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ful. Progress with a capital P is the great
superstition of our age. Scanning the last
hundred years, it is hard to accept that overall
progress has occurred in the course of the
genocides, the Holocaust, the wars, the devel-
opment of atomic weaponry—brutality gener-
alized to a degree unimaginable in 1909. Only
in one sphere of human endeavor can
progress sensibly be argued: technology.
Wright believes that technology, which has
paved the way for globalization, will make
people more humane as we come to
understand and respect one another more.
But technology is value neutral, enhancing
the human power for both good and evil by a
staggeringly vast amount.

Wright believes that religion begins with ani-
mism (the belief that everything in nature has a
spirit). He offers a history of humanity’s proces-
sion from polytheism to monolatry (worship of
only one god among many) to monotheism to
(he hopes) a more loving religion. In this he is
faithful to the ideas of Auguste Comte and the
anthropologist Edward Tylor; he even shares
some thinking with the Scottish social
anthropologist James Frazer, Saint Augustine,
and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. No one since
Frazer has made “primitive” religion as colorful
as Wright does. Wright argues that the Israelites’
monotheism became fully fixed only from the
time of the Babylonian Exile (the banishment of
most of the Jewish people to Babylonia during
586–538 bc). Most Jewish and Christian schol-
ars would agree, though they hold that the
change was brought about more through revela-
tion and theological reflection than politics and
economics.

Wright flatly denies that any scriptures—
Jewish, Christian, Muslim—are inspired. This
stance is inevitable in a materialist take on
the subject, but Wright tends to subscribe to
radical reinterpretations of history, sug-
gesting, for example, that there was no Moses.
Wright’s treatment of Jesus is particularly
weak. He relies exclusively on the theories of
the “historical Jesus” tradition, which
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is less ambitious than its title.
One kind of Greek love, love of
god, does not figure in these
pages. Neither does another,
patriotism. Nor does a third
kind, love of argument, for
though Davidson has a thesis,
he expatiates rather than argues. By “love” James
Davidson means only “Greek homosexuality,” on
which he has written a lengthy survey that ranges
over Greek culture and society from the Archaic
Period, beginning around 700 bc, to the Hellenis-
tic Period, which terminated with the conquest of
Greece by the Romans in 146 bc.

For nearly 2,000 years, Greek homosexuality
was a neglected topic. Classical scholars knew of
customary homosexual relations between older
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contrasts a putative “real” Jesus—a relatively
obscure prophet who was executed by the
Romans for being a public nuisance—with a
mythical Christ that emerged sometime
around the end of the first century through an
anonymous and mainly oral tradition. The
thousands of scholars who subscribe to this
hypothesis pay little attention to critics such
as Richard Bauckham, who has argued that
the Gospels most likely grew from eyewitness
accounts. It turns out that the “historical
Jesus” is, on the historical evidence, more like
the Jesus of the New Testament and the early
church than he is like the Jesus of Robert
Wright.

The Evolution of God is peppered with
intriguing ideas. It is worth reading, with a
skeptical eye peeled.
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not anal or oral, sex. Whatever these relations
were, sexual conduct was one thing, erotic life was
another, and the way that power affected either
one of them was yet another. To see power and
nothing else is the mistake that Lenin, in writing
about politics, called economism (and that
plagued leftwing writers down through Stalin and
beyond).

Davidson, though, thinks this mistake is anti-
gay, not anti-intellectual. He is something of a
dinner-party crusader on behalf of Greek gay
courtship and even Greek gay marriage. Spartan

lesbians, he says, were “married,” which
in ancient Greece would mean

joined as husband and wife.
There is no evidence for this

conclusion. Davidson also
says that Achilles, the
warrior hero of The
Iliad, may have been
married to his comrade
Patroclus. He forgets

that a Greek bride was
almost always younger

than her spouse. Since
Achilles was younger than
Patroclus, he would have to
have been the bride. Yet there
is nothing bridal about
Achilles—nothing at all. In
both of these instances,
Davidson sees marriage as a

kind of companionship. This, too, is wrong.
Greek marriages were bargains struck by the
bride’s father with the groom. The one gave her
to the other for the purpose of bearing legitimate
children. If she did not bear legitimate children,
the groom could get them by impregnating a
mistress.

Davidson made his point about Dover in an
earlier book, Courtesans and Fishcakes: The Con-
suming Passions of Classical Athens (1998), which
is only half as long. Caveat emptor. Weigh before
you pay.

F. S. Naiden is an assistant professor of ancient history at the
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill.

and younger Greek male citizens. In his
Symposium, Plato wrote of the relationship be-
tween the elderly Socrates and the young Alcibi-
ades, an Athenian general and politician. Homo-
sexual ties among soldiers were another
identifiable Greek custom. The sexual abuse of
slaves did not exclude homosexual abuse, and
scholars knew this too, although they ignored it,
just as they ignored other aspects of Greek slavery.
Yet Greek male homosexuality made less of an
impression than the lesbianism of Sappho, a
Romantic household name. Only scholars
doubted her love poems showed that she
was homosexual. The male version
of these noble, Sapphic
sentiments was chaste friend-
ship (but not homosexual-
ity), especially friendship
of a philosophical turn:
Socrates and Alcibiades
again. This image of
Greek men owed more to
the canonized torsos of
Classical sculpture than to
pedestrian historical sources.

Then, in the 1970s, as Da-
vidson writes in his fourth—
and best—chapter, Sir Ken-
neth Dover led the way in
drawing a new picture: a
homosexuality of acts, not
poses, with the frequent
rape of less powerful partners by more powerful
ones. Davidson says that Dover and others have
made too much of homosexual acts and too little
of homosexual bonding, pointing out that Greek
homosexuals courted as well as raped each other.
And he claims that Dover overemphasized the
distinction between more and less powerful par-
ticipants. In courtship, power took diverse forms,
and so the older citizen male, for example, did
not always control his younger lover.

Davidson’s critique has the merit of scholarly
common sense. As careful readers of Greek litera-
ture have always known, many Greek homosexual
relations were asexual, or centered on intercrural,

A fifth-century BC Greek cup depicts Achilles
dressing the wounds of Patroclus. Scholars
have long argued over whether theirs was a
friendship with benefits.




