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o A systematic assessment of “axial age” proposals using global
comparative historical evidence.

Mullins et al., American Sociological Review 83.3 (2018)
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A PLAN

@ A bit of context: Turchin, Seshat, etc.
@ The article

@ Back to Seshat & comparative history
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1. Context
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PETER TURCHIN

Not the only major author here, but interesting case of interdisciplinarity
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SECULAR
S——— CYCLES

Peter Turchin and Sergey A. Nefedov
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@ Population ecologist, expert on consumer-resource cycles
(e.g. small northern rodents)

@ Then switch to historical cycles: quantitative data & models for rise and fall
of empires (claim of 300yr cycles in Rome, China...)

@ Finally, more generally data-oriented historical dynamics
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SESHAT

Since 2010, leads the construction of a big database

& Seshat e

Data Browser

Select a location markerto
explore its corresponding region

World Sample 30

° Beyond the World Sample 30

Seshat: Global History Databank

aims to build the most current and comprehensive body of knowledge about human history in one place. Our Databank systematically collects what is currently known about social and political organization
of human societies and how civilizations have evolved over time. See our website for a full overview of the project. This Equinox-2020 website displays a subset of Seshat data that will be used in upcoming

papers, allowing our collaborators and other domain experts to browse the data and provide suggestions for further improvement. If you notice any errors in the data or have any useful information on

variahles that have heen left incaded nlease let s knaw hy flline ont aur feedhack form Yon can alsn dawnload this dara as a snre:
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Seshat contents (used for the article) look like this:

Would be at least one level.
Din-e llahi, religion of the empire from 1582 CE to 1605 CE, had no priestly hierarchy or sacred scriptures. 21

Islam (which tiahi) ty hierarchy, although there are Shaikh, Olama or Imarm's who are seen a¢
4 Military levels 4 6 v
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s00-2068CE Mauryan Empire
Bureaucracy characteristics
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Law
— Flaialaipaony o Formallagalcoda & nferre prasent ¥ It 1605 CE Jahangic sued 12 arinance, 1 was o  comprehensiv legal code but a wellmesr
e reeaseofpisanars. and that unday was an Sacs s ofth uemas were o fundam
 Judges 4 present ¥ e.g. the Quazi-ul-Quazat [chief justice] %)
ssvsaoce Kadamba Empire 4 Courts & present v A ocaland nfoml vl 21
o Protessionsl Lawyars & prasant ¥ "These men, who sametimesacted as lwyers, were nown a wakls, bt th term did nt have the pn
ibeni .o e i oo et s gt o ey 18t ey st i word W ekl
sa7sece Chalukyas of Badami Coutof .
P — - S ————————
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AXIAL AGE 16/04/2022 7/22




2. The article
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AXIAL AGE

Popular idea: a bunch of Cool Dudes lived at roughly the same time

Source of the picture: Nature News on Mullins et al.
(https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-03785-w)
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AXIAL AGE

Random Cool Dude recension from the Internet

_Axial Age

-500 -400 -300

-300

created by Andrey Koval
koval.andrey@gmail.com

Old ideas of causal links: daoist legend that Buddha was a student of Laozi, suspicion of

Indian influence on weird Presocratics...
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BEyonD THE CooL DUDES

Jaspers proposed a theory of big social change around 500BC:

@ Shift from local to universal/transcendant religions: Buddhism,
Confucianism, Hinduism, Judaism, Platonism, and Zoroastrianism

@ Social and moral revolution: modern ethics, institutions promoting more
equity and rationality, no more god-kings
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BEyonD THE CooL DUDES

Jaspers proposed a theory of big social change around 500BC:

@ Shift from local to universal/transcendant religions: Buddhism,
Confucianism, Hinduism, Judaism, Platonism, and Zoroastrianism

@ Social and moral revolution: modern ethics, institutions promoting more
equity and rationality, no more god-kings

@ Many questions if this synchrony is true: What exactly changed? Why then?
Why not elsewhere?
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Is there even really synchrony? Estimates of Axial Age boundaries from
various historians span 2000 years:

Mean of published estimates

Proposed axial age
1,500 sC 1,000 BC 500 Bc 1 AD 500 ap

bl

Estimates published from 1873 to 2016. ©onature

(outliers usually try to include Muhammad or Zarathustra)
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What exactly changed? Many different claims by many different people
about core transformations.

One of the most striking ideas: cognitive shift.

“ Mota and colleagues (2016), for example, liken the low degree of reflexive or
introspective thought expressed in Bronze Age texts across Eurasia to adolescents in
modern Western countries, and texts produced during or after the Axial Age are argued
to mirror the level of introspection in contemporary adults.”
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What the article does: propose binary criteria for “Axial characteristics”,

using info present in the Seshat database
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Results: number of criteria satisfied (in 5 axial regions, underlined, and other

regions)

proxy
measures
12

Regions

No discrete axial age, similar trajectories earlier or later in various places (even

“non-axial” regions).
16/04/2022
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A few more thoughts on the article:

@ Published in top sociology journal despite “non-standard” authors and
methods

@ Obvious question, no answer: how much does the conclusion depend
on the 12 chosen criteria?
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3. Challenges of comparative history & cultural databases
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Pros

@ More-or-less standardized info for 30 regions and lots of chronology

@ The point: avoiding cherry-picking examples to support a thesis (most
common accusation against global theories in social science)
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CONS

“If the database merely substitutes cherry-picked variables

Professions

4 Professional military officers 4 present ¥ Mansabdal

rofessional soldiers 4 present ¥ The Mughal Empire
Soldiers ranged from the part-time peasant to the profession

4 Professional priesthood 4 suspected unknown ¥

Bureaucracy characteristics

and gerrymandered categories for cherry- picked examples, | don’t think we
will come out much ahead. Does the database contain the variables
relevant to [rival theories to those held by SESHAT authors|? "

— Brian Malley
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CONS

“If the database merely substitutes cherry-picked variables

Professions

4 Professional military officers 4 present ¥ Mansabdal

rofessional soldiers 4 present ¥ The Mughal Empire
Soldiers ranged from the part-time peasant to the profession

4 Professional priesthood 4 suspected unknown ¥

Bureaucracy characteristics

and gerrymandered categories for cherry- picked examples, | don’t think we
will come out much ahead. Does the database contain the variables
relevant to [rival theories to those held by SESHAT authors|? "

— Brian Malley

NB: Seshat is filled almost like a questionnaire; many problems known to social
scientists, e.g. insufficient or redundant categories, framing & interpretation...
Usually dealt with by iterating a lot over questionnaire design, probably not here
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WHAT YOU MEASURE IS IMPORTANT: EXAMPLE

@ Historical economics focuses on material production (farming & industry) and
claims wealth has been multiplied by at least 40 over last millenium
(frequent argument why [capitalism/modernity...] is good)

History’s hockey stick: Worldwide historical real gross domestic product w
per capita, 1000 to 2018
Unit 1The capitalist revolution' in The CORE Team, The Economy. Available at: https://tinyco.re/19274920 [Figure 1.1a]
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@ Material production is 25% of current GDP, everything else is services

= Unless we can really claim that we are “better served” by other humans now,
maybe wealth only multiplied by 1.3 at best (or even diminished for some)

INTP AXIAL AGE 16/04/2022 20 /22



OTHER ARTICLES AROUND SESHAT

A bit of sociology of science:
@ Massive data-gathering project, still ongoing, with dozens of contributors...

@ Various articles studying correlations in Seshat, e.g. “a Single Dimension of
Complexity Structures Global Variation in Human Social Organization”

1Coding culture: challenges and recommendations for comparative cultural databases,

Evolutionary Human Sciences (2020)
16/04/2022  21/22
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OTHER ARTICLES AROUND SESHAT

A bit of sociology of science:
@ Massive data-gathering project, still ongoing, with dozens of contributors...

@ Various articles studying correlations in Seshat, e.g. “a Single Dimension of
Complexity Structures Global Variation in Human Social Organization”

@ Closed circle? recurrent set of authors, often published in Turchin’s own
journal (Cliodynamics), some well-cited PNASes but citations are from
“complexity science” and others (e.g. cog sci), not much from historians

@ Response to criticism and interactions with other cultural databases

“ Overall, Slingerland et al.’s critique' [...] does not call into question any of our
main findings, but it does highlight various shortcomings of Slingerland et al.’s

database project. ”

1Coding culture: challenges and recommendations for comparative cultural databases,
Evolutionary Human Sciences (2020)
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CONCLUSIONS

A few discussion points:

@ What is so attractive about the idea of an Axial Age?
(besides Cool Dudes hanging together)

@ How convinced can we be by the choice of indicators, and how
sensitive to that choice is the appearance of abrupt or continuous
transition?
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