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death, rather, that virtue in this life is its own reward, and vice results 

in its own punishment. They asserted that there was a soul but held out 

little hope for its survival.14 None of this was particularly helpful to the 

masses. One Greek philosopher often mentioned by educated Romans 

was Socrates, and he promoted the idea that there was “either a happy

afterlife or painless nothingness,” which must have left his listeners 

scratching their heads.15 

The Roman orator Cicero believed that anything existing of the di-

vine in human beings was immortal and that, according to an old Roman 

tradition, there was a “remote region among the stars,” a happy place for 

good people to go when they died. For him, there was no place of punish-

ment, which he dismissed as the product of an old wives’ tale.16 Virgil 

believed that most souls went to an underworld, and bad people suffered 

the “punishments of Tartarus,” a place in Hades—the underground of 

the dead—reserved for the worst kind of offenders.17 

Most people in the Roman Empire who felt spiritually inclined 

turned toward Oriental religions such as Cybele, or Worship of the Great 

Mother, which involved sexually depraved rites. They also followed Asia 

Minor’s Attis, Persia’s Mithras, as well as Isis and Serapis from Egypt, 

each of which emphasized regeneration and an afterlife. In all of these, 

the soul was said to experience rebirth. A redeemer-god and various my-

thologies usually involving a dying and rising god were also part of those 

beliefs.18 When Christianity penetrated Rome, a majority of the empire’s 

citizens were preoccupied by, but uncertain about, life after death. 

4

In pre-Columbian America, afterlife beliefs took on a far different 

tone. The Mayans believed in layers of heaven, thirteen to be exact, while 

nine worlds existed below the earth. At death, people merged with the 

gods, becoming one, and their descendents then worshiped them. Simi-

larly, the Aztecs thought there were heavenly layers above the earth and 

that those who died as warriors in battle, merchants on distant trips who 
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passed away, and women who died in childbirth, got to go to those heav-

ens where they became the sun’s companions. Everyone else endured 

the nine worlds below, including a hellish region with nine rivers called 

Mictlan, which dead souls took four years to cross. Then they would 

simply vanish. The Incas believed that two souls resided in people, one 

of them remained with the body at death, and the other returned to its 

place of origin.19 

Most native North Americans also believed in the immortality of the 

soul, asserting that the afterlife would be full of all that made this life 

secure and pleasant.20 The Iroquois of the Northeast thought the dead 

became ghosts who went to an afterlife that became interwoven with the 

life of the person’s tribe. Winter festivals were conducted for the benefi t 

of those ghosts, who were believed to take part unseen in the dancing 

and games. During raiding parties, the ghosts would also be present, but 

they would not participate. Contrary to popular opinion, Native Ameri-

cans did not believe in a “happy hunting ground” because this clashed 

with their conviction that ghosts did not eat food.21

Death brought about a complex ritual that included fasting, wakeful-

ness, a ban on speaking the dead person’s name, and blowing ashes on 

the corpse to appease the person’s spirit. If assuaged, it would return af-

ter three days to drink water from a pot laid at the corpse’s head. Should 

rippling water be present in the pot, this was a sign that the deceased 

would not trouble the living.22 

4

Our ancient ancestors speculated, marveled about, and feared the 

afterlife—what it was, where it was, and if indeed it was. Twenty-fi rst- 

century Americans have the blessings and drawbacks of centuries of 

meticulously constructed beliefs from every possible culture and ev-

ery conceivable angle of understanding. Each American is the product 

of at least one of those religions or philosophies, often more than one. 

What has happened to us is similar at least in one way to the ancient 
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Romans who built upon the foundations of their own earliest traditions 

and folklore, then integrated the teachings of the Greek and Oriental 

philosophies. 

At the time of Christianity’s advent into their culture, most Romans, 

like the majority of Americans today, were theistic, although they hadn’t 

really settled on one way of thinking about God or gods. They also felt 

concerned about life after death, wanting to believe it was real and true, 

fearing that it might not be, and wondering where truth really lay. Like 

modern Americans, those Romans had mostly abandoned the tradi-

tions of their ancestors. They adopted other cultures’ views, creating a 

syncretism that left many in doubt about life after death. Scholars were 

generally contemptuous of or confused about the whole idea, while the 

majority of Romans—although they may not have known why—clung to 

popular concepts. L. P. Wilkinson summed up the state of Roman belief, 

but he could have been referring to America today:

The nature and extent of belief in survival is hard to assess. . . . “Farewell 
forever” continues to be the sentiment of many tombs; “I was, I am not, I 
care not.” But the great majority ostensibly attest belief. . . . What cannot 
be assessed is how much was pure convention, how much hope that went 
beyond mere sentiment.23


