in the epilogue:

Th e great gods have called me, and I am indeed the good shepherd who 
brings peace, with the just scepter. My benevolent shade covered my city. 
I have carried in my bosom the people of Sumer and Akkad. Th anks to 
my good fortune (literally: the divine protection of which I am the ob-
ject) they have prospered. I have not ceased to administer them in peace. 
By my wisdom I have harbored them. In order to prevent the powerful 
from oppressing the weak, in order to give justice to the orphans and the 
widows.

Th e rhetoric of nurturance  here is powerful: the image of the good shepherd 
will occur again in the history of religion. Needless to say, kings  were seldom 
as benevolent as they claimed to be— the exorcism texts give examples of 
grave injustices coming from the palace. But neither was this “just rhetoric.” 
A standard was set that would have consequences.

We can speak of the idea of justice in ancient Mesopotamia, but we must 
be careful to understand that our word is not entirely cognate with their 
thought. For one thing, justice was personifi ed, was a god. Justice was the 
sun god, Utu in Sumerian, Shamash in Akkadian, who, by lighting up, 
making visible, all actions, could discover which  were just and which unjust. 
As Bottéro points out, there was no real idea of law in ancient Mesopotamia, 
but rather of decision, the decision of gods or kings: justice was not abstract, 
it was visible only in the par tic u lar case. Th e Akkadian term for justice, 
mêšaru, was closely associated with kingship: “Th e gods have commissioned 
him [the king] to make appear (to make shine) in the land mêšaru, i.e. order at 
the same time as justice.”  Mêšaru derives from the word êšêru, which 
means “to go straight, in the right way; to be in order.”  Because justice was 
embedded in a  whole way of life, an elaborate set of obligations and prohibi-
tions including spheres we would consider having little to do with morality, 
we cannot equate it simply with our understanding of the term.

We know from the vast number of exorcism texts and penitential hymns 
that justice was often discerned retroactively: that is, if one suff ered from 
some physical complaint or moral injustice, it must be because one had done 
something wrong. Divination was resorted to in an attempt to discover the 
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“sin” one had committed, the mistake one had made, the tabu one had vio-
lated, and specialists could prescribe the right rituals and petitions that 
might reverse the suff ered wrong. But the way of thinking about life was in-
delibly hierarchical. As Bottéro put it:

Not only by virtue of the affi  rmed ontological superiority of their gods, 
whose inscrutability no one could overcome, but also by virtue of the 
gods’ role as masters and governors of the world, they recognized the 
gods’ sovereign privilege of complete freedom of decision and action. 
All the expressions and all the demonstrations of the gods’ will  were 
thus accepted within the same “civic” spirit, as it  were, like the orders of 
the kings by their subjects: without discussion, without protest, without 
criticism, in a perfect and fatalistic submission, with the clear con-
sciousness that one does not resist that which is stronger. Th e gods  were 
considered too clever, too equitable, and too irreproachable for them 
ever to be called arbitrary or for their decision ever to be questioned. In 
that land, even in words, no one ever really rebelled against the most 
pitiless of all decisions: our universal condemnation to death.

Well, not quite “no one,” as we will see in a moment. Th ere  were a few 
prophets who foretold the fall of kings. And there  were intellectuals, such 
as the writer of the so- called “Babylonian Th eodicy,” who did raise questions 
about the justice of the gods:

Th ose who do not seek the god go the way of prosperity,
While those who pray to the goddess become destitute and 

impoverished.

Although the Mesopotamian equivalents of Job’s friends do seem to get the 
upper hand in this dialogue, there are texts in which the mystery of reward 
and punishment is declared beyond human understanding:

What seems good to oneself,
 is a crime before the god.
What to one’s heart seems bad,
 is good before one’s god.
Who may comprehend the minds of gods
 In heaven’s depth?
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Th e thoughts of (those) divine deep waters,
 Who could fathom them?
How could mankind, beclouded,
 Comprehend the ways of gods?

In one important respect, ancient Mesopotamia is like all the societies we 
have observed so far, in the last two chapters and in this one: there are no-
tions about some kind of survival after death, but there is no idea of rewards 
and punishments in the afterlife, and, on the  whole, such existence as there 
is, is uninviting. For the ancient Mesopotamians, the “netherworld,” where 
all spirits go, varies between bad— gloomy somnolence— and worse— a 
realm of fi erce demons. Th ough Bottéro is indeed right that most people 
took death as unquestionable, the greatest of Mesopotamian poems, the Epic 
of Gilgamesh, is about a legendary king who literally goes to the ends of the 
earth to escape death, a reality brought home to him by the premature death 
of his dear friend Enkidu (both Gilgamesh and Enkidu are classic upstarts). 
Gilgamesh, the only ancient Mesopotamian writing to have made it into the 
canon of world literature, and that uncertainly, is far too complex a narrative 
to summarize  here. For all the vigor of his protest and the enormous risks 
he takes to overcome death, Gilgamesh is at last faced with the reality that 
his quest is impossible, and that he has no alternative but to submit: “mere 
man— his days are numbered; what ever he may do, he is but wind.” 

Th e term “civilization” is diffi  cult to defi ne, as it has been used in many 
ways. I am not using it as a contrast term to “uncivilized,” any more than I 
am using the term “culture” as a contrast to “uncultured.” As used descrip-
tively, civilization is usually confi ned to societies that have states. Th e com-
parable term for nonstate societies is “culture area.” Polynesia is a culture 
area, though Hawai‘i might in time have given rise to Hawaiian civilization. 
Just as there are diverse societies speaking unrelated languages in a culture 
area, the American Southwest for example, so there may be many states 
speaking diff erent languages within a single civilization, and, of course, none 
of these entities is static— all change over time.

Mesopotamian civilization was from the beginning a multi- city- state civi-
lization. Th ere was a common language, Sumerian, a common pantheon, 
and a common writing system. Early on, perhaps even from the beginning, 
there was a diff erent language spoken in some of the northern cities, Akka-
dian, an early Semitic language (Sumerian is related to no known language 
group). Not only did the Akkadians share the same culture, they used the 
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same writing system, the cuneiform system that by 2500 bce had developed 
out of the original pictographs. Sumerian and Akkadian, written in cunei-
form,  were the classic languages of Mesopotamian culture, and tablets writ-
ten in both languages  were copied and studied until the end.

Eff orts to create a unifi ed state in Mesopotamia emerged in Sumer fi rst, and 
then among the Akkadians: Sargon founded a new city, Agade (or Akkad), to 
the north of Sumer, as his capital. Later, Babylon, not far from Akkad, unifi ed 
Mesopotamia, and identifi ed its patron deity Marduk with Sumerian Enlil. 
Th e Babylonian language was a dialect of Akkadian, and Babylon claimed to 
be the primary exponent of classic Mesopotamian culture. Assyria, beginning 
in the city of Assur, well to the north of the old Mesopotamian heartland, had 
a more ambivalent relation to the tradition, but by identifying its patron god, 
Assur, with Marduk, and by amassing a great royal library of classic cuneiform 
literature, it, too, claimed the cultural heritage of Sumerian/Akkadian 
culture.

Even when, by 2000 bce at least, Sumerian had been replaced by Akka-
dian everywhere in Mesopotamia as the spoken language, Sumerian texts 
continued to be handed down, copied, and recopied, even in Assyrian times. 
In the fi rst millennium, Aramaic gradually replaced Akkadian as the spoken 
language, but it was written in the new alphabetic script and the guardians 
of the traditional culture did not use it. After the Mesopotamians lost their 
po liti cal in de pen dence, fi rst to the Persians (538) then to the Greeks (330) 
and then to the Parthians (247 bce), scribes continued the cuneiform tradi-
tion. Th e last known text written in cuneiform script dates from 75 ce, and 
is taken to mark the end of Mesopotamian civilization.

In an important sense, all culture is one: human beings today owe 
something to every culture that has gone before us. Mesopotamian cul-
ture certainly had an infl uence on its neighbors, notably Persia, Israel, and 
Greece. Some, including some notable Assyriologists such as Jean Bottéro, 
have wanted to see it as the fi rst act of “Western Civilization.” Others, 
notably Leo Oppenheim, who gave his book Ancient Mesopotamia the 
signifi cant subtitle Portrait of a Dead Civilization, have wanted to emphasize 
the strangeness, the diff erence, of Mesopotamian civilization from ours. 
An argument could be made for either position, but it would seem that 
Mesopotamian civilization as a comprehensive way of life did come to an 
end, and the last cuneiform text may be a con ve nient point to mark its de-
mise, just as the last hieroglyphic text can be seen to mark the death of an-
cient Egyptian civilization.
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Th ough writing is a con ve nient marker for a given civilization and has 
often been seen as an essential element in the defi nition of a civilization, we 
must be cautious in using it as such. We must be especially cautions in imag-
ining that the invention of writing instantaneously created a “literacy revolu-
tion.” If that term has any validity— if it implies a change in mentalité— and 
we will consider that possibility in a later chapter, it hardly applies to ancient 
Mesopotamia, Egypt, or Shang China. For one thing, early writing had 
quite limited usage. Th e archaeologist Hans Nissen goes so far as to say, “the 
invention of writing [in Sumer] did not mark any particularly historical 
turning- point.”  In Mesopotamia, writing, together with a developing 
number system, was originally used primarily in registering the contribu-
tions to temples and palaces and the rations paid out by them. Still, the use 
of writing and numbers in accounting practices was no mean achievement, 
whether or not it was a “historical turning- point,” and may be related to the 
fact that of all early civilizations, Mesopotamia had the most far- fl ung trade 
and the most developed market economy. Early writing was also useful in 
the development of bureaucracy: orders could be transmitted to distant re-
gions with some security that the exact instructions would reach the in-
tended destination. However, given that cuneiform (and hieroglyphic) writ-
ing was a very diffi  cult practice, requiring years of special training, there had 
to be scribes in the palace or temple who could write the instructions, and 
scribes at the other end who could decode them. Even priests and kings 
might not be able to read.

Once more literary texts began to be written, often myths or hymns, seg-
ments of important rituals, they remained very close to spoken language. 
Th eir constant repetitions with minor variations show that they  were fre-
quently verbatim transcriptions of oral texts. In short, ancient civilizations, 
even when diffi  cult writing systems had appeared, remained largely oral 
cultures throughout their history. Writing did not mean the end of oral 
tradition; not even printing did more than make a dent in it. Although today 
oral tradition in most developed societies is pushed to the margins by the 
ubiquity of print and electronic media, it survives in many nooks and cran-
nies in all existing societies. Because the gods— mostly benevolent, some-
times in their “wild” moods terrifying, always in the end inscrutable— were 
the center of concern for Mesopotamians throughout their history, perhaps 
the end of Mesopotamian Civilization was marked, not by the last cunei-
form document to be produced, but by the last prayer to be uttered to Mar-
duk or Assur, but of that we have no record.
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Ancient Egypt

Jean Bottéro claimed ancient Mesopotamia as the “fi rst act” of Western Civi-
lization, but how much more often has Egypt been cast in that role? Jan 
Assmann in Moses the Egyptian has traced the image of Egypt held by the 
ancient Hebrews and Greeks, through many centuries when knowledge of 
Egyptian writing was lost but fascination with Egypt continued, up until 
recent times when such distinguished non- Egyptologists as Th omas Mann 
and Sigmund Freud found Egypt foundational for the understanding of 
Western culture. It has been my intention in this book to try to understand 
each religion in its own cultural context, so far as possible as its adherents 
understood it. Th is admittedly utopian enterprise itself, however, is cultur-
ally situated, made possible only by cultural developments, including mas-
sive scholarly advances, in recent times.

Nonetheless, when it comes to Egypt the baggage of preconceptions, even 
of prejudice, is heavy. A strongly negative picture pervades the opening 
books of the Hebrew Bible, particularly Exodus (the Joseph story in Genesis 
is a bit more nuanced), with Egypt as the very archetype of idolatry, the pri-
mary sin that the children of Israel must avoid at all cost, but also the arche-
type of oppression and slavery. Even a recent book that I admire, Michael 
Walzer’s Exodus and Revolution, makes ancient Egypt the very symbol of ev-
erything we want to get away from, even to this day. On the opposite side— 
from Plato to the present— Egypt has been seen as the source of ancient wis-
dom, the origin of human culture. I will try to avoid the tendency either to 
demonize ancient Egypt or to idealize it, and to approach it as much as pos-
sible not from what followed but from what came before, from the point of 
view, say, of Tikopia, Hawai‘i, or ancient Mesopotamia.

Barry Kemp, the distinguished archaeologist of ancient Egypt, states well 
the situation in which anyone who undertakes what I have undertaken fi nds 
himself, however well intentioned: “I am aware as I write this book that I am 
creating in my own mind images that I hope correspond to the way things 
 were in ancient Egypt. I also know that the more I try to make sense of the 
facts, the more what I write is speculative and begins to merge with the 
world of historical fi ction, a modern form of myth. My ancient Egypt is very 
much an imagined world, though I hope that it cannot too readily be shown 
to be untrue to the original ancient sources.”  I would only add that history 
is our myth— as Jan Assmann puts it: “History turns into myth as soon as 
it is remembered, narrated, and used, that is, woven into the fabric of the 
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present. Th e mythical qualities of history have nothing to do with its truth 
values.”  To put it in one word, as William McNeill does, what we are doing 
is “mythistory.”  Looking at our project in these terms should bring us into 
closer sympathy with cultures such as ancient Egypt in which myth is a 
primary cultural form. To the extent that we are also creatures of myth in 
that “we are what we remember,”  we are in the same boat as the ancient 
Egyptians.

Another German Egyptologist reminds us that we are even one step closer 
to the ancient Egyptians. Not only do we still have our own myths, we can-
not escape theirs:

Any sort of contact with the world of the Egyptians silences one ques-
tion, that of the reality and existence of these gods. Egyptian religion 
lived on the fact that gods exist. If we remove the gods from the Egyp-
tians’ world, all that remains is a dark, uninhabited shell that would not 
repay study . . .  In order to understand the forces that circumscribe the 
very closed and homogeneous world of the Egyptians, we must inquire 
after their gods and employ all our conceptual armory in order to seek 
out the reality of these gods— a reality that was not invented by human 
beings but experienced by them.

Given that “we” are the product of all previous human culture, we have, at 
some level “already” experienced those gods, as we have “already” experi-
enced the powerful beings of tribal peoples. If we are truly to understand 
ancient Egyptian religion (or any religion), it will be part of our task to “re-
member” what we have forgotten, but which in some sense we already know.

If Mesopotamia in many ways looked like the antithesis of Hawai‘i, pre-
dynastic Egypt provides more than a few parallels, improbable though that 
may seem. Egypt was certainly not as isolated as an island in the mid- Pacifi c, 
but compared to Mesopotamia it looks isolated. Egypt is eff ectively the Nile 
Valley from the First Cataract to the Mediterranean. Due to the yearly inun-
dations of the Nile bringing new alluvial soil and avoiding both the need for 
irrigation and the problem of salinization, the valley was one of the most 
fertile strips of land in the world. It was bounded, however, on both sides by 
virtually impassable desert, and was thus much less vulnerable to incursions 
from without than was Mesopotamia. It was, however, vulnerable in several 
spots: from the upper Nile region known as Nubia, from Libya to the north-
west, and from the northeast region, that is Palestine and beyond, inhabited 
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by what the Egyptians called “Asiatics.” It was also vulnerable to the sea 
along the coast of the Nile Delta. For the fi rst 2,000 years of its dynastic his-
tory the vulnerable frontiers  were breached only once, by Asiatics known as 
the Hyksos, who managed to rule the delta for a hundred years in the mid- 
second millennium bce. Egypt’s partial isolation was only defi nitively 
breached in the fi rst millennium bce when the surrounding world had be-
come more “developed.” Not only  were there Nubian and Libyan rulers, but 
disorienting conquests by Asiatics— the Assyrians, and for a longer period 
the Persians— by the Greeks, that is, Alexander the Great and the Ptolemaic 
Empire that followed, and fi nally by the Romans. Th e fi rst millennium bce 
in Egypt was a period of considerable creativity and innovation even though 
the country was under unpre ce dented outside pressure and infl uence, but 
before that Egyptian civilization had developed for 2,000 years with little 
outside infl uence and with continuity of language and population. Th is among 
other reasons makes ancient Egypt remarkable. It was the longest lasting, 
most continuous, and best documented of the archaic civilizations and as 
such has to be Exhibit A when considering them. It also illustrates the con-
siderable capacity for transformation within such civilizations as well as the 
limits beyond which those transformations apparently could not go.

Although dynastic Egyptian civilization seems to burst on the scene with 
stunning brilliance at the end of the fourth millennium bce, it was not with-
out centuries of preparation. An agricultural population of rather homoge-
neous culture grew gradually from about 5500 bce to the end of the fourth 
millennium. During the last centuries of that millennium, and more clearly 
in Upper Egypt than in the delta, there  were growing signs of hierarchy 
and stratifi cation, mainly indicated by the appearance of elite graves with 
luxury grave goods. Graves and tombs, as we will see,  were matters of great 
importance to the Egyptians from the earliest times.

In the immediate predynastic period, that is, circa 3100 bce, several para-
mount chiefdoms or early states appear to have emerged in Upper Egypt, the 
most important of which  were Hierakonpolis and Naqada. Th ere is every 
indication that warfare between these polities was intense and that the uni-
fi ed state was the result of the military victory of one of the competing poli-
ties. Ideology was signifi cant from the beginning: Naqada was associated 
with the god Seth and Hierakonpolis with the god Horus. When Hierakon-
polis conquered Naqada to form what Kemp calls the Proto- Kingdom of 
Upper Egypt, the  union was symbolized by the association of Horus and 
Seth as the expression of the unity of the “two lands” (later extended to mean 
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Upper and Lower Egypt), followed by the conquest of the  whole country and 
the founding of the First Dynasty, with its new capital at Memphis, not far 
from present- day Cairo, where the delta begins to diverge from the main 
stream of the river.
Th e  whole pro cess of transition is obscure. Th ere was some writing, in par-

tic u lar names of kings and deities, but continuous texts do not appear for 
several centuries, so no textual account of the founding exists until long after 
the historical fact. Th e fi rst several dynasties saw a remarkable fl owering of 
culture and the creation of cultural forms in several realms that would con-
tinue, not without some change, until the end of Egyptian civilization in the 
early centuries ce. Th e details, however, are far from clear: there is argument 
about the names and order of the early kings. Toby Wilkinson, among oth-
ers, postulates a Dynasty 0, from about 3100 to 3000 bce. Th e fi rst three 
dynasties, generally called protodynastic or early dynastic, lasted until 2600 
bce, when, with the Fourth Dynasty, the Old Kingdom begins.

Michael Hoff man off ers a number of reasons for the cultural fl orescence 
that accompanied the rise of a unifi ed Egyptian state at the beginning of 
dynastic history. He cites the long period of population growth leading up to 
signifi cant demographic concentrations in several parts of Upper Egypt; the 
extraordinary productivity of the land and the possibility of aggregating re-
sources through taxation and storage; the rapid development of sophisticated 
craft production and architecture; and perhaps above all the centrality of the 
mortuary cult already in the fi rst two dynasties, that will remain, through 
many vicissitudes, such an identifying characteristic of Egyptian culture:

As Egypt consolidated from local chieftainships into regional king-
doms, into the world’s fi rst national state, it developed the royal tomb 
as its fl ag: a symbol of po liti cal integration under god . . .  From our 
brief exposure to the study of known mortuary practices and monu-
ments, we can conclude that the development and function of the royal 
mortuary cult in late prehistoric and early historic Egypt (between 
about 3300 and 2700 bce) was one of the most socially, eco nom ical ly, 
and po liti cally sensitive indicators of the rise of the state and was one of 
the most important reasons why Egyptian civilization emerged when it 
did and in the fashion that it did.

In the absence of continuous texts until well into the Old Kingdom, that 
is, toward the end of the Fifth Dynasty, around 2400 bce, it is diffi  cult to 
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reconstruct religious belief and practice. Many local gods are known, and 
the centrality of some of the gods, such as Horus and Seth, as mentioned 
above, is clear, but we know little of the context of myth in which these gods 
may have been embedded. For instance, the name of Osiris, known as the 
father of Horus in later times, is missing in the early dynastic period and 
even his existence then can only be inferred indirectly. On the other hand 
the relation between Horus and the king is clearly central. Th e naming of 
Egyptian kings is complex and became more so over time, but from the very 
beginning Horus fi gured prominently in the name of every king. Horus’s 
emblem is the falcon, but it would be a mistake to call him a “falcon god.” 
Th e name Horus means “the one on high.” Th e falcon then, rather than an 
exclusive identity, associates him with the sky, perhaps even with the sun. In 
any case, as Kemp puts it, “Horus is the one deity whose fi gure appears un-
ambiguously in association with Early Dynastic kings. Th e fi gure of the fal-
con . . .  stands alone above a heraldic device containing the principal name 
of the king.” 

A critical question for us in trying to understand archaic religion is the 
question whether the king is Horus in a strong sense— that is, is he divine, 
an instantiation of the god himself? Th is question has been answered vari-
ously. Henri Frankfort has argued for divine kingship, whereas Georges 
Posener has held that the king is only meta phor ical ly a god. Jan Assmann 
in a number of works has argued for a changing understanding of the king’s 
divinity, from god to son of god, to chosen by god, to servant of god. Perhaps 
the key is a changing understanding of divinity itself. In the Old Kingdom 
(third millennium bce), ritual was not an interaction between gods and hu-
man beings, but an interaction between “gods” themselves. As Assmann puts 
it, ritual “was not conceived of as a communication between the human and the 
divine, but rather as an interaction between deities.”   What this means in 
practice is that ritual language is “uttered as divine speeches by priests who 
play the roles of the deities in question as they carry out the respective cultic 
acts. Th e words uttered while performing the cultic acts are thus the words 
of the deities, sacred words whose radiant power makes it possible to illumi-
nate the otherworldly meaning of what is happening in this- worldly events.” 

Th is begins to make sense if we see that the “gods” of early dynastic Egypt 
are only incipiently diff erentiated from the “powerful beings” of tribal people, 
and that they are more identifi ed with than worshipped, so that Assmann’s 
“otherworldly” and “this- worldly” are only aspects of a largely undiff erenti-
ated cosmos. In this context it makes sense to say that the king is Horus, in 
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that he enacts Horus rather than worships him. Th us we could perhaps say 
that the early Egyptian king is Horus in the sense that the Hawaiian king is 
Kv. With the sun god Re of the Middle Kingdom things  were undoubtedly 
diff erent, as they perhaps  were even in the later Old Kingdom when Re had 
become central and the king was said to be “the son of Re” rather than Re 
himself. But even though the relation between king and god evolved over 
time, Assmann also reminds us that the idea of the divinity of the king per-
sisted. In the fi rst four dynasties, “Th e ruler is not an image of god, he is 
god,” but in later times things are not entirety diff erent: “Even in its classical, 
representative form, pharaonic kingship never entirely relinquished the idea 
that the pharaoh, son of god, was the incarnation of god. Th e god embodied 
by the pharaoh, however, was typically demoted to a fi lial rank: the pharaoh 
did not embody Amun, Re, or Ptah, but Horus, the son of Osiris, and as 
such the Son.”  But of course Horus was the god of kings before Amun, Re, 
or Ptah came on the scene and probably before Osiris was clearly established 
as his father.
Th e fusion of the divine and the human in the person of the king is per-

haps the central expression of the “compact symbolism” which Erich Voege-
lin sees as characterizing tribal religion and only gradually diff erentiating in 
the history of archaic societies, not to be radically broken through until the 
axial age. Th e king, whether as incarnation, son, or servant of the gods, is 
the key link between humans and the cosmos such that the weakness or ab-
sence of the king is a sign of profound cosmic and social disorder; the proper 
functioning of the king is the primary guarantee of life and peace.

Just as the powerful beings of tribal peoples  were violent as well as benevo-
lent, and in ancient Mesopotamia one never knew what Enlil might do, so 
chaos and disorder  were never far from the consciousness of the ancient Egyp-
tians. Erik Hornung describes an Egyptian understanding of reality going 
back as far as the Fifth Dynasty of the Old Kingdom in which chaos, de-
fi ned as limitless waters and total darkness, preceded the coming into being 
of the fi rst god, surrounds the fi nite universe, and will ultimately prevail 
when the cosmos grows old and is reabsorbed into it. Further, chaos not only 
surrounds the cosmos but penetrates it continuously, requiring equally con-
tinual human action to deal with it.

Th is human action, focusing on the king, takes two main forms. One is 
the “hostile confrontation” with “the powers that belong to the non ex is tent 
outside creation but invade creation and must be driven out of it. It is the 
duty of the king and the gods to do this.” Such negative powers can be 
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represented by foreign enemies— Libyans or Asiatics— as well as by domestic 
rebels, or, indeed by anyone who transgresses the proper order of the world. 
From the earliest beginnings of Egyptian kingship there appears the image 
of “the smiting of the enemies,” often a painting or relief of the pharaoh 
holding a number of enemies or rebels by the hair while wielding a weapon 
with which he will destroy them. Military power was always associated with 
the Egyptian state and had a powerful symbolic justifi cation in holding the 
line against chaos.

But there was another aspect of the confrontation with chaos or the non-
ex is tent, namely its essential role in “fertility, renewal, and rejuvenation.” 
Unless the sun, which grows old at dusk, descends into the utter darkness of 
the underworld, it will not be reborn at dawn; unless the land is submerged 
by the inundation of the Nile, it will not bear new crops; unless all things, 
including humans, die, life will not continue. All these transactions with 
chaos are dangerous and must be acted out with meticulous ritual propriety, 
but it is only through them that life as we know it can go on. As the sun, 
from the Fifth Dynasty on, became ever more central in Egyptian religion, 
solar ritual became the primary focus of the cult. Unless the ritual was prop-
erly enacted, that is, carried out every hour of the day and night, in principle 
by the king but usually delegated to his priestly deputies, the very source 
of life would be endangered.

It is this second kind of confrontation with chaos, dangerous but not hos-
tile, indeed essential, that helps us understand the importance of mortuary 
ritual and royal tombs in Egyptian history. Th e apparent Egyptian preoccu-
pation with death was in reality a preoccupation with life. Because the death 
of the king was the greatest threat to human order, special precautions 
needed to be undertaken to be sure that it rendered life and not death. 
Tombs  were not built, pyramids  were not constructed after the death of the 
king, but such construction began early in his reign. Th e king’s son was ob-
ligated to complete the work and undertake the funeral ritual, but we know 
that the tombs of kings who died early  were seldom impressive. Royal tombs, 
above all the great pyramids of the Fourth Dynasty, which remain among 
the wonders of the world,  were monuments to the life of the king, before and 
after death. We could even refer to them as the reifi ed rituals of divine king-
ship, the “fl ags” in Kemp’s analogy, of the ancient Egyptian state.

When we fi rst fi nd decorated tombs in the Fifth Dynasty and later, the 
scenes depicted are full of life, not only the daily life of humans, but the 
life of animals and plants as well. In later centuries the preoccupation with 
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the netherworld grew and repre sen ta tions of daily life  were no longer so 
evident. But the “afterlife” to the ancient Egyptians was not viewed as a 
radically other world, but as a continuation of this one. From this point of 
view, as Hornung emphasizes, the relation between order and chaos was 
“anything but negative,” because the right relation between them was the 
very source of everything the Egyptians most valued.

John Baines, among others, has taken pains to remind us that the lives of 
most of the ancient Egyptians  were hard and, all too often, brief. In a popu-
lation of 1 to 1.5 million, the real elite was a “close- knit group of a few hun-
dred . . .  Th e core elite together with their families numbered two or three 
thousand people.” Even when including secondary elites and local adminis-
trators who had some degree of literacy, together with their families, the 
“ruling class” only composed 3 to 5 percent of the population. Although 
Baines argues that the daily life of the great majority was little diff erent from 
that of Neolithic villagers, and local identifi cation, particularly with the lo-
cal deities or local versions of widely known deities, remained important 
throughout Egyptian history, the centralized Egyptian state reached into the 
village eco nom ical ly in the form of taxes, po liti cally through military con-
scription or corvée labor, and almost certainly culturally. Especially during the 
early dynasties the royal court was peripatetic, regularly voyaging up and 
down the Nile, so that most villagers would have had some experience of the 
royal presence in their neighborhood. Th e contrast in style of life between that 
of the court and that of the villagers would indeed have given most people the 
impression that the king was a living god.

In Egypt as in other early archaic states, centralization of power under 
the leadership of the king was associated with remarkable cultural creativity 
in the development of writing, art, and architecture, but also with experi-
ments in pushing the limits of human power. Evidence for human sacrifi ce 
in late predynastic and early dynastic Egypt is not plentiful, but is suffi  -
cient to make it clear that it was practiced. Retainer sacrifi ce of wives, of-
fi cials, and servants occurred in the First and Second Dynasties, but then 
ceases. Retainer burial is a marker of the extraordinary status of the king, 
who can take his closest associates with him into the afterlife, unlike ordi-
nary mortals.

But the most extreme example of pushing the limits of power must be the 
building of the great pyramids of the Fourth Dynasty, after retainer sacrifi ce 
had been abandoned. Impressive tombs are a hallmark of Egyptian culture 
before and after the Old Kingdom, but nothing in Egyptian history or that 
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of any other archaic society comes near to equaling the colossal undertak-
ing involved in the construction of the great pyramids of Cheops and Khe-
phren at Giza in the middle of the third millennium bce, engineering feats 
not equaled again in human history until the twentieth century ce. Th e 
wealth and manpower of the  whole country must have been mobilized for 
de cades to complete these enormous projects. Th e workmen who actually 
produced these monuments  were not slaves, but ordinary villagers from all 
over the country who  were required to spend given periods of time at the 
construction site. If there was no “national economy” earlier, this vast build-
ing project surely created one. But it also undoubtedly strained the early state 
to its limits. Just as retainer sacrifi ce had been abandoned earlier, so such gi-
gantic construction projects  were never repeated. Jan Assmann views the 
building of the great pyramids as a kind of culmination of the building of 
the early state:

In a sense the great pyramids of Giza represent the culmination of a 
pro cess that began in Naqada [late predynastic period]. Th e tombs 
become increasingly monumental and the power of the chief (later 
the pharaoh) becomes greater and greater, taking on divine dimensions 
until the pharaoh becomes akin to the Supreme God. Th is increasing 
divinization of the ruler fi nds visual expression in the development 
of the royal tombs— a pro cess that reaches its logical conclusion at 
Giza . . .  Th e state provides the im mense forces and or gan i za tion al re-
sources without which the architecture would be impossible. Th us the 
pyramids also symbolize and visualize the or gan i za tion al prowess of 
the state, as embodied in the king, whose will is strong enough to move 
mountains.

Th ese great pyramids, visible to anyone traveling up or down the Nile for the 
last 4500 years, made, as Herodotus put it, even time afraid. Th ey too will 
pass away, but unlike most Egyptian monuments, not any time soon.

It is ironic that, because we have no inscriptions associated with them, we 
know little about the exact meaning of the great pyramids. In Egypt as in 
Mesopotamia many centuries pass from the “invention of writing” until the 
appearance of continuous texts. Even when such texts do appear in the 
Fifth and Sixth Dynasties, their subject matter is very limited: administra-
tion and temple, above all mortuary, ritual. For one thing the literate class 
was still extremely small. For another, oral culture does not disappear with 
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the invention of writing— far from it— and much cultural knowledge was 
still entrusted to living memory rather than writing. Early writing gives us 
insight only into fragments of a  whole way of life, a way of life primarily 
transmitted not only orally but mimetically, that is, by example.

But the Old Kingdom, destined to remain forever enclosed in more than 
a little mystery, in spite of its claim through the great pyramids to overcome 
time, did in fact come to an end, and was followed by what is known as the 
First Intermediate Period at the end of the third millennium, that is, roughly 
2150 to 2040 bce. Because in archaic societies there is no such thing as “re-
ligion” or “politics” (we use those terms only analytically to describe dimen-
sions of what was concretely a single  whole), societal collapse and religious 
crisis are two ways of describing the same phenomenon. When the central-
ized state disintegrated and whoever claimed to be king exercised no eff ec-
tive power, then local upstarts appeared. Assmann speaks of an alternation 
in Egyptian history between the “monocentric surface” of the centralized 
state and the “polycentric deep structure” that reappeared whenever the sur-
face structure crumbled. Not only did the geographic entities of the predy-
nastic period reemerge, but something of the ethos of the earlier period ap-
peared as well: namely the culture of the “violent hearted,” for upstarts rule 
by force and survive only by military victory.

Nonetheless, centuries of dynastic history could not be obliterated and 
what at fi rst glance looks to be a period of regression was in fact a period of 
marked cultural advance. Local power claimants could no longer act as ap-
pointees of the king: they had to seek other sources of justifi cation. Naked 
power may have been the initial basis of local rule, but was not alone suffi  -
cient. Rather than claiming appointment by the king, local rulers claimed to 
have been appointed by the local god, and local cults fl ourished at the ex-
pense of the high gods. Rulers gave evidence of their divine chosenness by 
their capacity to bring order and even justice to the local scene.

Endemic civil war interrupted the smooth transmission of oral and mi-
metic culture; a new fl owering of written texts arose to fi ll the gap. Austere 
and relatively brief autobiographical texts from late Old Kingdom tombs 
have been found, often perfunctorily listing the magnanimous deeds of the 
deceased. But such autobiographical texts fl ourish in the fi rst Intermediate 
Period. Th ey give a dark picture of surrounding conditions in order to 
highlight the achievements of the local ruler. Th e autobiographical inscrip-
tion of one such ruler, the Nomarch Ankhtifi  of Hierakonpolis and Edfu, 
states:
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I am the vanguard of men and the rearguard of men. One who fi nds 
the solution where it is lacking. A leader of the land through active 
conduct. Strong in speech, collected in thought, on the day of join-
ing the three nomes. For I am a champion without peer, who spoke 
out when the people  were silent, on the day of fear when Upper Egypt 
was silent.

Already in the Old Kingdom norms of moral obligation to the common 
people  were reiterated in mortuary inscriptions. Ankhtifi  resumes and ex-
pands this tradition when he claims:

I gave the hungry bread
And clothing to the naked,
I anointed the unanointed,
I shod the barefoot,
I gave him a wife who had no wife.

But with Ankhtifi  these acts  were not merely the reiteration of established 
moral norms. In a time when people  were dying of hunger and even eating 
their children, every norm of ordinary morality was being violated. Th us 
when Ankhtifi  asserted:

I rescued the weak from the strong,
I gave ear to the matter of the widow.

he was engaged in what Assmann calls “saving justice.”  He was not a bu-
reaucrat operating under established moral norms, but a patron protecting, 
indeed saving, his clients from disaster and expecting loyalty in return. Ass-
mann sees in this the emergence of a new rhetoric: “Th e rhetoric of crisis and 
salvation foregrounds the patron as a savior whose achievements have pre-
served the nome from the certain disaster seen everywhere  else.”  If crisis 
conditions place a new emphasis on loyalty to the patron, they consign the 
disloyal to destruction. Assmann believes that the culture of loyalism created 
in the disastrous circumstances of the First Intermediate Period, became 
central to the culture of the Middle Kingdom, when fear of chaos was used 
to justify rule long after the country had been successfully re united.

Assmann sees a shifting pattern of Egyptian values accompanying the 
 oscillations between monocentric and polycentric polities. “Integration” 
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was the norm in periods of unity; “competition” in periods of disunity. It 
was the task of the Middle Kingdom (2040– 1650 bce) to move the new 
cultural rhetoric of the First Intermediate Period from the context of compe-
tition to the context of integration. But times had changed. Th e centralized 
state was not the isolated pinnacle that it had been in the Old Kingdom, 
when all faces  were turned to the center. Th e center had to attract the loyalty 
of the newly in de pen dent and vigorous peripheries by cultural, not just mili-
tary means. Assmann describes the problem:

On the one hand, it was necessary to reestablish the norms of integra-
tive ethics and self- eff acement so radically challenged by the collapse of 
the Old Kingdom. On the other, these norms had to be universalized: 
the ethic of a tiny privileged minority had to be transformed into the 
ethic of a broad cultural elite representing Egyptian ideals and sustain-
ing the existence of the state. Something akin to “education” was 
needed. Indeed, the Middle Kingdom was the fi rst to fi nd that it re-
quired a systematic education policy as part of its project of po liti cal 
restoration.

Education required schools and standard texts, as well as new genres of writ-
ing. It is from the Middle Kingdom that we begin to fi nd “wisdom” texts, 
hymns and tales. “Literature” is a dangerous word as its origins are so recent 
in the West, but if we use the word cautiously, then we can begin to speak of 
Egyptian literature from early in the second millennium bce. Of par tic u lar 
importance are the so- called “instruction texts” in which often a father im-
parts worldly wisdom to his son, but which also contain signifi cant new reli-
gious ideas. To students of ancient China this focus on moral education for a 
bureaucratic ruling class, with a high regard for certain “classic” texts, will 
sound more than a little familiar, even though Confucianism in China de-
veloped many centuries later. As we will see, the diff erences are as important 
as the parallels.
Th e ancient Egyptian system of moral norms was summed up in a single 

term: ma‘at. Th e term has been variously translated as order, justice or truth. 
None of these translations is wrong, but none is adequate, for, as Eric Voege-
lin puts it, “Th e symbol is too compact to be translated by a single word in a 
modern language. As the Maat of the cosmos it would have to be rendered as 
order; as the Maat of society, as good government and justice; as the Maat of 
true understanding of ordered reality, as truth.”  Assmann proposes the 
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translation “connective justice,” emphasizing the element of reciprocity that 
forms communities and establishes obligations. He cites a royal inscription 
from around 1700 bce:

Th e reward of one who does something lies in something being 
done for him.

Th is is considered by god as ma‘at.

If ma‘at points to the generalized reciprocity that is central for tribal societies 
and found in most moral systems subsequently, for the Egyptians it became 
substantial in the form of a goddess. Its “religious” status is indicated by the 
frequent depiction of the king off ering ma‘at as a small statue of the goddess 
to the god being addressed, who is said to “feed on” ma‘at. Such a small 
statue of the goddess appears frequently in depictions of the judgment of the 
dead where the “heart” of the deceased is put on the scales opposite to the 
statue of the goddess. A heart lacking in ma‘at will sink, thus condemning 
the deceased to nonexistence.
Th e appearance of the heart as a central symbol in ancient Egyptian reli-

gion is itself a symptom of the changed relation between god, king and hu-
mans after the First Intermediate Period. Th e “loyalism” that linked the local 
ruler to his god and his followers to him was generalized in the Middle 
Kingdom to the realm as a  whole. Th e idea of kingship growing out of this 
way of thinking was closer to the Mesopotamian model of rule than to that of 
the Old Kingdom. None of the old symbols  were abandoned: the king was 
still Horus, and the son of Re. But the emphasis now was on the king as stew-
ard of the god, as chosen by the god; it was the god who was the real ruler.

But the king was also, on a grand scale, the patron and protector of the 
people. If Assmann uses the term “savior,” he does not mean a savior from 
this world, but a savior in this world. In summing up he says, “Egyptian civi-
lization needs no Redeemer, only a ‘good shepherd’ protecting his sheep 
from the wolves.”  Concomitantly, the king requires a more consciously 
willed loyalty than would have seemed necessary in the Old Kingdom. Ass-
mann describes a kind of history of the heart, remembering that in Egyptian 
heart means more than it does in En glish: it includes mind and will as well 
as feeling. In the Old Kingdom the elite ideal was the “king- guided indi-
vidual.” Th ere is no mention of the individual heart for “the heart of the king 
thinks and plans for all.” In the Middle Kingdom the ideal is the “heart- 
guided individual,” the person whose loyalty has been internalized, whose 
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veneration of the king has become part of his innermost self. Th e New King-
dom will see another development, the “god- guided individual,” but that 
must await consideration until a bit later.

Assmann argues that the Egyptian emphasis on the role of the ruler as pro-
tector of the weak against the strong, of the poor against the wealthy, as the 
upholder of any semblance of order against the chaos of civil discord, was a 
kind of Hobbesian justifi cation of what was in some ways a police state in the 
Middle Kingdom. Yet he is also aware that we are not talking about 
a Neolithic village where village elders could maintain order, much less a 
hunter- gatherer band ruled by a general will. When large- scale agricultural 
societies break down, violence and horrors of all sorts not infrequently erupt. 
One may doubt how many of the weak and poor the pharaoh really pro-
tected against the privileged of the land, but that his rule kept mayhem at 
bay may not have been just ruling class propaganda. It may have been ap-
preciated, and not only by elite classes.

It is in the New Kingdom (1550– 1070 bce) that something that at least 
incipiently can be called theology fl owers, but conscious refl ection on reli-
gious meaning begins in the Middle Kingdom if not before. In order to un-
derstand the nature of Egyptian religious refl ection, there are certain things 
we must consider. In Th e Search for God in Ancient Egypt, Assmann describes 
three dimensions of what he calls implicit theology, that is, aspects that ap-
pear primarily in practice: the local or cultic, the cosmic, and the mythic. He 
then describes what he calls the “fourth dimension,” explicit theology. He 
warns us early on that there was no “theoretical discourse” in ancient Egypt, 
which makes his use of the term “theology” problematic. Eric Voegelin sug-
gests a term for refl ection that pushes mythical thinking to its limit— to the 
verge of theoretical refl ection without ever quite crossing the boundary— 
mythospeculation. Th is might be a better term for Assmann’s fourth di-
mension than explicit theology.
Th e three dimensions of implicit theology, which, Assmann says,  were 

“confi ned entirely to the sphere of practice,”  comprise the basic continuity 
that makes it possible “to speak of ‘the’ religion of ancient Egypt, in the sin-
gular.”  Although Egyptian religion had its unique features, it is not entirely 
wrong to see it also as a species in the genus “polytheistic religions of the 
ancient Near East,” as long as we realize that such religions “represent highly 
developed cultural achievements that are inseparably linked to the po liti cal 
or ga ni za tion of the early state and are not to be found in tribal societies.”  
As in other archaic societies, the king had a central role in each of the dimen-
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sions of religious practice. Th e king was responsible for the per for mance of 
cult and the construction and upkeep of the temples where cult was per-
formed, not only in the capital, but throughout the country. Although tombs 
 were important in every period of Egyptian history, after the Old Kingdom, 
temples replaced tombs as the site of major construction under royal patron-
age, a practice that continued well into Ptolemaic times. Temples  were so 
important and so numerous that in a late text Egypt was called “the temple 
of the  whole world.”  Th e king through ritual was also responsible for the 
maintenance of cosmic order, the daily passage of the sun and the annual 
inundation of the Nile. Finally, the king was at the center of the “central 
myth” that sustained the Egyptian state, namely, the myth of Horus as the 
son and successor of Osiris, but also as the beloved of all the gods. Th e 
centrality of the king in every dimension of religious practice, however dif-
ferently phrased in each society, was something common to all archaic 
societies.

Myth as a symbolic form was basic to Egyptian religion, but myth in the 
sense of extended narrative does not appear to have been as highly developed 
as in Mesopotamia, where it largely supplied what secondary reflection on 
religious meaning there was. Although allusions to aspects of the myth of 
Isis, Osiris, and Horus can be found in many Egyptian texts, it is indicative 
that the only “complete version” of the myth is Plutarch’s hellenized version, 
written in Greek in the second century ce.

Mythospeculation (Assmann’s explicit theology), however, not unknown 
in other archaic societies, was particularly highly developed in Egypt, and 
underwent signifi cantly more historical change than did religious practice 
(Assmann’s implicit theology). Its social location was the educated, literate 
elite, largely a product of the Middle Kingdom and later. In the New King-
dom the existence for the fi rst time of a professional priesthood as a sub-
group of the literate elite gave further impetus to mythospeculation. I will 
consider two texts of the Middle Kingdom to give some sense of what early 
Egyptian mythospeculation was like. It is important to notice that both texts 
either describe or are the words of “the god.” Much ink has been spilled as to 
whether they give evidence of a latent “mono the ism,” a discussion that Erik 
Hornung has pretty well disposed of. Th e existence of the gods is taken for 
granted in both texts, so in that sense they are polytheistic. But they are also 
clearly addressed to a god who cannot be subsumed among the other gods and 
whose status is the focus of the mythospeculation. Th e “Instruction to Merik-
are” is attributed to the First Intermediate Period, but is almost certainly a 
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product of the Middle Kingdom. After a good deal of worldly advice this 
Instruction has a “theological” coda of considerable interest:

Well tended is mankind— god’s cattle,
He made sky and earth for their sake,
He subdued the water monster,
He made breath for their noses to live,
Th ey are his images, who came from his body,
He shines in the sky for their sake;
For them he made plants and cattle,
Fowl and fi sh to feed them.
He slew his foes, reduced his children,
When they thought of making rebellion.
He makes daylight for their sake;
He sails by to see them.
He has built his shrine around them,
When they weep he hears.
He made for them rulers in the egg.
Leaders to raise the back of the weak.
He made for them magic as weapons
To ward off  the blows of events.
Guarding them by day and by night.
He has slain the traitors among them,
As a man beats his son for his brother’s sake,
For god knows every name.

One cannot but observe in this passage themes that appear to be parallel to 
themes in the Hebrew Scriptures: mankind in God’s image, for example, 
and the combination of loving care and punishment of rebellion. But this is 
not Yahweh. What “god” means in such passages is problematic.

Apparently a notion of the divine as having a concern for the welfare of 
humans was widespread enough to arouse reproaches during the First Inter-
mediate Period, or in the memory of it in the Middle Kingdom. Th e “Admo-
nitions of Ipuwer” complains that not only the king, but also “the god” have 
been derelict in their duty of taking care of the people. Ipuwer reproaches 
the god who brought human beings into existence: “Where is he today? Is he 
asleep? His power is not seen.”

But a remarkable defense of the “all- lord” is mounted in Coffi  n Text 1130 
from the Middle Kingdom, a text that Assmann believes belongs in the de-
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veloping tradition of wisdom literature. Th e text is an apology for the god 
against such accusations as Ipuwer’s. In order to “still the anger” the god re-
counts his “four good deeds”:

(1) I performed four good deeds in the threshold of Light- land:
I made the four winds,
So that everyone could breathe in his time.
Th at is one of my deeds.
(2) I made the great fl ood,
so that the poor man would have use of it like the rich man.
Th at is one of the deeds.
(3) I made each one like his fellow
and forbade that they do evil.
But their hearts resisted what I had said.
Th at is one of the deeds.
(4) I caused that their hearts cease forgetting the West,
so that off erings would be made to the deities of the nomes.
Th at is one of the deeds.

What is striking about this text is the emphasis on equality. One can see in 
this text a remarkable forerunner of the assertion that “all men are created 
equal.” Th e god has given the wind (the prevailing north wind brings blessed 
coolness to Egypt’s otherwise desert heat), and the inundation of the Nile to 
all, rich and poor alike. And he made all humans alike, forbidding them to 
do evil. It is humans, not the god, who have created oppression and caused 
the diff erence between rich and poor, strong and weak.

Signifi cant in these early texts is their intertextuality: they represent a con-
tinuing dialogue about the nature of god and the relation between god, moral-
ity, and existing social conditions. Th e king is not missing— the Instruction 
to Merikare indicates that the god has created rulers to protect the weak— but 
the focus is not on glorifying the king but on justifying the god. If the form is 
not theoretic, it is surely forensic, and forensic is probably one of the sources 
from which theoretical discourse developed. It is worth noting the importance 
of the forensic mode in the Hebrew scriptures. All of this is to suggest that 
the axial age (mid- fi rst millennium bce), to be discussed in Chapter 6, did not 
come into the world unprepared. Much Egyptian mythospeculation is at least 
proto- axial, and we will have to return to it when we reach the axial age.
Th e New Kingdom (1550– 1070 bce) was founded by Ahmose, who suc-

ceeded in driving the Hyksos out of Egypt and reuniting the country. But 
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the early rulers of the Eigh teenth Dynasty not only drove the “Asiatics” out, 
they pursued them into their hinterland, establishing what is often called the 
New Empire, including Palestine, parts of Syria, and even, more briefl y, 
northern Iraq. It was thus one of the fi rst multiethnic empires (the Hittite 
Empire being another) already in the middle of the second millennium bce, 
a phenomenon that would be increasingly important in the fi rst millennium 
bce. Even while recognizing that there  were other realms, particularly in the 
northeast, the Egyptians laid claim to universal rule, a development that has 
often been linked to the increasing sense of universality in the Egyptian un-
derstanding of divinity. With the New Kingdom the promising beginnings 
of Middle Kingdom mythospeculation became far more explicit. Without 
becoming God in the sense of the mono the istic religions, the god (who is 
often unnamed, but who could be identifi ed as Re, Amun- Re, Ptah, or 
others) has a kind of reality that transcends not only humans but “the gods.” 
Without ever losing connection to the social order and its earthly upholder, 
the king, the god becomes more clearly than ever, the god of individuals, 
and, although the evidence is uncertain, almost surely the god of ordinary 
people, not only the cultured elite.

A priest of Amun composed the following hymn to Amun (whose name 
means literally, the hidden one) in the 1330s:

Turn back to us, O lord of the plenitude of time!
You  were  here when nothing had come into being,
and you will be  here when “they” are at an end.
You let me see darkness that you give—
shine for me that I might see you!
Oh, how good it is to follow you,
Amun, O lord,
great to fi nd for the one who seeks him!
Drive off  fear, place joy
in the heart of humankind!
How happy is the face that beholds you, Amun:
it is in festival day after day.

Amun fulfi ls the old understanding of divine assistance to the poor and the 
weak, but the idea is now personalized, available to the individual. It is a pas-
sage like this that allows us to understand why Assmann says that in the 
New Kingdom the ideal has changed from the king- guided individual and 
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the heart- guided individual to the god- guided individual, so that in another 
text, something like the idea of “salvation” appears:

You are Amun, lord of the silent,
who comes at the call of the poor.
I called to you when I was in sorrow,
and you came to save me.
You gave breath to the one who was imprisoned,
and saved me when I was in bonds.
You are Amun- Re, lord of Th ebes,
you save the one in the netherworld.
You are the one who is gracious to him who calls on him,
you are the one who comes from afar!

Here the god, Amun or whoever, seems almost to be outside time and 
beyond the cosmos (you  were  here before the beginning and will be  here af-
ter the end), but another side of late Egyptian mythospeculation, never seen 
as contradicting the side tending toward transcendence, symbolizes the god 
not as beyond the cosmos, but as the cosmos:

Your two eyes are the sun and the moon,
your head is the sky,
your feet are the netherworld.
You are the sky,
you are the earth,
you are the netherworld,
you are the water,
you are the air between them.

Seeing the god as the cosmos, particularly as the sun, allows for a sense of 
human participation in the divine life, for the light of the sun, which sur-
rounds us, is the presence of the god. As one hymn to the sun puts it: “All 
eyes see through you. Th ey can do nothing when Your Majesty goes down.” 
Assmann cites a passage from Goethe that picks up the theme of human 
participation in the light of the sun:

If the eye did not partake of the sun
How could it gaze on the light?
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If we did not share in the power of God
In the godly we could not delight.

It is the very capacity to think of the creator god now as Amun, now as 
Ptah, as beyond the cosmos and identical with the cosmos, as distant from 
humans yet participating in them, without worrying about apparent contra-
dictions, that keeps this remarkable tradition of refl ection within the realm 
of mythospeculation rather than theoretical discourse.

Except for one brief moment: Akhenaten (1352– 1338) and his so- called 
(from the name of his capital city) Amarna religion. Th e pharaoh Ameno-
phis IV changed his name to Akhenaten, obliterating Amun from his name, 
and, in intention, from the  whole of Egypt, proclaiming Aten, the sun disk, 
as the sole god. Th e experiment lasted twenty years at most and by fi fty years 
after Akenaten’s death had been obliterated from conscious memory, only to 
be rediscovered by archaeologists in the nineteenth century. Th ough clearly 
indebted to the mythospeculation that had arisen in the Middle Kingdom 
and fl ourished in the New Kingdom, Akhenaten’s religion prefi gures and is 
perhaps even subterraneously related to axial religions, in par tic u lar the reli-
gion of Israel, and had best be considered in Chapter 6. But however radical 
the Amarna religion was in some respects, it was regressive in one respect 
that links it indelibly to the archaic, not the axial, religious moment: there 
was no way the people could relate directly to Aten; knowledge of him came 
only through pharaoh; and even if there was one god, pharaoh, as his son, 
and even pharaoh’s wife,  were also divine.

However variously the relation between the divine and the human was 
fi gured in archaic religions, the role of the king was always central. Even 
when, as in Egypt, piety had become demo cratized and private devotion was 
widespread, the formation of religious community depended on kingship. 
Th e conquerors of Egypt knew this well: the Persians, Alexander, and the 
Ptolemies, even the Romans, took the role of pharaoh as essential for the 
maintenance of religio- social order in Egypt. Only when Christianity had 
decisively replaced the ancient religion could the vestigial role of pharaoh be 
abandoned altogether.

Shang and Western Zhou China

Th e fi rst thing to note with respect to ancient China in comparison with an-
cient Mesopotamia and Egypt is that the absolute chronology of the archaic 
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begins signifi cantly later. Th e earliest writing we have from China dates to 
about 1200 bce, nearly 2,000 years later than in the Middle East. Nonethe-
less there is every reason to believe that archaic civilization in China was 
largely indigenous and owed little to any other civilization. Th e Chinese 
Neolithic is exceptionally well known so that we have a picture of a long 
gradual development toward a stratifi ed society and an early state by the 
middle of the second millennium bce, with little indication of signifi cant in-
fl uence from the outside. Chariots certainly and metallurgy possibly  were 
introduced from the outside, but well into the second millennium bce. And, 
although early Egypt shows a number of Mesopotamian infl uences, early 
China’s writing, art, and architecture show no infl uences from abroad. It is of 
course possible that some infl uences from the Middle East or the Indus Valley 
could have reached China via Central Asia in the third and early second mil-
lennia, but we have no evidence that they  were extensive, and the great dis-
tances and geo graph i cal barriers involved suggest that such infl uences  were 
unlikely, even though in later times signifi cant trade routes through Central 
Asia would be developed. But perhaps the most powerful argument for indig-
enous Chinese development is the unique style of Chinese society, culture, 
and religion, which sets it markedly apart from the cases discussed so far.

Linked to the fact that Chinese culture is indigenous and unique is its 
unparalleled continuity. Although in the archaic cases we have considered so 
far it is not diffi  cult to trace continuities from the Neolithic to the early state, 
in every such case, and this is true of the New World archaic cultures as well, 
the axial “breakthrough,” though not without precursors in the archaic cul-
tures, occurs outside them and leads eventually to their demise, marked 
most clearly by the loss of their writing systems and thus their literature, not 
to be recovered until modern times. China is the one case, however, where 
there is a continuity not only from the Neolithic to the archaic, but from the 
archaic to the axial, a continuity marked by the per sis tence, not without 
 development to be sure, of the same writing system from the archaic to the 
present.

In our current postmodern mood, questions have been raised about such 
perhaps reifi ed denominators as “Mesopotamia” and “Egypt,” not to speak 
of “Israel” and “Greece,” and there have been some who have questioned 
what “China” is as well. Yet major scholars in the fi eld seem more than 
ready not only to preserve the term, but to push it ever farther back in his-
tory. Th e Cambridge History of Ancient China, published in 1999— though 
not defi nitive, it is as close to defi nitive as for a while we are likely to get— 



248 archa ic  r el igion

contains a remarkable series of assertions from its various authors about when 
“China” begins. Kwang- Chih Chang, a distinguished archaeologist, writes 
that “By 3000 bce, the Chinese interaction sphere can properly and ap-
propriately be called China.” David Keightley, a leading specialist on the 
Shang, writes a bit more hesitantly, “It is only with the late Shang and its 
written rec ords, however, that one can, for the fi rst time begin to speak with 
confi dence of a civilization that was incipiently Chinese in its values and in-
stitutions.” Edward Shaughnessy, a specialist on Western Zhou, however, 
writes that although many features of later Chinese culture may have had 
roots in the Neolithic and the Shang, “nevertheless, if those earlier periods 
can be said to be the foundation of Chinese history, necessary, to be sure, but 
underground and all but invisible throughout most of that history, then 
surely the Western Zhou would have to be called its cornerstone.” And of 
course there are many who would date “Imperial China” only from the Qin 
(221– 206 bce) and Han (206 bce–220 ce) dynasties. No one, however, has 
claimed a sharp break from the Neolithic to the present. Such continuity 
surely puts China in a class by itself.
Th ough the Chinese development is clearly unique, there is a problem in 

defi ning its uniqueness. Chinese civilization in the axial age is extraordi-
narily rich, providing a wealth of material and a diversity of views that make 
comparison with other axial civilizations most rewarding. Unfortunately, 
such is not the case with the Chinese archaic, particularly with its earliest 
phase in the Shang dynasty (ca. 1570– 1045 bce), but even for the Western 
Zhou (1045– 771 bce) the evidence is spotty and its interpretation contested. 
For Shang culture we are dependent, as far as written rec ords are concerned, 
almost exclusively on the so- called oracle bones (there are a few inscribed 
bronze vessels), that is, the 100,000 or so inscribed cattle scapulas and turtle 
shell fragments that survive from the Anyang period (ca. 1200– 1045 bce). 
Th e texts, numerous but mostly quite brief, are evidence of an elaborate prac-
tice of ritual divination. Fortunately the subjects of divination are diverse so 
that a considerable amount of interesting information can be derived from 
careful analysis of the texts. Nonetheless many of the things we would most 
like to know are simply absent from this data. With regard to religion, the 
primary subject of this book, David Keightley has written, “the inscriptions 
provide a fl at and abbreviated view telling us more of the notes of Shang cult 
than of the music of Shang belief.” Given the great importance of the later 
Chinese development, we must use the limited information we have to try to 
understand its background.
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One source of frustration is the lack of myths from surviving archaic 
texts. Large books have been written on Chinese mythology, but they derive 
their data largely from texts composed late in the pre- Han period, in the 
Han dynasty (206 bce– 220 ce) itself, or even later. Some of this material 
may date from Shang and Western Zhou times, but we cannot know exactly 
what. Th ere is a little data from the Western Zhou, though even that is hard 
to date, but the oracle texts are entirely devoid of mythic narrative.
Th ese texts, however, are not devoid of data signifi cant for the under-

standing of Shang history, most importantly data about royal genealogy. 
From them we can construct a list of six predynastic kings and twenty- nine 
dynastic kings. It is only from the time of the twenty- fi rst dynastic king, 
Wu Ding, that we have archaeological and textual data because it was only 
under Wu Ding that the Shang ceremonial center at Anyang was estab-
lished, a site extensively excavated in modern times. For kings earlier than 
Wu Ding we have only the order of succession, and the relationship between 
pre de ces sor and successor, that is, whether the successor was a brother or a 
son of his pre de ces sor. For Wu Ding and later kings, scholars have estab-
lished approximate dates: Wu Ding’s death date is given as 1189, and the last 
Shang king, Di Xin, is said to have ruled from 1086 to 1045. Several sites 
have been suggested as earlier Shang capitals, but without writing associated 
with them it is impossible to be sure when or if they  were indeed capitals. 
Th us most of what we know of Shang society derives from its fi nal approxi-
mately 150 years when the capital was at Anyang.

Shang Society was, in Weber’s terms, a patrimonial state, that is a state or ga-
nized as an extension of the ruler’s court, augmented by associated lineages and 
various kinds of servants. Incipiently, at least, it was a patrimonial bureaucracy 
in that a variety of appointed civil and military offi  cers served under the king, 
though such offi  cers  were only incipient bureaucrats insofar as they  were 
merely an extension of the personal rule of the king, lacking a strong sense of 
responsibility to the offi  ce itself. Paul Wheatley argues against those who see 
the Shang polity as feudal insofar as the king appointed local offi  cials in outer 
regions of the realm and even recognized as subordinates some chieftains be-
yond the borders. Wheatley holds that these appointments should be seen as 
“benefi ces,” dependent (in theory at least) on the plea sure of the king, and en-
tailing no legal rights of the local ruler, as true feudalism would.

One of the specifi c features of Shang society was the emphasis on lineage 
in general and the royal lineage in par tic u lar. Kinship is never unimportant 
in early states, but the absolutism of royal rule often took pre ce dence over 
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lineage loyalty so that the importance of kinship relations was markedly 
 reduced. It is quite possible that the preoccupation with lineage in Shang 
China was confi ned largely to the ruling class, and the royal lineage in par-
tic u lar, as in Hawai‘i. But the Shang emphasis on lineage left a permanent 
legacy for all later Chinese culture, of which the Confucian emphasis on kin 
relationships was an expression. Ancestor worship, so central in Shang cult, 
has continued at the domestic level to this day.
Th e focus on the Chinese ruler was as strong as in any of the archaic cases, 

but the formulation of it diff ered signifi cantly from Ancient Mesopotamia or 
Egypt. It has not been uncommon to refer to the Shang regime as a theoc-
racy, but that does not mean that the king himself was considered divine, at 
least not in the sense that such was the case in Egypt or some other archaic 
societies. Ancestor worship was central in Shang religion, unlike the cases we 
have considered so far. Th e worship of ancestors and the understanding of 
them as indispensable intermediaries with high gods was, however, present 
in several other early states: the Yoruba of West Africa, and, in slightly vary-
ing ways, among the Aztecs, Mayas, and Inkas of the New World. No-
where, however, was worship of the royal ancestors so central as in Shang 
China.

References to gods are not missing in the oracle- bone texts, but they are 
not numerous and their signifi cance is not entirely clear. Most important 
was Di (“the god” as we may call him, following our usage for ancient 
Egypt), also rarely Shang Di (“the god above”), whose power over weather, 
harvest, and war gave him the most extensive dominion of Shang deities. 
Signifi cantly, however, Di was not worshipped directly, but rather through 
the royal ancestors as intermediaries. Th e actual nature of Di, and particu-
larly the question of whether Di was a kind of primordial ancestor, is in dis-
pute, but need not detain us. It is reasonably clear that the Shang did not 
view Di as a lineal ancestor— with their powerful concern for the royal lin-
eage, if they had believed they  were descendants of Di they would almost 
surely have said so. But with his lack of par tic u lar characteristics (at least as 
far as we know, not having myths from the Shang period), and the fact that 
his worship was indirect, he was perhaps similar to some of the otiose high 
gods known from other cultures. Because Di could intervene in battle for or 
against the Shang, he was surely not entirely otiose, and his Western Zhou 
successor, Tian (Heaven), was considerably more active. In addition to Di 
there  were a number of nature deities, river and mountain gods, for example, 
a sun god who may have been conceived as multiple (ten suns being a calen-
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drical unit), and various local deities as well. Th ough such deities did receive 
occasional sacrifi ce, their worship was not the main focus of the Shang cult 
as we know it from the oracle- bone inscriptions.

At the center of the Shang cult was the worship of the Shang royal ances-
tors, who  were considered to be powerful deities in their own right and also 
to have the capacity to intercede with Di in matters of great importance. 
Ancestors of other lineages  were probably also conceived as continuing to 
intervene in earthly life, but their jurisdictions would have been limited to 
their descendants. Only the royal ancestors  were seen as intervening in mat-
ters of concern to the realm as a  whole and to the king in par tic u lar (for ex-
ample, in matters of his health or whether his wife or consort would give 
birth to a son or daughter). But if the gods, including Di,  were viewed largely 
impersonally, having little in the way of individual personality, such was also 
the case with the ancestors. Th ey  were classifi ed by distance from the pres-
ent (the more distant, the more powerful), and by whether they  were direct 
ancestors (more important) or collaterals, that is, kings succeeded by neph-
ews rather than by sons (less important), and, of course by whether they 
 were male (more important) or female (less important— and lineal mothers 
of kings  were the only females mentioned). On the  whole the cult was 
 directed not to the parental generation, but began with the grandparental 
generation.

Wu Ding is the rare case of a ruler whose conquests made him stand out 
from the ranks of the largely anonymous ancestors, and receive worship im-
mediately after his death. Wu Ding’s own divination texts show a wide vari-
ety of recipients being asked many kinds of questions, but under his son, Zu 
Jia (ca. 1177– 1158 bce), a pro cess of increasing routinization set in, in which 
the cult was or ga nized in terms of a calendrical cycle, with each ancestor as-
signed to a par tic u lar day, and asked a limited number of questions. Ques-
tions concerned the weather, the success of the harvest, the outcome of mili-
tary expeditions, or simply will there be any calamity during the next period 
of time. Th e answers  were determined by reading the cracks that appeared 
after the scapulas or turtle shells had been subjected to heat, and then the 
charges and replies  were inscribed.

If the existing king was not divine, he was proleptically so, for he would, 
after his death, become an ancestor whose power would only increase with 
each successive generation. As Wheatley puts it, “the ruling monarch was a 
member of a lineage which coexisted ontologically on earth and in the heav-
ens above, and he was a pivotal fi gure in all ritual procedures.” Divination 
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and sacrifi ce, even if carried out by others,  were always performed in the 
name of the king, who alone was the intermediary between the earthly and 
the divine realms. It is in this connection that the Shang king referred to 
himself as “I, the one man” ( yu yi ren). But if the ancestors  were impersonal, 
so, in a sense, was the king. Keightley quotes David Schaberg as saying of 
Shang and Zhou kings, “Th ere was no provision in Chinese ritual language 
for naming a living king; until he received a posthumous title, the word for 
him [wang] was the word for all kings, and he was indistinguishable, at least 
on the level of language and ideals, from that generalized role.” It was, 
then, the ritual role of the king that was decisive, not his personality. And 
however mysterious the high god Di may be to us, there was a unique rela-
tion between the god and the king. As Keightley tells us, “What distin-
guished both Di and the king was that, at least in the limited world of the 
divination inscriptions, Di focused his attention on no other living indi-
vidual and his activities. Welcome or unwelcome though this attention may 
have been, it cannot have failed to enhance the king’s status in the religious 
and po liti cal hierarchy.”

But if the king’s authority was enhanced by his special role with respect 
to Di and the ancestors, Keightley also points out that the king’s power 
was limited by “a network of spiritual obligations and attentions,” such 
that “the king was no despot, free to act as he pleased.” Indeed, the pres-
sures on the king and the king alone that led to his use of the phrase “I, the 
one man,” might well, Keightley suggests, have meant, “I, the lone man.” 
Keightley characterizes the consequences of the king’s embeddedness in 
a ritual- social order as follows: “Th e wishes of these various Powers— 
particularly those of the ancestors, whose jurisdictions appear to have been 
arranged more systematically and comprehensibly than those of Di or the 
Nature Powers— may have served as a kind of unwritten constitutionalism, 
just as later Confucian traditions may have limited the options available 
to an Emperor.”

If the Shang king was no despot, neither was he in any sense a demo crat. 
As with other archaic societies, the distinction between ruler and ruled was 
stark. Keightley points out that although in the Chinese Neolithic there is 
little evidence of human sacrifi ce, in the Shang dynasty, “the burial of muti-
lated and beheaded human victims, and the ritual slaughter of dozens of 
captives, became a regular part of man’s spiritual, and po liti cal, repertoire.” 
Some Shang elite tombs  were of enormous size and had complex structures 
as well as splendid furnishings, all of which had to be created by dependent 
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labor of some sort. On the basis of our scanty evidence we do not know if 
there was a sense of obligation on the part of the king for the welfare of the 
common people, such as we will encounter in the Zhou dynasty, but the 
divination concerns as expressed in the oracle bones have more to do with 
the welfare of the ruling elite than that of society as a  whole.
Th e Shang dynasty presided over a realm of signifi cant if shifting size in 

the Yellow River Valley of North Central China in the last centuries of the 
Second Millennium bce. New regions for agriculture  were opened up and 
population grew; cities  were built and the arts cultivated, particularly the art 
of bronze casting, a most sophisticated technology. Our chief visual knowl-
edge of Shang culture comes from bronze vessels of exquisite beauty that 
have survived in signifi cant number. Whether this rich but imperfectly 
known civilization saw the beginning of the moral concerns that would be 
central to all subsequent Chinese culture, we cannot presently say.

At least in later memory, the Zhou conquest of the Shang began with 
what we can only call a moral explosion whose echoes can still be heard. Ac-
cording to rec ords of uncertain date, the early Zhou kings, Wen (r. 1099– 
1050 bce) and Wu (r. 1049/45– 1043 bce), justifi ed their eff ort to replace the 
Shang with a new doctrine, expounded with par tic u lar clarity by King Wu’s 
brother, the Duke of Zhou (Zhou Gong), the doctrine of the Mandate of 
Heaven (Tian ming ). As we have seen, the high god Di did, on occasion, 
predict success for the enemies of the Shang king, but there is no indication 
that such action was considered punishment for the king’s faults. Th e Zhou 
continued on occasion to use the term Di or Shang Di (Shang  here means 
“above,” and is not the same graph as the one for the Shang dynasty) for the 
high god, but much more frequently referred to him as Tian (Heaven), a term 
not used in that sense in the Shang inscriptions. Th e Zhou viewed Heaven 
as intensely concerned with the moral quality of human beings, kings in 
par tic u lar.

King Wen, who was the fi rst Zhou ruler to take the title king (wang) even 
though he was from the Shang point of view a rebel, was viewed in the Zhou 
tradition as a model of ethical behavior (wen means, roughly, “culture’), 
whereas the last Shang king was viewed as morally depraved. King Wu (wu 
means, roughly, “military”) completed the conquest of the Shang, a conquest 
consolidated by his son, King Cheng, for whom, due to his youth, King Wu’s 
brother, the Duke of Zhou, acted as regent in the fi rst seven years of his 
reign. King Wu and the Duke of Zhou  were also viewed by later generations 
as paragons of morality. A Heaven deeply concerned with human morality 
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could and did transfer the Mandate (ming) from one dynasty to another if 
the ruler of the previous dynasty became too degenerate. Th e Zhou doctrine 
of the Mandate of Heaven was extended back before the Shang dynasty, 
which, the Zhou ideologists claimed, had itself been given the Mandate of 
Heaven due to the moral faults of the last rulers of the Xia dynasty, about 
which we know nothing from Shang inscriptions themselves. Although ef-
fective in legitimating the newly installed Zhou dynasty, the doctrine of the 
Mandate of Heaven proved a two- edged sword, as it could be turned against 
the Zhou themselves, and against every succeeding ruling  house throughout 
Chinese history. One of the Major Odes of the Shi or Book of Songs begins 
with the following stanza:

Mighty is God on High,
Ruler of His people below;
Swift and terrible is God on high,
His charge has many statutes.
Heaven gives birth to the multitudes of the people,
But its charge cannot be counted upon.
To begin well is common;
To end well is rare indeed.

Th e ode continues with a series of invectives attributed to King Wen describ-
ing the crimes of the Shang, and ending by invoking the deserved end of 
the preceding Xia dynasty as well, yet the Ode affi  rms the conditional na-
ture of royal rule, which could not help but apply to the Zhou themselves.

In most respects, the transition from Shang to Zhou shows a great deal of 
continuity. Th e early Zhou kings conquered a larger area than that over 
which the Shang had ruled, but lacked the capacity to rule most of it di-
rectly. Members of the royal lineage, brothers and nephews of kings, for ex-
ample,  were given subject domains. In some instances existing local rulers 
 were recognized as subject to the Zhou court; in par tic u lar the descendants 
of the Shang ruling  house  were established in what became the state of 
Song. Th is arrangement has frequently been referred to as feudalism, though 
Wheatley has the same reservations about this term as in the case of the 
Shang, and prefers to consider the Zhou regime as patrimonial, with bene-
fi ces established for royal relatives. Feudalism, argues Wheatley, drawing 
from Eu ro pe an history, requires some kind of contract between lord and 
vassal, missing in Zhou as in Shang.
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Herrlee Creel, however, argues for the usefulness of the term “feudalism,” 
properly understood, for the Zhou period. He off ers his own, somewhat 
minimalist, defi nition: “Feudalism is a system of government in which a 
ruler personally delegates limited sovereignty over portions of his territory to 
vassals.” But, in fact, his analysis is very close to that of Wheatley. Accord-
ing to Creel, the Zhou claimed they  were creating a centralized administra-
tion, that their “vassals”  were not autonomous, but subject to the royal will, 
and that the Zhou court taxed, administered justice, and in theory, though 
not often in practice, removed vassals from their domains, especially in the 
early years when there  were strong monarchs. Th is is not far from what 
Wheatley means by a patrimonial regime that gives benefi ces to subordi-
nates. What Creel wants to stress is that the later idealization of the early 
Zhou kings was not entirely misplaced. As he says, “it was no part of the in-
tention of the early kings to establish a realm of which they  were not in full 
control. Th ey had not conquered ‘all under heaven’ merely for the sake of 
giving it away.” Th eir failure to establish, except relatively briefl y, a central-
ized regime was due to the lack of techniques of control to do so, not, at least 
in the eyes of later thinkers, to lack of intention. It was their putative inten-
tion that lived on, though it would not be again realized until 221 bce.
Th ough the beginnings of patrimonial bureaucracy  were present in the 

Zhou royal court, as they had been in the Shang court, as well as in the 
newly established subject states, neither Shang nor Zhou  were eff ectively 
centralized: the pro cess of decentralization of the Zhou kingdom that be-
came complete in the Warring States period (481– 221 bce) had set in early 
on. For con ve nience, the Western Zhou period is said to end with the fall of 
the Western Zhou capital in 771 bce and the reduction of the Zhou court to 
po liti cal impotence thereafter. Th e transition from archaic to axial, which is 
the primary concern of this book, was taking place between the end of West-
ern Zhou and the establishment of the centralized empire by the Qin in 221 
bce. We need not draw any sharp line in this period of 550 years, but, as we 
shall see in a later chapter, it may be con ve nient to take the life of Confucius 
(551– 479 bce) as a turning point.

Unfortunately, it is very diffi  cult to date the texts that purport to come 
from the period between the Zhou conquest and the lifetime of Confucius, 
so we can only conjecturally trace the development of thought in that pe-
riod. Two of the most important bodies of texts that Confucius himself re-
ferred to with respect, and so at least parts of which must precede him, are 
the Book of Documents (sometimes referred to as the Shujing— I will refer to 
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this as the Shu) and the Book of Songs (sometimes referred to as the Shijing— I 
will refer to this as the Shi). Th e Shu purports to contain speeches and dia-
logues from the early years of the Zhou conquest, some of which, if they may 
not be the actual words of the alleged speakers, are nonetheless almost cer-
tainly of Western Zhou date and even early in that period. It is in the “Da 
gao” (“Great proclamation”) chapter, attributed to King Cheng, that we fi nd 
the fi rst mention of the Mandate of Heaven, and in the “Shao gao” (“Procla-
mation of Shao Gong”) that we fi rst fi nd reference to the emperor as Son 
of Heaven (Tianzi). Th e latter passage is worth quoting:

August Heaven, the Lord on High, has changed his eldest son and this 
great state Yin’s [Yin was the term the Zhou sometimes used to refer to 
the Shang] mandate. It is the king who has received the mandate.

In this passage we can see how the Zhou absorbed the Shang high god Di 
into their primary reference to Heaven, and how the emperor is not only the 
son, but the “eldest son,” of Heaven.

Shaughnessy holds that two of these early chapters of the Shu contain an 
argument on the nature of government between Zhou Gong (Th e Duke of 
Zhou) and his half- brother Shao Gong, also referred to as the Grand Pro-
tector Shi. Zhou Gong, perhaps protecting himself from the accusation of 
usurping power during his regency for young King Cheng, argues in the 
“Jun Shi” (“Lord Shi,” that is, Shao Gong, in this case the addressee of Zhou 
Gong’s speech) that the Mandate of Heaven is given to the Zhou people in 
general and that virtuous kings (he cites Shang kings as well as Kings Wen 
and Wu as pre ce dents) have always relied on meritorious ministers for suc-
cessful rule. Shao Gong, replying in the “Shao gao,” argues, as noted above, 
that the mandate was given to the king and that he alone can rule. As 
Shaughnessy notes, this argument would continue throughout Chinese his-
tory, with Confucius and his followers taking the part of Zhou Gong, and 
royal absolutists the part of Shao Gong.

What is of interest  here is how far these early chapters of the Shu antici-
pate later, perhaps axial, developments. Th ere is no doubt, though the argu-
ment must await a later chapter, that for Confucius the idea of Heaven and 
its Mandate did have axial implications. I think it can be argued, however, 
that in the early days of the Western Zhou the axial implications  were incipi-
ent at best. What was at stake was an intra- elite argument about the legiti-
macy of one royal lineage, that of the Zhou, replacing another royal lineage, 
that of the Shang, at the highest level of authority, in the face of centuries of 
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predominance of the Shang  house. All the actors in this drama  were mem-
bers of royal families and the archaic idea that it is only the ruler who can 
mediate between the high god and the people was not in question. Even the 
dispute between Zhou Gong and Shao Gong in its original form was only 
about the relative power of members of the ruling family. It would be hun-
dreds of years later, with Confucius and his successors, that early Zhou 
terminology would be used to formulate a much more generalized concep-
tion of the relation between the divine and the human. Cho- yun Hsu and 
Katheryn M. Linduff  have put it well when they write, “Th e Zhou contri-
bution provided the cornerstone for their own po liti cal legitimacy, but 
it opened the course for the long Chinese tradition of humanism and 
 rationalism and may be thought of as the fi rst step toward a Jaspersian 
breakthrough.”

Even if the early Zhou proclamation of the idea of the Mandate of Heaven 
was only a fi rst step, it had implications for the understanding of the relation 
of ruler and people as well as ruler and Heaven signifi cantly diff erent from 
anything we know about the Shang. In the “Jun Shi” Zhou Gong is sup-
posed to have said: “If our sons and grandsons cannot be respectful above 
and below [toward Heaven and the people], and destroy the glory that our 
ancestors have brought to our  house— if they do not remember that Heav-
en’s Mandate is not easy to keep, and that Heaven is not to be relied upon, 
they will overturn the Mandate.” What respecting the people entails can 
be discerned from a number of chapters in the Shu. For example, in the “Zi 
Cai” King Wu admonishes one of his sons to “attend even to the helpless and 
solitary, attend even to pregnant women . . .  from of old the kings have done 
so.” If I may paraphrase Bernhard Karlgren’s rather awkward translation 
of this chapter, the son is told to set an example for the people, to care about 
and encourage them, to avoid capital punishment, and, indeed, as far as pos-
sible to avoid punishments altogether. We may doubt how far such injunc-
tions  were carried out, or how the kings actually attended to pregnant women, 
but it is the ideal that is of interest  here.
Th e poems in the Shi are no easier to date than the so- called authentic 

chapters of the Shu, but many of them give a vivid picture of how rulers 
ought to act as well as how they in fact do act. For example:

Happiness to our lord
Th at is the father and mother of his people.
Happiness to our lord!
May his fair fame be forever.
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But not all rulers  were judged so worthy. Another song warns:

Oh, our people are exhausted,
Would they have but a little respite!
Treat the middle kingdom with kindness,
Th en peace will reign in all the lands.

Or the judgment may go beyond warning:

Big rat, big rat,
Do not gobble our millet!
Th ree years we have slaved for you,
Yet you take no notice of us.
At last we are going to leave you
And go to that happy land;
Happy land, happy land,
Here we shall have our place.

In early China, people  were more valuable than land, so that oppressed peasants 
could, as it  were, “vote with their feet.” Th ough they may have sought a “happy 
land,” the most they  were likely to fi nd was a somewhat more benevolent lord.

If the Shi gives us a remarkably frank picture of Zhou po liti cal life (at 
 moments, as in the “Big Rat” poem, rivaling David Malo’s picture of early 
Hawai‘i), it also is our best source for pre- Confucian piety. One of the “Zhou 
Hymns,” generally believed to be the oldest texts in the collection, gives an 
idea of the centrality of Heaven in Zhou belief:

Reverence, reverence!
By Heaven all is seen;
Its charge is not easy to hold.
Do not say it is high, high above,
Going up and down about its own business.
Day in, day out it watches us  here.
I, a little child,
Am not wise or reverent.
But as days pass, months go by,
I learn from those that have bright splendor.
O Radiance, O Light,
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Help these my strivings;
Show me how to manifest the ways of power.

Th e phrase “I, a little child” indicates that it is the king speaking; the king 
sometimes even refers to himself as an orphan. Such usages are probably re-
lated to the phrase “I, the one man,” which the Zhou as well as the Shang 
continued to use.

What is signifi cant in this hymn is the idea that the king is the humble 
servant of Heaven. No Shang inscription implies any such relation of the 
Shang king to Di. Indeed Di almost completely drops out of late Shang in-
scriptions, which are addressed almost exclusively to ancestors (though un-
der Wu Ding ancestors  were sometimes viewed as intercessors with Di). 
References to ancestors are not missing in the Shi, but they are rare, particu-
larly in comparison to the many references to Heaven. Th at ancestors  were 
still viewed as potentially infl uencing their descendants is indicated by the 
opening verse of a Minor Ode:

Th e fourth month was summer weather;
Th e sixth month, blistering heat.
Have our ancestors no compassion
Th at they can bear to see us suff er?

Another Ode describes an ancestral sacrifi ce in great detail, and observes:

Every custom and rite is observed,
Every smile, every word is in place.
Th e spirits and Protectors will surely come
And requite us with great blessings
Countless years of life as our reward.

Oracle bones are very diff erent sorts of texts from the hymns, odes and 
airs of the Shi, so we are, in a sense, comparing apples and oranges. For all 
we know there  were Shang hymns to Di that have not survived. But from the 
existing evidence, it does appear that Zhou piety from fairly early on, though 
it continued to observe ancestor worship, developed signifi cantly new preoc-
cupations with Heaven and the human- divine interaction. We have, for ex-
ample, in an Ode in the Book of Songs, an accusation of Heaven that reminds 
us of the Egyptian accusation of the god:
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Broad and vast is mighty Heaven,
Yet it keeps its grace from us,
But rather brings death and famine,
War and destruction to all the states.
Foreboding Heaven is a cruel affl  iction,
It does not ponder, does not plan.
It pays no attention to the guilty,
Who have committed their crimes.
But the ones who are innocent,
Th ese, without exception, suff er.

But  here, too, Heaven has its defenders:

Th e hardships of the folk  here below
Are not brought on by Heaven;
No, nice to meet, then a stab in the back.
Violence comes from the acts of man.

What we have  here is at least incipient theological argument. When Con-
fucius said he was “a transmitter, not a creator” (Analects 7/1), he surely had 
a point, because he was indeed trying to conserve and interpret the traditions 
of the “three dynasties” (Xia, Shang and Zhou), but particularly that of 
Zhou:

Th e Master said, Zhou could survey the two preceding dynasties. How 
great a wealth of culture! And we follow upon Zhou.

As I have noted, in no other case does the axial follow the archaic with such 
continuity.

I have referred to the despotic found ers of early states, who came to power 
through blood and terror as they almost always did, as upstarts of the kind 
that tribal society usually managed to repress. As opposed to Girard’s theory, 
it would seem that the fi rst killing among culturally or ga nized humans was 
not the killing of a scapegoat, but the killing of an upstart who genuinely 
threatened to revive the despotism of the old primate alpha male. We have 
argued that hunter- gatherer egalitarianism is not the abandonment of domi-
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nance, but a new form of it, the dominance of all against each. Eff ective 
dominance, however, brings on not only submission but resentment, and a 
desire to resist dominance. Th at is why upstarts wishing to re- create despo-
tism can be found in every society. We do not need to go to sociobiology for 
an understanding of the ubiquity of upstarts: modern philosophy has had 
more than a little to say about this human proclivity. Hobbes spoke of the 
“desire to be foremost,” Hegel of the fundamental human dialectic of “mas-
ter and slave,” Nietz sche of the “will to power.”

But though upstarts are found in all societies, successful upstarts appear 
only in complex societies. Two aspects of complex society help to make this 
possible. An increasing agricultural surplus allows larger groups to form— 
groups beyond the face- to- face bands of hunter- gatherers—and the age- old 
techniques of dealing with upstarts are harder to apply in such large societ-
ies. But the opening wedge for the successful upstart is most often militariza-
tion. Large, prosperous societies are almost always in danger from the have- 
nots at their fringe, or from other prosperous groups who would like to 
become even more prosperous. In a situation of endemic warfare, the success-
ful warrior emanates a sense of mana or charisma, and can use it to establish 
a following. Th us in Polynesia, the toa (warrior) could challenge the ariki 
(priest/chief). “Heroic ages” in many parts of the world have seen the rise of 
such warrior chiefs. Th e brave warrior alone could not challenge the old egali-
tarian consensus. As Hobbes pointed out, the strongest man can be overcome 
by a co ali tion of others, even by someone weak when the strong man is asleep. 
It is when the outstanding warrior can mobilize a band of followers that he 
can challenge the old egalitarianism and, as a successful upstart, free the dis-
position to dominate from the controls previously placed on it. Th e warrior 
band, however, can turn out to be a self- defeating project if all it does is stimu-
late the creation of other warrior bands leading to an ever escalating increase 
in violence (a real possibility— the “nightmare of history” of which James 
Joyce spoke).

Chiefdoms are notoriously ephemeral, but early states are also quite frag-
ile. It is only when a successful warrior can fashion a new form of authority, 
of legitimate hierarchy, that he can break the cycle of violence and hope for 
lasting rule, perhaps one to be inherited by his off spring. But this involves a 
new relation between gods and humans, a new way of or ga niz ing society, 
one that fi nds a signifi cant place for the disposition to nurture as well as the 
disposition to dominate. Th is is the task that archaic religions and societies 
have to complete if they are to be even briefl y successful. In doing so they 
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elaborate a vast hierarchical conception of the cosmos in which the divine, 
the natural, and the human are integrated.

Even societies in which the old hunter- gatherer egalitarianism was main-
tained by an informal system of increasingly severe sanctions against incipi-
ent upstarts, required a pattern of myth and ritual that would provide mean-
ing and solidarity “above the fray,” so to speak, of everyday life. Th at was the 
role of the Dreaming in Australia and the other tribal groups we considered 
had similar practices and conceptions. We then found that in societies where 
agriculture was increasingly important and population was growing, ranked 
lineages could provide, as we said, “a superordinate reference point capable 
of moderating and mediating the tensions of daily life.” Th e Kalapalo 
and the Tikopia had such ranked lineages, even though they  were basically 
egalitarian.
Th ere are clear continuities between tribal and archaic religions: in the 

moments of collective eff ervescence in the great festivals of archaic society, 
the solidarity of the social  whole was reaffi  rmed. But most of the time in ar-
chaic societies hierarchy, not collective solidarity, provided the or ga nizing 
principle. As Lewis Mumford writes:

At this point, human eff ort moves from the limited horizontal plane of 
the village and the family to the vertical plane of a  whole society. Th e 
new community formed a hierarchic structure, a social pyramid, which 
from base to pinnacle included many families, many villages, many oc-
cupations, often many regional habitats, and not least, many gods. Th is 
po liti cal structure was the basic invention of the new age: without 
it, neither its monuments nor its cities could have been built, nor, one 
must add, would their premature destruction have so per sis tent ly taken 
place.

Archaic societies  were much larger than preceding societies had ever been. If 
they  were to maintain any stability at all they had to fi nd forms of solidarity 
that  were based on more than tribal festivity on the one hand or warrior 
force on the other. Th e solution that every archaic society of which we have 
adequate knowledge found was a new conception of kingship and divinity 
that moved beyond old ideas of ranked lineages and powerful beings. In 
Hawai‘i as in the societies we have examined in this chapter, kings acted like 
gods and gods acted like kings. Th e cosmos, as Jacobsen said, was seen as a 
state, and the state as an essential element in the cosmos.
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But perhaps we need to move back a step. Once upon a time there was no 
state and no cosmos seen as a state. How did we get from a society, even a 
ranked society, in which chiefs and people  were still linked by strong kinship 
ties, to a society in which a genuine secondary formation, a state, no longer 
linked to the common people by kinship, could appear? It would seem that 
that shift from tribal to archaic society only became possible when one man 
focused so much attention on himself that he could claim that he and he 
alone was not only capable of rule, but capable of maintaining society’s rela-
tionship to the gods— or, before long— to “the god.” When the Shang king 
spoke of himself as “I, the one man,” he expressed a profound truth about ar-
chaic kingship. Th e new secondary formation, the state, was to express his 
will alone, and it was he alone who stood before the god(s), maintaining the 
right ritual relationship to the divine. It is as though the king, himself divine 
or semidivine, was the necessary fulcrum to move society to a new level of 
social or ga ni za tion. Or, to change the meta phor, it is as though the archaic 
king unleashed an explosion of atomic energy, capable of moving what had 
for millennia not been willing to move. But, once achieved, the archaic state 
had quickly to weave a web of institutions and structures of power, but also 
of rituals and conceptions of the cosmos, which would make it seem both 
natural and inevitable.

In archaic society traditional social structures and social practices  were 
grounded in the divinely instituted cosmic order, and there was little tension 
between religious demand and social conformity. Indeed, social conformity 
was at every point reinforced with religious sanction (taboo). Nevertheless 
the very notion of powerful kings and well- characterized gods acting toward 
men with a certain freedom introduced an element of openness that was less 
apparent at the tribal level. Once kings claim to be protectors of the com-
mon people questions can be raised when the common people suff er, and the 
basis of po liti cal legitimacy is open to argument. Once gods have replaced 
powerful beings as the focus of ritual and myth, dramatic symbolic reformu-
lations are at least conceivable. “In all polytheism there is a latent mono the-
ism, which can be activated at any time,” Eric Voegelin goes so far as to say, “if 
the pressure of a historical situation meets with a sensitive and active mind.”

In the section on ancient Mesopotamia, we argued that archaic societies, 
even when they had writing, probably did not undergo a “literacy revolu-
tion.” Rather, orality remained the dominant mode of communication dur-
ing archaic times and long after. Still, we need to consider whether the exis-
tence of writing did not allow at least the beginnings of more refl ective and 
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systematic thought than could have been carried on by oral tradition alone. 
Although riddles, aphorisms, and maxims are standard features of oral tradi-
tion, the more developed arguments that we fi nd in the so- called wisdom 
literature of the ancient Near East, or in some of the writings that survive 
from Western Zhou, did perhaps depend, at least in part, on writing. Narra-
tive is central to oral tradition, but written narratives could be ordered and 
revised to give them a weight they might not have had in oral recitation. 
Hymns could become the vehicles of mythospeculation. What ever aids to 
refl ective thought that the technology of writing supplied  were limited to the 
scribal class. Early literacy has been called craft literacy, because it was a spe-
cialized craft that only a few could master. Th ose few, however, may have 
been essential for the self- understanding of archaic society and for what 
was to come.

Voegelin was reminding us that even in massively conformist archaic soci-
ety, where, as Jacobsen puts it for Mesopotamia, the “prime virtue” was obe-
dience, there  were “sensitive and active” minds— prophets, priests, scribes— 
who, even within the confi nes of the cosmos as a state, could think new 
thoughts. Th e reality of archaic civilization was centralization of po liti cal 
power, class stratifi cation, the magnifi cation of military power, the economic 
exploitation of the weak, and the universal introduction of some form of 
forced labor for both productive and military purposes. As against these 
undeniable realities we must also cite the major achievements of archaic soci-
ety: the maintenance of peace within the realm, more productive agricul-
ture, the opening up of markets for long- range trade, and signifi cant achieve-
ments in architecture, art, and literature. But equally important was, with 
the help of a literate elite, a new eff ort to give po liti cal power a moral mean-
ing. Th e archaic king was almost always depicted as a warrior, as a defender 
of the realm against barbarians on the frontiers and rebels within; as such he 
embodied a powerful element of dominance. But he was also seen, and prob-
ably increasingly as archaic societies matured, as the defender of justice, in 
Mesopotamia and Egypt as the good shepherd, in Western Zhou as father 
and mother of his people. Gods as well as kings  were increasingly thought 
of not only as dominant but also as nurturant. Th e very appeal to ethical 
standards of legitimacy for both gods and kings, however, opened new 
possibilities for po liti cal and theological refl ection. In the axial age a new 
kind of upstart, the moral upstart who relies on speech, not force, would 
appear, foreshadowed as we have seen, by voices already raised in archaic 
societies.


