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The Ancient World: Comparative Histories

The purpose of this series is to pursue important social, political, religious, eco-
nomic, and intellectual issues through a wide range of ancient or early societies, 
while occasionally covering an even broader diachronic scope. By engaging in com-
parative studies of the ancient world on a truly global scale, this series hopes not 
only to throw light on common patterns and marked differences, but also to illus-
trate the remarkable variety of responses humankind developed to meet common 
challenges. Focusing as it does on periods that are far removed from our own time, 
and in which modern identities are less immediately engaged, the series contributes 
to enhancing our understanding and appreciation of differences among cultures of 
various traditions and backgrounds. Not least, it thus illuminates the continuing 
relevance of the study of the ancient world in helping us to cope with problems of 
our own multicultural world.

The present volume picks up a topic tackled 70 years ago in a visionary project 
by members of the University of Chicago’s Oriental Institute: the world view of 
three important Near Eastern civilizations (Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Israel). 
Under the title The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man, the contributors used 
the extant texts produced by highly developed, sophisticated, and literate societies 
to reconstruct their views on the place of human beings in society and state, in 
nature and cosmos, in space and time, in life and death, and in relation to those in 
power and the world of the divine. This book proved highly popular and success-
ful. Although it is still in print, it is badly outdated. The present volume reassesses 
the book’s accomplishments and shortcomings, establishes a theoretical founda-
tion for such a project in the twenty‐first century, and offers insights into what a 
new version, up‐to‐date not only in theoretical underpinning and approach, 
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evidence and scholarship, but also in scope, might include. Much broader in its 
coverage, it encompasses not only the “original three” but many other eminent 
civilizations around the globe and illustrates the variety of ways by which these 
ancient or early societies embarked on their unprecedented intellectual “adven-
tures” of discovering and defining their place in the world and dealing with the 
challenges posed by this world.

Earlier volumes in the series are listed at the very beginning of this volume. After 
Slavery and Social Death (eds John Bodel and Walter Scheidel) is in preparation.
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Introduction
Francesca rochberg and Kurt a. raaFlaub

In 1946, Henri Frankfort, John A. Wilson, Thorkild Jacobsen, and William A. 
Irwin, eminent scholars at Chicago University’s renowned Oriental Institute, 
published lectures they had given in the university’s Division of the Humanities, 
under the title The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man: An Essay on Speculative 
Thought in the Ancient Near East. The book contains a substantial introduction 
and conclusion by Frankfort and his wife, H.A. (Groenewegen‐) Frankfort, and 
chapters on Egypt (Wilson), Mesopotamia (Jacobsen), and the Hebrews (Irwin). 
Penguin published a shorter version (omitting the chapter on the Hebrews) in 
1949. The full volume came out in paperback in 1977, was a staple in Western 
Civilization and other introductory courses taken by generations of college stu-
dents, and is still in print.

This book thus has had an amazingly long and successful life. No wonder: it 
represents a rare attempt in Near Eastern studies to step back and look at the big 
picture not in one but three major civilizations. In this case, the big picture is noth-
ing less than a world‐view, reconstructed from the texts of literate complex socie-
ties, concerning the place of human beings in society and state, in nature and 
cosmos, in space and time, in life and death, and in relation to those in power and 
the world of the divine. At least parts of this book are brilliant and useful as well, 
for comparative purposes, to other disciplines (such as Classics). Naturally, though, 
by now, 70 years after its first publication, it is badly outdated in theoretical 
approach, use and interpretation of evidence, and geographical limitation. But 
the idea that prompted its production in the first place is still valid and exciting. 
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The present volume does not exactly replace The Intellectual Adventure but it offers 
at least a big step toward a new version, up‐to‐date in theoretical underpinning and 
approach, evidence and scholarship, and much broader in scope, including other 
eminent ancient or early civilizations.

To begin with evidence and scholarship, recent wars in West and Central Asia 
have drawn international public attention to the cultural devastation caused by 
such wars: the plundering of archaeological museums in Kabul and Baghdad and 
the ravaging of archaeological sites in Iraq which have caused looting and destruc-
tion of untold numbers of precious artefacts and texts. Even so, Assyriologists and 
Egyptologists have for decades been faced with the daunting task of publishing 
enormous quantities of newly discovered and often fragmentary texts. Although 
the task is far larger than the capacity of the specialists to handle it, increasing num-
bers of publications keep improving and changing our knowledge and under-
standing of almost every aspect of Egyptian and, even more so, Mesopotamian 
civilization. Recent years have seen the publication of many texts relevant to the 
questions at hand, and an increasing number of collections provide accessible 
translations. Except for Israel, where the Hebrew Bible provides a canonical text, 
the massively increased amount of textual evidence and great advances in its inter-
pretation alone would thus suffice to warrant a new version of The Intellectual 
Adventure even in its original limitation to the ancient Near East.

Second, there is the question of scope. In the mid‐twentieth century, a focus on 
three Near Eastern civilizations that were in close cultural and political contact 
especially in the first millennium bce was perfectly justifiable. In the meantime, 
regionalism has given way to globalism; scholars and teachers have become increas-
ingly interested in relations and interactions between civilizations; and comparative 
history, both ancient and modern, has gained ground. Western civilization courses 
find strong competition in world history courses that look at developments in all 
parts of the globe. Hence it makes sense to broaden the scope of such a volume and 
to include not only the civilizations that were in intense contact with the ancient 
Near East throughout, that is, Greece and Rome, but also other highly developed 
ancient or early civilizations: China and India in the East, and the Maya and Aztecs 
in the Americas.

Antiquity is not “the same” worldwide in a chronological sense. Nor do we hold 
that all cultures should or even can be measured against the standards and norms 
of the modern West. What prejudices we unconsciously bring to our investigation 
of other historical cultures are, or at least it is hoped they are, also different from 
those of Frankfort and his colleagues. Comparison between the thoughts and 
world‐views of cultures that developed independently from each other will help 
bring into sharp profile the characteristics and achievements of each one of them. 
Again for the sake of comparison, this volume also includes a chapter on a non‐literate 
early society whose world of thought and concepts is accessible by other means: 
native North Americans.

A third set of problems concerns theory and approach. The assumption, pervad-
ing The Intellectual Adventure from its first page, that human intellection was first 
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engaged on a level of emotion, subjectivity, and the concrete, and then evolved to 
a higher level of abstraction and objectivity is now recognized as outmoded, based 
more on general presuppositions than on a close reading or comparison of ancient 
texts. Long ago, Clifford Geertz called the idea that ancient peoples were not suf-
ficiently cognitively developed for the higher levels of thought a “tissue of errors.” 
Still, specific analysis of ancient intellectual culture has rarely dealt with this issue 
since the publication of Frankfort’s introduction. The first two chapters of this 
volume (by Francesca Rochberg and Peter Machinist) place The Intellectual 
Adventure in its intellectual and especially theoretical context and offer an incisive 
critique of its assumptions.

To explain, the present collection stems from the desire to reconsider and restate 
some of the same questions raised by the original The Intellectual Adventure, that 
is, of how in ancient cultures the physical (that has to do with the environment and 
the cosmos) and the metaphysical (that deals with existence, cultural values, and 
the gods) were construed. If the motivating questions are similar to those of the 
original work, however, the inquiry generated by these questions is different. Apart 
from evidence and scope, the present book does not proceed from the idea that 
antiquity represents the childhood of human history, or that ancient is the equiva-
lent of “primitive.” The questions we pose concerning world‐view, cosmology, 
religion, and society in the ancient world bear relation to those of the original 
work, but stem from the vantage point of an intellectual climate that differs mark-
edly from that which produced the original. The answers to these questions that 
Frankfort and his colleagues offered can now be reformulated because so many of 
the old assumptions about “how ancients thought” have been given up and revised.

In fact, we would suggest, the reasons why such views have been rethought has 
much to do with the revolution in thinking signaled by the passing of “The 
Scientific Revolution,” “The Grand Narrative,” and so on. We are revisiting The 
Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man because so much that underpinned that 
work has been found to be illusory, namely cognitive and social evolutionary 
schemes with some of their concomitant beliefs, for instance, in progress or in sci-
entific knowledge as embodying universal natural truths. Despite the fact that these 
ideas were already profoundly challenged by the time the book came out in the late 
1940s, at least in some anthropological circles, such reappraisals did not find a 
consensus until much more recently. Reflected in the make‐up of the present vol-
ume is a notion of cultures not as great and canonical traditions to be received and 
transmitted as such, but as conditioned by history and reflective of the continually 
changing societies within which literature, religion, and science are variously pro-
duced. It is to be hoped that our engagement with ancient cultures will reflect a 
historiographical attitude more inclusive, more nuanced, less essentializing, less 
restricted with respect to non‐elites, gender, and local variations, all of which are 
key to a revision rather than simply an extension of the original The Intellectual 
Adventure.

This volume considers cultures from many regions of the world, from the Old 
World to the New and within these cultures a diversity of sources representing a 
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wide array of particular responses to particular environments and circumstances. 
This is precisely our interest, namely, the multifarious response of ancient human 
beings to the world as they conceived it, both in physical as well as imaginative 
terms. What unifies us collectively as people in history also divides us, that is, the 
impulse to relate oneself to the world, to the cosmos, to the divine. Where the 
original contributors to The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man attempted to fit 
“speculative thought” into a framework, wholly modern and Western in imprint, 
in which science and religion were mutually exclusive and the place of the human 
in the universe was a matter for mythological speculation, we, more than 60 years 
on, focus on the ancient response to the environment as it is found in forms of 
social practices and cultural products in which mutually permeable relationships 
between religion, science, cosmology, and politics are evident and therefore should 
be understood.

On a practical note, the volume’s expanded scope inevitably required a reduced 
word limit for each chapter, which made it impossible for the authors to cover their 
topic in as much breadth and detail as would seem desirable (and was possible in 
The Intellectual Adventure). In order to establish a common platform, indispensa-
ble for any attempt at comparison, they were asked to include in their chapters, to 
the extent possible in their field, answers to at least some of the following ques-
tions: How did individuals in ancient or early societies think of their place in social 
structures and hierarchies? How did they relate to family, clan, tribe, village, town, 
and state, to officials, leaders, and kings? What social and communal values influ-
enced their perceptions, behavior, and actions? How much freedom of action did 
the individual have? To what extent was there a notion of “the individual” at all? 
How were values and perceptions connected with economic and political condi-
tions? Where were individuals and their society placed in their geographical envi-
ronment, in relation to other peoples, and to the world at large? What was their 
place and function in the cosmic and divine order? How were perceptions of divine 
and human order coordinated? How did the individual interact with the divine? 
How did performance in life relate to life after death? Finally and fundamentally, 
what kinds of evidence survive and what possibilities do these offer to answer ques-
tions such as those posed above? To what extent do extant texts, which are often 
mythical or literary and were mostly composed by, or reflect the perspectives of, 
elites and professional scribes/scholars working in their service, represent more 
general attitudes? In other words, do extant sources permit generalizations?

From this rather large and ambitious catalog of questions, contributors chose 
variously, depending on possibilities and limitations in their field, and their own 
interests. The resulting picture offers fascinating insight into the thought world 
and, in many cases indeed, “intellectual adventure” of early societies that, despite 
all differences, had to grapple with similar problems and challenges and found their 
own highly original answers. Of course, other civilizations could have been included 
as well, and we deeply regret that for various reasons Gary Urton, who at the initial 
workshop had read a fascinating paper on “Views of the Cosmos from Cusco to 
Huarochirí: Interpreting the Intellectual Traditions of Inkas and Other Andeans,” 
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and Dismas A. Masolo, who had agreed to contribute a chapter on precolonial 
African aspects, were in the end unable to produce their chapters for this volume.

*****

We add here summaries of the individual chapters.1

The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man, says James P. Allen, “marks a watershed in 
our understanding of the ancient world. It was the first coherent effort to appreciate 
ancient thought on its own terms.” As Peter Machinist explains, it had great merits in 
popularizing history while maintaining highest scholarly standards; it established that 
the ancient civilizations concerned represent very significant episodes in the history of 
human intellectual development and that their ideas are profound and relevant enough 
to justify our attention. Accordingly, the book had an exceptionally broad and lasting 
impact on both scholars and lay readers. Overall, it is thus eminently worthy even now 
of our careful scrutiny and reassessment – although, of course, cultural assumptions 
and theoretical approaches at the time of its publication differed markedly from 
today’s. Accordingly, the first two chapters offer incisive reappraisals of this book.

Chapter 1: A critique of the book’s “cognitive‐historical thesis.” To emphasize 
one main line of her argument, Francesca Rochberg shows how the authors 
derived the world‐views of the societies they discussed from their extant texts, but 
in their interpretations were heavily influenced by specific assumptions (as formu-
lated by the editors, Henry Frankfort and H.A. Groenewegen‐Frankfort): that no 
philosophy or science comparable to anything known in the western tradition 
existed in these societies which lacked the capacity for abstraction and fully rational 
reasoning and in this sense were “pre‐scientific” or even “primitive.” Such assump-
tions were shaped by schools of thought, prominent in anthropology at the time, 
that saw cultural, intellectual, and cognitive history as a steady advancement and 
intellectual culture as an evolution from myth through religion to science. The 
Frankforts were particularly impressed by theories on the function of myth that, 
as a product of the human mind, was considered unfettered by logic or physics 
and thus both earlier and “primitive” in comparison with the intellectual achieve-
ment of science. Since, they thought, in the view of these early civilizations the 
individual was embedded in society, society in nature, and nature was simply a 
manifestation of the divine, The Intellectual Adventure tried to answer the ques-
tion of the place of humans in relation to the world, nature, and the divine on the 
basis of myth and religion. Hence the Frankforts contrasted “scientific” with 
“speculative” thought as a means to distinguish between modern and ancient 
ways of explaining, unifying, and ordering experience. Although they thought of 
ancient patterns of thinking as alternatives to modern ones (and thus not a priori 
as inferior), they took it for granted that developmental progress in the history of 
ideas led from myth and religion to reason and science. In the last few decades, all 
these views have undergone profound and multiple revisions or have been com-
pletely abandoned. To a large extent, the theoretical foundations of The Intellectual 
Adventure are thus no longer valid.
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Chapter  2: Revisiting a Classic. Peter Machinist broadens the perspective by 
discussing the contributions of The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man from 
three angles: the book’s origin and authors; its content, structure, governing ideas 
and aims, and intellectual background; and the extent to which it is still useful. This 
comprehensive, penetrating, detailed, and differentiated reappraisal places the 
book in its intellectual, scholarly, and academic environment and helps us under-
stand its roots in the views of its time and the limitations imposed on it by these 
views – here Machinist complements Rochberg’s chapter – and by the personali-
ties, traditions, and aims of the institute in which it originated. Machinist’s chapter 
goes beyond Rochberg’s by explaining carefully the book’s specific merits (partly 
mentioned above), how it was received both at and after the time of its publication, 
to what extent the main criticisms leveled against it (focusing mostly on the book’s 
sharp distinction between “speculative” and scientific thought and its exclusive 
emphasis on “mythopoeic” as opposed to abstract or rational thinking) were justi-
fied, and in what ways its insights endure. One of these ways, Machinist concludes, 
“is a recognition of the fundamental problem to which Near Eastern mythopoeia 
threw all its wisdom – nature: what is it, how can humans relate to it such that it 
becomes an ally and not an enemy to human life and achievement? The ancients’ 
answers, even their mode of apprehension, may not always be ours, but the prob-
lem and their goal to seek harmony with nature are issues that remain to all human-
ity, and with which all humanity must struggle.”

Chapter 3: The Egyptians. The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man, James P. 
Allen comments, made crucial contributions to Egyptology by recognizing a sub-
jective understanding of the world as filled with sentient forces endowed with 
their own wills (gods as ways of conceptualizing forces that govern the universe, 
natural world, and human society) and by appreciating the logic of Egyptian 
thought that, in contrast to modern belief, accepted an inclusive and multivalent 
logic and the validity of divergent explanations. More recently, Egyptology has 
come to recognize that it is less the thought processes as such but the ways to 
understand the world (less the form than the content of thought) in which the 
ancient world differs from our own. Egyptian texts and art served practical pur-
poses and thus did not explicate the reasoning behind them, but this does not 
mean that Egyptian thought lacked such reasoning. Allen illustrates this with cos-
mology and cosmogony and related issues (the representation of the gods, 
the role attributed to individuals in Egyptian thought, and order and chaos). 
Complementary Egyptian systems of cosmology and cosmogony abound in 
abstract conceptualization and reveal a remarkably coherent and increasingly 
sophisticated understanding of the creation. The multivalent logic of Egyptian 
reasoning is reflected in the multitude of Egyptian gods who mostly represent a 
single primary element of nature or human society, but often overlap, offering 
complementary explanations of natural phenomena. Behind such onomastic mul-
tiplicity stands the recognition that all gods are forms of a single underlying deity – 
which eventually found expression in the term “god” or the description of one 
god with three natures. While this did not exclude other gods, true monotheism, 
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together with religious intolerance, was invented in the short‐lived theology of 
Akhenaten’s intellectual movement that is also “the first instance of univalent 
logic.” While individuals initially valued their place and role in society only by 
their closeness to the king, later periods showed increasing appreciation of 
individual self‐worth and individual relations to the gods that were no longer 
mediated through the king. Overall, Allen concludes, Egyptologists now under-
stand the nature and evolution of Egyptian thought and the concepts behind the 
terms and imagery used in ancient texts much better than they did 70 years ago. 
This in turn enables them to place Egyptian ideas (such as those discussed here) 
in their intellectual context both synchronically and diachronically and recognize 
them “not as isolated from our own but as ancestral to it.”

Chapter 4: Mesopotamia. According to The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient 
Man, Benjamin R. Foster explains, the “civilizations of ancient Mesopotamia 
offered infinite potential for speculative thought,… but never achieved anything 
worthy of that name.” Inherent limitations, common before the Greeks, “did not 
distinguish humanity from nature and so could not think objectively. Restricted to 
individual instances and subjective reactions to them, hence only to free association 
and emotion, Mesopotamian thought knew no ‘it’ and no impersonal, universal 
laws of causality.” Although the authority of this view, supported by other scholars 
as well, long discouraged further analysis of Mesopotamian speculative thought, it 
misses essential aspects. Foster exemplifies this with agricultural management and 
planning that required hierarchical structures and prompted the conceptualization 
of authority, rank, and the division of tasks, making the universe resemble a hierar-
chical society or polity, even a state. The spread of mathematics and quantification, 
grounded in essential activities of everyday life (especially in agriculture), was a 
consequence of their role in management. The interpretation of quantified schemes 
as conceivable rather than probable goals has a parallel in legal thinking that invites 
reasoning from improbable cases, challenging the students to stretch further. 
Application of this method in less practical or even irrational contexts included 
mathematical astronomy, which produced calculations of amazing precision, or 
theology. Mesopotamian thinking used myth as a mode of argument and explana-
tion but it did separate humanity from nature by considering human civilization a 
victory over and ordering of nature. As conditions changed and new, centralized 
state structures emerged, Mesopotamian thinking shifted from planning and man-
agement to authority, rule, and power, and notions such as fairness or justice. 
Through works of literature, this thrust of thinking developed explanations for, 
and illustrated the consequences of, issues such as the creation of the human race 
and its relation to the gods, or the emergence and durability of absolute monarchi-
cal power (realized in the figure of Marduk). Other thinkers focused on the justice 
and moral foundation of authority and ways to cope with its failure. From early on, 
the resourcefulness of rulers and their ability to resolve baffling problems attracted 
much attention; so did innovation or even technological invention that could be 
signs of superior leadership and intelligence. In fact, technology and quantification 
required no mythological explanation or rhetoric: they were pure human achievements. 
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In divination too (“the queen of Mesopotamian sciences”) nature directly com-
municated with individuals or governments. Language, writing, and literature pro-
voked human speculation, and the systematic observation and recording of celestial 
phenomena boasted “the longest sustained research project in the history of the 
human race.” Finally, contrary to the assumptions of The Intellectual Adventure, 
Mesopotamian written tradition offers much evidence for the notion of a person, 
understood as a legal, social, and moral being, and for a sense of self. Overall, 
Foster concludes, the “scattered remnants of Mesopotamian thought do not lend 
themselves to a grand scheme or even to suggest a lack of one. In different minds, 
the human will, spirit, and intellect sought both to understand and to control the 
circumstances and phenomena they knew… Understanding and knowledge, rather 
than speculation, were among the most consistently upheld and esteemed aspects 
of Mesopotamian literate culture.”

Chapter 5: Israel. Ryan Byrne begins by emphasizing the difficulty of defining 
ancient Israel. Here lies “the real intellectual adventure, an adventure often cen-
tered on complex identitarian projects of self‐discovery, self‐recovery, and com-
munitarian crisis. What did it mean to be Israel? These and other ontological 
concerns wend their way through the cultural texts that became the Hebrew Bible, 
concerns of being a human, being a god, and being a state served by human and 
god alike.” Byrne begins by sketching what little we know of the history of Israel 
and Judah and the eventual emergence, out of exile, of a nation consisting of a 
coherent people no longer defined by political borders but by a communal identity, 
a common literature, and shared beliefs in a specific religious concept we call 
 monotheism – the concept rather than the state of Israel. The origins of Judean epic, 
myth, and law disappear in the mist of second‐millennium cuneiform traditions, 
internalized and customized by the Judahite intelligentsia.The West–Semitic inven-
tion of alphabetic script revolutionized communication, record keeping, and liter-
ary efforts; it was adapted by a local scribal culture which survived in the Judean 
literature later collected as biblical books. These scribal classes eventually “came to 
understand their national script as an identitarian tool of state and community.” 
Byrne illustrates this by discussing the transformation of widespread West–Semitic 
theogonies and cosmogonies into an explicitly anthropocentric account of cosmic 
origin that elevated the state deity Yahweh to original creator of humans and their 
terrestrial habitat by adapting a previously unlivable world to accommodate human 
life. The way this god is imagined (well into the sixth century still anthropomor-
phic and even later and only gradually endowed with monotheistic exclusiveness) 
allows constant reassessment, physically, psychologically, and socially. Divine‐
human homology encourages penetrating thinking about social contracts, rela-
tions, and dependencies, human responsibility and, ultimately, the human condition. 
Packed into an ideologically tight pseudo‐historical construct (the “Deuteronomistic 
History”), tradition turned into “national history” can serve as universal lesson for 
human life. “The Judean compendium we call the Hebrew Bible,” Byrne con-
cludes, bequeathed us an Israel that resembles a device. “As Judah deployed it, this 
device could inject a powerful dose of imagination, perhaps as much as empathy, 
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into the sacred pursuits of self‐discovery. This Israel permitted a living community 
to admire itself at its best, to fear itself at its worst, and to strive toward a future in 
which humankind might make peace with its place in the cosmos… This same 
human species, now poised to imagine its collective potential or self‐immolation as 
a global community, may find these concerns to represent the only kind of civiliza-
tion that matters in the end.”

Chapter 6: The Greeks. Lacking guidance and control by strong and divinely 
sanctioned monarchies and initially living far beyond the reach of the great Near 
Eastern empires, the ancient Greeks, Kurt A. Raaflaub emphasizes, realized early 
on that they themselves were responsible for their own and their communities’ 
well‐being. Their main challenge was to gain control over the world surrounding 
them and to create a communal order that, supported by firmly established institu-
tions and based on citizen participation, enabled those who counted as citizens to 
debate and resolve their problems publicly and collectively. The result was the 
“polis,” a substantially egalitarian citizen community, that over centuries of explo-
ration and emigration spread along many coasts of the Mediterranean and Black 
Seas. As the earliest literary works (Homer’s and Hesiod’s epics) show, competi-
tiveness was this society’s hallmark, on all social levels within and among poleis. 
Politics was performed publicly, and in these open societies political thinking, 
focusing on communal issues, was a widely shared responsibility. The highly devel-
oped Near Eastern civilizations offered the Greeks many valuable cultural impulses, 
but their political structures and ideas were too different to be useful. Great chal-
lenges needed to be overcome: how to stabilize the polis; how to control competi-
tion, elite abuse, and the clash between elite ambitions and communal needs; and 
how to define institutions, communal relations, and the obligations of leaders, 
elite, and citizens. Arbitration provided a tool to resolve conflicts, laws enacted by 
the polis an instrument to shape the communal order and to regulate communal 
decision making processes. The discovery, in political thought, of an entirely social‐
political and rational causality, based on empirical observation, largely eliminated 
the need to rely on divine agency and empowered human action and reform. The 
remedy for social and political crisis was found in broadening the polis’ foundation 
and involving more citizens in political decisions and the administration of justice. 
This trend toward increasingly egalitarian structures eventually produced the first 
polis democracies. The most radical version of democracy was realized, in an excep-
tional combination with empire building, in fifth‐century Athens, where large 
numbers of citizens were in multiple ways and extraordinary intensity tied into 
running the community. As a result, they developed a primary “political identity” 
and a “collective character” as “political activists” that determined their lives, atti-
tudes, and policies. All this caused profound and rapid changes, multiple challenges 
to established traditions, and uncertainties that required new understanding and 
orientation. Not surprisingly, therefore, social and political developments went 
hand in hand with remarkable cultural accomplishments that were widely shared in 
the Greek world but eventually converged especially in fifth‐century democratic 
and imperial Athens: the development of abstract, theoretical, and philosophical 
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thinking and of new genres of intellectual, literary, and scientific as well as artistic 
expression (drama, rhetoric, historiography, geography, ethnography, medicine, 
architecture, painting, and sculpture). With few exceptions, all these political and 
intellectual experiments and innovations happened in public, discussed and 
reflected upon in assemblies, the theater, and other public spaces, encouraged, 
tolerated, and rarely condemned by the community. Although stretched to the 
limits of their capacity and eventually overwhelmed by their limitless ambition, for 
a long period of time the Athenian people (without restrictions imposed by descent, 
wealth, or education), ultimate “political beings” in the Aristotelian sense and run-
ning a unique experiment of truly collective governance, were fully in charge of 
life, politics, culture, and thought in their community.

Chapter 7: The Romans. As Robert A. Kaster and David Konstan point out, the 
Romans had reason to boast about great cultural achievements in many fields: law, 
architecture and engineering, calendar, poetry, history, and much more. In their 
own view, though, statecraft and the formation and management of a world‐empire 
by many generations of leaders was their greatest accomplishment. Hence in this 
chapter the authors focus on “the evolution and rationalization of the moral quali-
ties that, in the Romans’ own view, made their empire possible and were the basis of 
their political culture.” Briefly sketching the structure, development, and history 
of Roman society and then limiting themselves to the last centuries bce (the period 
of greatest expansion and transformation), they emphasize the tensions character-
izing this society: between cosmopolitanism (due especially to the enfranchisement 
of huge numbers of manumitted slaves) and the effort to create a specific national 
identity, between elite and non‐elite, citizens and non‐citizens, integration and 
subordination, and between a militaristic ethos and the need to maintain internal 
peace and order. The bulk of the chapter is devoted to a differentiated, thorough, 
and penetrating analysis of the Roman value system that, at the same time, defines 
Rome’s collective ideology (for example, justice within also demanded that Romans 
fight only just and thus defensive wars, protecting their country, property, citizens, 
and allies). In view of the fact that Rome was almost constantly at war (expanding 
its sphere of control from Italy over the entire Mediterranean), military virtues are 
discussed first, followed by the virtues and behaviors expected and observed in the 
political sphere, in relations with peers and those of a higher or lower class, in over-
seeing an extended household, in representing Rome abroad and being a Roman 
citizen among foreigners, in maintaining “peace with the gods,” etc. Moreover, 
this chapter illuminates the delicate balance in social and political relations and 
concepts that determined the individual’s place in the social hierarchy, tied higher 
and lower orders together for the good of the common enterprise that the Romans 
simply called res publica (public affairs, that is, the state), and demanded the shared 
efforts of all – despite ample space for individual ambition and achievement and 
increasing differences in wealth, status, influence, and power. “Rome’s value sys-
tem was in many respects an intellectual construct, carefully elaborated to express 
and reinforce an idealized way of life” that was continually challenged by fierce 
personal competition and violence – the very tensions, the authors conclude, that 
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were responsible for great intellectual achievements as well. This value system 
worked amazingly well for a very long time, until it was strained beyond endurance 
by the almost unlimited opportunities and temptations offered to the ruling elite by 
the growing empire. When the limitations required by this system were no longer 
respected and the ruling oligarchy proved incapable of imposing the necessary 
reforms on society and themselves, the republic dissolved in a spate of civil wars, 
and the ultimate victor erected a military monarchy, albeit under the guise of a 
restored republic that continued to foster most of the very same values.

Chapter 8: China. Because the sheer size, regional diversity, and very long his-
tory of ancient China prohibit a comprehensive survey of intellectual develop-
ments, Lisa Raphals chooses to focus on three major aspects: social constructions 
of self, cosmology and its implications for government and society, and the meth-
ods of individual agency and prediction. These three themes, each important for its 
own reasons, are well illuminated by long‐known textual traditions and increas-
ingly rich new textual evidence discovered in ancient tombs. In contrast to the 
received tradition that was the result of deliberate selection especially in the Han 
period, the newly discovered texts were not subject to such selection and have thus 
greatly enhanced our knowledge of scientific traditions and philosophical as well as 
religious discourses, “transforming our understanding of early China.” Both types 
of texts deal not least with cosmological speculation. Chinese notions of the cos-
mos, though diverse, neither attribute the origin of the cosmos to the actions of 
gods nor divide the cosmos into dichotomies such as that between matter and spirit 
or mind and body, nor attribute the ultimate cause of action to any kind of 
“unmoved mover” or antecedent action. “There is no creation ex nihilo; rather, 
change is spontaneous and natural, but evolving from an imagined beginning in 
undifferentiated chaos to increasing specificity and complexity.” Raphals discusses 
five fundamental concepts that informed early Chinese cosmological thinking and 
that, developed largely by technical experts, were also used to correlate natural and 
religious phenomena to the human world, permitted new kinds of understanding, 
and provided an “alternative to a world‐view in which only the king could serve as 
the ‘pivot’ of communication between the divine and human worlds.” Rather than 
on individuals, Chinese thinking focused on groups that extended from patrilinear 
families (including the ancestors) to clans, villages, and states; families were also 
fundamental for political alliances and analogized with the state. In family‐ or state‐
centered value systems, all actions are interactions. Accordingly, western commen-
tators often emphasize Chinese “selflessness” or “non‐individuation,” which is 
contradicted by the stress many ancient thinkers placed on the individual’s self‐
cultivation. The question of how to achieve this triggered numerous answers 
 presented competitively by philosophers and technical experts dealing with ethics, 
medicine, metaphysics, and even cosmology. Furthermore, debates on the nature 
of self and agency were also absorbed into discussions about fate and fatalism, pre-
diction or divination, predestination and determinism, and moral agency, all richly 
documented in the extant text corpus. “Chinese views of both the individual and 
cosmology,” Raphals concludes, “presuppose a world of spontaneous and continuous 
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change… which constitutes persons, things, and the cosmos as a whole.” Such 
 patterns of change were understood in abstract and sometimes even mathematical 
terms. Individuals could use mantic and other technologies to optimize their rela-
tionship to cosmic patterns or fate. Notions “of flexibility and complementarity 
also applied to family and other social relationships that presupposed less an iso-
lated, narrowly autonomous self than a range of changing or overlapping ‘selves’ in 
complex webs of relationships to others.”

Chapter  9: India. Stephanie W. Jamison focuses on the Vedic period (circa 
1500–500 bce), the earliest in ancient India’s rich cultural history, documented by 
a corpus of religious texts that were transmitted entirely – and with extreme 
accuracy – orally over this entire period and beyond. This corpus lacks records 
concerning history, government, or economic, social, or political life, but consists 
of ritual texts and instructions for the performance of these rites as well as theologi-
cal exegesis of and philosophical speculation on their deeper meaning – all from the 
perspective of priests and poets, kings and elites. The oldest part of that corpus is 
the Rig Veda, a collection of more than a thousand hymns to various deities, com-
plex, highly artful, and deliberately obscure. Yet, despite these limitations, this 
poetry, composed probably in the mid‐second millennium bce, offers profound 
insights into the highly sophisticated intellectual achievement of a very early civili-
zation. Jamison uses two Rigvedic hymns to illustrate the nature of this poetry and 
the need to interpret it on its own terms. The “Creation Hymn,” she suggests, 
“posits human thought as the creative force in the world, and also centers mental 
speculation, the creation of alternative cosmic models, as one of the chief enter-
prises of thought.” The “Hymn of Man” “pronounces man, or a cosmic model of 
man, as the origin of everything and as encompassing everything, both past and 
future.” These poems are more than praise hymns: “they are deeply serious attempts 
to capture truths about the structure of the universe and man’s relation to it, and 
not only to capture this structure, but in some sense to create it.” Truth formula-
tions bestow on the speaker power, even over impersonal forces: words effect 
actions. Despite their praise for the all‐powerful gods, the “mental universe” of 
these hymns centers on humans. The divine and human worlds converge in the 
sacrifice in which the gods are expected to participate and in exchange for which 
they are expected to offer protection, prosperity and long life. The gods do not 
form a society, as they do in other civilizations; they are connected only through 
their relationship to humans. The reciprocity visible here is echoed in reciprocity 
between the hierarchically arranged human classes that are sharply separated from 
each other but at the same time depend on each other “in an equalizing economy 
of value exchange.” These vertical relations are complemented by a network of 
horizontal ones (household, clan, tribe, all within an overarching commonality 
provided by ancient customs) that shift constantly between independence and col-
laboration (especially for war). In this grid of relationships each individual has a 
clearly defined position that allows proper and prohibits improper activities. “How 
much,” concludes Jamison, “these built‐in social constraints limited a person’s 
own view of his ‘freedom of action’ is impossible to say, but the occasional flashes 
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of personality revealed by particular poets, not to mention the exuberance and 
creativity they exhibit in composing poetry… that is de facto severely constrained 
by subject matter and by traditional techniques and formulas, would indicate that 
they, like us, felt themselves to be far freer than they, or we, really were/are.”

Chapter 10: the Maya. Stephen Houston discusses a particularly sophisticated 
concept of time developed by the Maya. “During a period from circa 250 to 900 ce, 
the so‐called ‘Classic’ period, they articulated ideas about human existence that 
situated being and action within materialized time. Temporal structure and human 
essence came together in tight bonds. To describe this as ‘philosophy’ is either too 
vague or too culturally specific… Another coinage comes to mind: ‘chronosophy,’ a 
set of core beliefs conditioned by time‐sense and time‐meaning. ‘Chronosophy’ 
centralizes the collective wisdom that arose from thoughts about time and allows 
exploration of its subtle, sometimes varied expressions during the Classic period.” 
By now, Houston explains, extensive progress in the decipherment of Maya glyphs 
has made it possible to complement archaeological evidence with great amounts of 
textual information that reveals widespread beliefs about human existence in its 
social and political setting. “The most basic belief situated humans within time – 
time that influenced destiny and appropriate action, time as embedded within and 
merged with cycles of great complexity. More than mere framework, neutral in 
meaning, time had a physical, concrete quality that linked chronological structure 
and narrative content. Human activity was in part a product of that linkage, struc-
ture and substance bonded in ways that require subtle exposition.” The relevant 
evidence is rich, often contradictory, and exceptional in early American cultures 
because it offers access to important patterns of thought – although such patterns 
are limited to the highest levels of society. What Houston provides in this chapter 
is precisely this subtle exposition, focusing on a great variety of ways to represent 
and understand time, calendars, and cycles from day and year counts to “long 
counts” covering hundreds and thousands of years (in fact, counting from a start-
ing date in 3114 bce that preceded the historical Maya by a very long period). Such 
time frames expressed multitudes of meaning and even had a physical quality. They 
tried to harmonize lunar and solar cycles, bringing agricultural, life time, and cos-
mic cycles into correspondence. Human beginning, ending, and renewal were 
made to fit with grander schemes. If “there was an intellectual adventure for the 
Classic Maya,” Houston concludes, “it concerned, among other matters, their fas-
cination with time as a palpable entity, at times bloody, often concrete, a thing to 
be cosseted, buried, and a dense evocation of multiple layers of meaning.”

Chapter 11: the Aztecs. As Guilhem Olivier points out, the Aztecs lacked an 
official theology based on a unified textual tradition. Although scattered, sadly 
decimated, and largely collected by Europeans often driven by hostile intentions, 
the extant indigenous mythical accounts are enormously varied and permit a 
detailed approximation of pre‐conquest autochthnous thought. “Myths,” Olivier 
emphasizes, “illustrate and explain the place of humans in the creation and their 
role, together with that of the gods, in the functioning of the universe… [T]hey 
establish guidelines for the relations of mortals with their creators based on the 


