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. The idea that the world is becoming smaller is, like much folk wisdom, only
the Early Civilizations

partly true. For several hundred years, but particularly during the past
century, worldwide transportation and communication facilitics have
become steadily more ¢laborate and rapid. It was less than 500 years ago
that a ship first sailed around the entire world, a dangerous and uncer-
tain journey that took many months. Now, political leaders, business peo-
ple, and even wealthy tounsts can routinely travel across half the world
in less than a day. Telephone and radio communications have for several
decades provided worldwide linkages, and, thanks to satellites, even
global television hookups have become routine. As a result, tor the first
time in world history, events of widespread interest can be simultane-
ously experienced by hundreds of millions of people in all parts of the
globe. World Cup soccer tinals and recent Olympic Games have drawn
audiences of over a billion people.

The smallness of our world involves more than speedy international
conract; it also involves the nature and extent of that contact. Our cen-
tury is the first to experience world wars, as well as the fear of surprise

attacks by enemies 6000 miles away. International negotiations and diplomatic contacts
are not so novel, but the impact of events in distant parts of the globe has obviously
increased. As an example, we can consider the conflicts between Chirstians and Muslims
in unfamiliar parts of the Balkans that prompted several interventions by American troops in
the late 1990s. Worldwide economic contacts have increased at least as fast as those in the
military and diplomatic ficlds. Production surges in China or Mexico vitally affect Amer-
icans as consumers and workers; shifts in the oil prices levied by Middle Eastern nations



influence the driving habits of Americans and Europeans. Cultural linkages have also pro-
liferated, as witness the existence of international sporting events and the widespread
audience for French films or American television. Only in the twentieth century has a
traveler been able to journey to cities on every inhabited continent and find buildings
that look just like those at home. Indeed, U.S. hotel and restaurant chains now literally
span the carth.

To some observers, our smaller world is also an increasingly homogencous world.
Certain people lament the widespread adoption of various customs that seem to reduce
valuable and interesting human diversity. Thus, purists in France deplore the practice of
modern French supermarkets in imitating American packaging of cheese, just as many
in Japan or Egypt deplore the decline of traditional costumes in favor of more Western-
style dress. Probably more people, or at least more Americans, rejoice that our life-style
has been adopted by other socictics, Many Americans, comfortable in their own ways,
are pleased to see familiar products and styles in other countries. Others, firm believers
in the importance of international harmony, are cager to minimize the strangeness of
foreign lands.

Despite new and important international linkages, our world is also marked by fun-
damental, often agonizing, divisions and diversitics. Japan, in 1984, ordered a govern-
ment inquiry into the use of chopsticks among schoolchildren. Their use had been
declining because of a growing cagerness to cat quickly. Surely, to many American eyes,
this might seem to represent a quaint, if harmless, concern for distinctive traditions. But
such concerns are not altogether different from those of Muslim leaders, many of
whom from the [ate 1970s to the present have thundered against Western influences,
ranging from styles of women’s dress to the idea thar economic development rather than
religion should be society’s foremost priority. Varied reactions to Western influence
reflect serious global divisions. And there are the direct conflicts over identity that rage
in various parts of the world.

Correspondingly, certain systematic separations shape our world as much as linkages.
As Russia experiments with democracy, China resolutely combines political authorirari-
anism with economic innovations. Stark divisions separate societies that have industrial-
ized, and in which a minority of people are directly engaged in food production, from the
larger number of nations in which full industrialization remains a distant drecam. Cultural
divisions also remain strong. India is the leading producer of films in the contemporary
world, but these films, steeped in traditional Indian themes and values, rarely find non-
Indian audiences. The United States, although able to export some films and television
shows widely, also enjoys certain sports, notably football, that have only modest appeal to
other cultures. Japan, in copying televised American quiz shows, imposes shame on los-
ing contestants in a fashion that would seem bizarre to the West. Changes in the role of
women in the workplace and their growing assertiveness and independence, common-
place factors in Western societies, find limited echoes in the Muslim world or even in Japan.

The point is clear: The smallness of the world, as represented by the new and some-
times beneficial exchanges among diverse peoples, exists alongside deep divisions. Inter-
national contacts do not necessarily bring harmony or friendship. Any interpretation of
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the contemporary world must take into account this complex tension, involving the
undeniable existence of certain patterns that have worldwide influence but the equally unde-
niable existence of divergencies and conflicts that stubbornly persist. Policymakers face this
conflict in applying their beliefs to the wider world: Should U.S. policy be based on assump-
tions that most of the world will become increasingly like us, or should it build on
assumptions of permanent political and cultural differences? U.S. policy in recent decades
has, in fact, oscitlated between both approaches, in part because ¢ach approach—the vision
of expanding contact and imitation, and the vision of deep-seated, possibly growing differ-
entation—has much to commend it.

The same tension must inform any study of how the world became what it is
today—that is, any ¢ffort to convey the basic dynamics of world history. Both interna-
tional influences and major diversitics are rooted in the past. Humankind has always
been united in some respects. The human species displays certain common responses,
and as a result, all human societies share cerrain basic features, Morcover, there have always
been some links among different human societies in various parts of the world,
although admittedly such linkages have only recently become complex and rapid. Cul-
tural diffusion—the process by which an idea or technique devised in one society
spreads to another—describes the way plowing equipment first invented in China ulti-
mately was adopted in Europe, or the way a numbering system conceived in India
reached the Middle East and then Europe many centuries ago. The same basic process
of cultural diffusion, now speeded up, indicates how the Japanesc copied and then
improved upon American assembly-line production during the 19705 and 1980s. There
have always been, in other words, some common themes in world history, affecting
many peoples and establishing a common dynamic for developments in many parts of
the world in a given set of centuries. However, there also have always been important



differences among the world’s peoples, as even prehistoric societies differed markedly
in how they viewed death, how they treated the elderly and children, or the kind of
government they established.

There are two ways to make the study of these complexities relatively manageable.
The evolution of worldwide processes—that is, developments that ultimately shaped much
of the world’s population—can be understood by dividing the past into coherent periods of
world history, from the prehistoric age to the development of agriculture to the spread
of the great religions and on to more recent stages, The leading diversities of human soci-
ety for at least the past 3000 years can be conveyed by concentrating on the development
of particularly extensive and durable civilizations, whose impact runs from their own ori-
gins to the present time. These civilizations, while not embracing the entire human species
even today, have come to include most people, and they are, fortunately, not infinite in
number. Five early traditions—in the Middle East (Mesopotamia and Dersia), the Mediter-
ranean (the Middle Eastern coast, North Africa, and Southern Europe), India, China, and
Central America—ultimately were replaced by seven major patterns of government, soci-
ety, and culture. Exploring the nature of these patterns in the world’s seven regions—FEast
Asia; India and Southeast Asia; the Middle East; Eastern Europe; sub-Saharan Aftica; West-
ern Europe and North America; and Latin America—and then assessing their interaction
with the larger processes of world history provide the key to understanding the essential
features of human society past and present.

Think of a pattern as follows: Each civilization deals with some common issues, such
as how to organize a state, how to define a family, how to integrate technology and whether
or not to encourage technological change, how to explain and present the natural universe,
and how to define social inequality. The distinctive ways that cach civilization handles these
issucs follow from geographical differences plus carly cultural and historical experience. The
goal in comparing the major civilizations involves understanding these different approaches
to common social issues. But civilizations were never entirely isolated, and ultimately they
all had to decide what to do about growing international trade, migrations, spreading dis-
cases, and missionary religions. They also had to decide how to respond to examples and
influences from other socicties. Responses to these common forees sometimes drew civi-
lizations together, bur they also often reflected very diverse adjustments. The puzzle of

world history—its picces composed of distinct civilizations, contacts, and ongoing change
is not hard ro outline but it is undeniably challenging.

Not long ago, many Americans believed that world history consisted of the rise of
their own Western civilization and its interaction with the rest of the globe. Not long
ago, many Chinese believed that world history involved little more than the fascinating
story of the evolution of the only civilization that mattered—their own. These were
attractive visions, adequate for many purposes; they certainly offered simpler explana-
tions than a focus on the interaction and differentiation of several vibrant civilizations.
But just as many people today see that the world is growing “smaller,” in the same way,
many also obscrve that it is growing more complex. A study of world history can and
should respond to this complexity.
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he human species has accomplished a great deal in a relatively short

period of time. There are significant disagreements over how long

an essentially human specics, as distinet from other primates, has
existed. However, a figure of 2 or 2.5 million years scems acceptable. This
is approximately 1,/4000 of the time the carth has existed. That is, if onc
thinks of the whole history of the earth to date as a 24-hour day, the human
species began at about 5 minutes until midnight. Human beings have
cxisted for less than 5§ percent of the time mammals of any sort have lived.
Yet in this bricf span of time—by carth-history standards—humankind has
spread to every landmass (with the exception of the polar regions) and, for
better or worse, has taken control of the destinies of countless other species.

To be sure, human beings have some drawbacks as a species, compared
to other existing models. They are unusually aggressive against their own
kind: While some of the great apes, notably chimpanzees, engage in peri-
odic wars, these conflices can hardly rival human violence. Human babies
arc dependent for a long period, which requires some special family or child-
care arrangements and often has limited the activities of many adult women.
Certain ailments, such as back problems resulting from an upright stature,
also burden the species. And, insofar as we know, the human species is alone
in its awareness of the inevitability of death—a knowledge that imparts some
unique fears and tensions.

Distinctive features of the human species account for considerable
achievement as well. Like other primates, but unlike most other mammals,
people can manipulate objects fairly readily because of the grip provided by
an opposable thumb on cach hand. Compared to other primates, human
beings have a relatively high and regular sexual drive, which aids reproduc-
tion; being omnivores, they are not dependent exclusively on plants or ani-
mals for food, which helps explain why they can live in so many different
climates and scttings; the unusual varicty of their facial expressions aids com-
munication and enhances social life. The distinetive human brain and a facil-
ity for claborate speech are even more important: Much of human history
depends on the knowledge, inventions, and social contracts that resulted
from these assets. Features of this sort explain why many human cultures,
including the Western culture that many Americans share, promote a firm
separation between human and animal, seeing in our own species a power
and rationality, and possibly a spark of the divine, that “lower™ creatures lack.

Although the rise of humankind has been impressively rapid, however,
its carly stages can also be viewed as painfully long and slow. Most of the
2 million plus years during which our species has existed are described by
the term Paleolithic, or Old Stone Age. Throughout this long time span,
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which runs until about 14,000 years ago, human beings learned only simple
tool use, mainly through employing suitably shaped rocks and sticks for hunt-
ing and warfare. Fire was tamed about 750,000 years ago. The nature of the
species also gradually changed during the Paleolithic, with emphasis on more
erect stature and growing brain capacity. Archeological evidence also indicates
some increases in average size. A less apelike species, whose larger brain and
erect stance allowed better tool use, emerged benween 500,000 and 750,000
years ago; it is called, appropriately enough, Hemo erectus. Scveral species of
Homo erectus developed and spread in Affica, to Asia and Europe, reaching a
population size of perhaps 1.5 million 100,000 years ago.

Considerable evidence suggests that more advanced types of humans
killed off or displaced many competitors over time, which explains why there
is only one basic human type throughout the world today, rather than a num-
ber of rather similar human species, as among monkeys and apes. The newest
human breed, Homo sapiens sapiens, of which all humans in the world today
are descendants, originated about 120,000 years ago, also in Africa. The suc-
cess of this subspecies means that there have been no major changes in the
basic human physique or brain size since its advent.

Even after the appearance of Homoe sapicns sapiens, human life faced impor-
tant constraints. People who hunted food and gathered nuts and berries could
not support large numbers or elaborate socicties. Most hunting groups were small,
and they had to roam widely for food. Two people required at least one square mile
for survival. Population growth was slow, pardy because women breast-fed infants
for several years to limit their own fertility. On the other hand, people did not have
to work very hard—hunting took about seven hours every three days on aver-
age. Women, who gathered fruits and vegetables, worked harder but there was
significant equality berween the sexes based on common economic contributions.

Paleolithic people gradually improved their tool use, beginning with the
crude shaping of stone and wooden implements. Specch developed with Hoano
erectus 100,000 years ago, allowing more group cooperation and the trans-
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mission of technical knowledge. By the later Paleolithic period, people had
developed rituals to lessen the fear of death and created cave paintings to
express a sense of nature’s beauty and power. Goddesses often played a promi-
nent role in the religious pantheon. Thus, the human species came to develop
cultures—that is, systems of belief that helped explain the environment and set
up rules for various kinds of social behavior. The development of speech pro-
vided rich language and symbols for the transmission of culture and its grow-
ing sophistication. At the same time, different groups of humans, in different
locations, developed quite varied belief systems and corresponding languages.

The greatest achievement of Paleolithic people was the sheer spread of the
human species over much of the carth’s surface. The species originated in cast-
crn Africa; most of the carliest types of human remains come from this region,
in the present-day countries of Tanzania, Kenya, and Uganda. But gradual
migration, doubtless caused by the need to find scarce food, steadily pushed the
human reach to other arcas. Key discoveries, notably fire and the use of animal
skins for clothing—both of which enabled people to live in colder climates—
facilitated the spread of Paleolithic groups. The first pecople moved out of Africa
about 750,000 years ago. Human remains (Pcking man, Java man) have been
found in China and Southeast Asia dating from 600,000 and 350,000 years ago,
respectively. Humans inhabited Britain 250,000 ycears ago. They first crossed to
Australia 60,000 years ago, followed by another group 20,000 years later; these
combined to form the continent’s aboriginal population. Dates of the migration
from Asia to the Americas are under debate. Most scholars believe that humans
crossed what was then a land bridge from Siberia to Alaska about 17,000 years
ago and quickly began to spread out, reaching the tip of the South American
continent possibly within a mere thousand years. But some recent carbon-dat-
ing of Native American artifacts suggests an earlier arrival date. Settlers from
China rcached Taiwan, the Philippines, and Indonesia 4500 to 3500 years ago.

In addition, soon after this ime—roughly 14,000 ycars ago—the last great
ice age ended, which did wonders for living conditions over much of the North-
ern Hemisphere, Human development began to accelerate. A new term,
Mesolithic, or Middle Stone Age, designates a span of several thousand years,
from about 12,000 to 8000 B.C.E.,* in which human ability to fashion stonc
tools and other implements improved greatly. People learned to sharpen and
shape stone, to make better weapons and cutting edges. Animal bones were used
to make ncedles and other precise tools. From the Mesolithic also date the
increased numbers of log rafts and dugouts, which improved fishing, and the
manufacture of pots and baskets for food storage. Mesolithic people domesti-

*In Christian societics, historical dating divides between years “before the birth of Christ™ (8.¢.) and after (4.1,
anste Deméng, or “year of our Lord™). This system came into wide acceptance in Europe in the eighteenth cen
tury, as formal historical consciousness increased (although ironically, 1 .. is a few vears late for Jesus® acrual
birth). China, Islam, Judaism, and many other socicties use different dating systems, referring to their own his
tory, This text, like many recent world history materials, uses the Christian chronology (one has to choose some
system) but changes the terms o 1.0,k {*before the common ¢ra®) and ¢, (“of the common era®} as a L
ture to less Christian-centric labeling,
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cated more animals, such as cows, which again improved food supply. Popula-
tion growth accelerated, which also resulted in more conflicts and wars. Skele-
tons from this period show frequent bone breaks and skull fractures caused by
weapons.

In time, better tool use, somewhat more claborate social organization, and
still more population pressure led people in many parts of the world to the
final Stone Age or New Stone Age (see Map 1.1). And from
Neolithic people, in turn, came several more dramatic developments that
changed the nature of human existe cre-
ation of cities, and other foreshadowings of civilization, which ¢nded the Stone

Age altogether throughout much of the world.

THE NEOLITHIC
REVOLUTION

BE Tl Neolithic Revolution involved the devel-
opment of agriculture. This ecenrred in differ-
ent times in different places. Agriculture
created important changes from hwmankind’s
hunting and gathering past, going well
beyond foud supply,

Human achicvements during the various ages of stone
are both fascinating and fundamental, and some points
are hotly debated. Qur knowledge of Stone Age soci-

ety is of course limited, although archeologists have
been creative in their interpretations of tool remains
and other evidence, such as cave paintings and burial
sites, that Stone Age people produced in various parts
of the world. What people accomplished during this
long period of prehistory remains essential to human
fife today; our ability to make and manipulate tools
thus depends directly on what our Stone Age ances-
tors learned about physical matter.

However, it was the invention of agriculture that
most clearly moved the human specics toward more
elaborate social and culeural parterns of the sort that
people today would find recognizable, With agricul-
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ture, human beings were able to settle in one spot
and focus on particular economic, political, and reli-
gious goals and activities. Agriculture also spawned a
great increase in the sheer number of people in the
world—from abour 6 to 8 million across the carth’s
surface during early Neolithic times, to about 100
million some 3000 years later.

The initial development of agriculture—that is,
the deliberate planting of grains for later harvest—
was probably triggered by nwo resules of the ice age’s
end. First, population increascs, stemming from
improved climate, prompted people to scarch for
new and more reliable sources of food. Second, the
end of the ice age saw the retreat of certain big game
animals, such as mastodons. Human hunters had
to turn to smaller game, such as deer and wild
boar, in many forested arcas. Hunting’s overall
yvield declined. Here was the basis for new interest in
other sources of food. There is evidence that by
9000 B.C.E., in certain parts of the world, people
were becoming increasingly dependent on regular
harvests of wild grains, berrtes, and nuts. This
undoubtedly set the stage for the deliberate planting
of sceds (probably accidental to begin with) and the
improvement of key grains through the sclection of
sceds from the best plants.

11

As farming evolved, new animals were also domes-
ticated. Particularly in the Middle East and parts of
Asia, by 9000 5.C.E. pigs, sheep, goats, and cattle were
being raised. Farmers used these animals for meat and
skins and soon discovered dairying as well. These
results not only contributed to the development of
agriculture, they also served as the basis for nomadic
herding societies.

Farming was initially developed in the Middle East,
in an arc of territory running from present-day Turkey
to Iraq and Israel. This was a very fertle arca, more fer-
tile in those days than at present. Grains such as barley
and wild wheat were abundant. At the same time, this
area was not heavily forested, and animals were in short
supply, presenting a challenge to hunters. In the Mid-
dle East, the development of agriculture may have
begun as carly as 10,000 B.c.E., and it gained ground
rapidly after 8000 8.C.E. Gradually during the Neolithic
centuries, knowledge of agricultere spread to other
centers, including parts of India, North Africa, and
Europe. Agriculture, including rice cultivation, soon
developed independently in China. Thus, within a few
thousand ycars agriculture had spread to the parts of
the world that would produce the first luman civiliza-
tions (Map 1.2). We will see that agriculture spread
later to much of Africa south of the Mediterrancan
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coast, reaching West Africa by 2000 8.C.E., although
here too there were additional developments with an
emphasis on local grains and also root crops such as
yams. Agriculture had to be invented separately in the
Americas, based on corn cultivadon, where it was also
a slightly later development (about 5000 e.C.E).

Many scholars have termed the development of
agriculture a “Neolithic revolution.” The term is
obviously misleading in one sense: Agriculture was no
sudden transformation, even in the Middle East
where the new system had its roots. Learning the new
agricultural methods was difficult, and many peoples
long combined a bit of agriculture with considerable
reliance on the older systems of hunting and gather-
ing. A “revolution” that took over a thousand years,
and then several thousand more to spread to key pop-
ulation centers in Asia, Europe, and Africa, is hardly
dramatic by modern standards.

The concept of revolution is, however, appropri-
ate in demonstrating the magnitude of change
involved. Early agriculture could support far morc
people per square mile than hunting ever could; it also
allowed people to settle more permancently in one area.
The system was nonetheless not casy. Agriculture
required more regular work, at least of men, than
hunting did. Hunting groups today, such as the pyg-
mics of the Kalihari Desert in southwest Africa, work
an average of 2.5 hours a day, alternating long, intense
hunts with periods of idleness. Settled agriculture con-
centrated populations and encouraged the spread of
disease. As much as agriculture was demanding, it was
also rewarding: Agriculture supported larger popula-
tions, and with better food supplies and a more sertled
existence, agricultural peoples could afford to build
houses and villages. Animals provided not only hides
but also wool for more varied clothing,

We know nest to nothing of the debates that
must have raged when people were first confronted
with agriculture, but it is not hard to imagine that
many would have found the new life too complicated,
too difficult, or too unexciting. Most evidence sug-
gests that gathering and hunting peoples resisted agri-
culture as long as they could. Gradually, of course,
agriculture did gain ground. Its success was hard to
deny. And as farmers cleared new land from forests,
they automatically drove out or converted many
hunters. Disease played a role: Settled agriculrural
societies suffered from more contagious discases
because of denser population concentrations. Hunt-
ing and gathering peoples lacked resistance and often
died when agriculeurists who had developed immu-
nity to these diseases carred them into their areas.

Not all the peoples of the world came to embrace
the slowly spreading wave of agriculture, at least not
until very recently, Important small societies in south-
ern Africa, Australia, the islands of Southeast Asia, and
even northern Japan were isolated for so long that
news of this cconomic system simply did not reach
them. The white-skinned hunting tribes of northern
Japan disappeared only about a hundred years ago.
Northern Europeans and southern Africans converted
to agriculture carlier, about 2000 years ago, but well
after the Neolithic revolution had transformed other
parts of their continents. Agriculture was initiated in
the Americas as carly as 5000 B.C.E. and developed vig-
orously in Central America and the northern part of
South America. However, most Indian tribes in North
Ametica continued a hunting and gathering existence,
sometimes combined with limited agriculture, until
recent centuries. Finally, the peoples of the vast plains
of central Asia long resisted a complete conversion to
agriculture, in part because of a harsh climate; herd-
ing, rather than grain-growing, became the basic
soctocconomic system of this part of the world. And
from this arca would come waves of tough, nomadic
invaders whose role in linking major civilizations was a
vital force in world history until a few centuries ago.

Development possibilities among people who
became agriculturists were more obvious than those
among smaller populations who resisted or simply did
not know of the system: Agriculture set the basis for
morc rapid change in human societics. Greater wealth
and larger populations freed some people for other
specializations, from which new ideas or techniques
might spring. Agriculture itself depended on control
over nature that could be facilitated by newly devel-
oped techniques and objects. For example, during the
Neolithic period itself, the needs of farming people for
storage facilities, for grains and sceds, promoted the
development of basker-making and pottery. The first
potter’s wheel came into existence around 6000 B.C.E.,
and this, in turn, encouraged faster and higher-qualicy
pottery production. Agricultural needs also encour-
aged certain kinds of science, supporting the human
inclination to learn more about weather or flooding.

Much of what we think of as human history
involves the doings of agriculrural socicties—socictics,
that is, in which most people are farmers and in which
the production of food is the central ¢conomic activ-
ity. Nonagricultural groups, like the nomadic herders
in Central Asia, made their own mark, but their great-
est influence usually occurred in interactions with agri-
cultural peoples. Many socictics remain  largely
agricultural still today. The huge time span we have
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thus far considered, including the Neolithic revolution
itself, is all technically “prehistorical”— involved with
human patterns before the invention of writing
allowed the kinds of records-keeping historians prefer.
In fact, since we now know how to use surviving tools
and burial sites as records, the prehistoric-historic dis-
tinction means less than it once did. The preagricul-
tural-agricultural distinction is more central. Fairly
soon after the development of agriculture—although
not, admittedly, right away—significant human change
began to occur in decades and centuries, rather than
in the sizable blocks of time, several thousand years or
more, that describe preagricultural peoples.

Indeed, one basic change took place fairly soon
after the introduction of agriculture, and, again, soci-
cties in the Middle East served as its birthplace, The
discovery of metal tools dates back to abour 4000
B.C.E. Copper was the first metal with which people
learned how to work, although the more resilient
metal, bronze, soon entered the picture. In fact, the
nest basic age of human existence was the Bronze Age.
By about 3000 B.C.E., metalworking had become so
commonplace in the Middle East that che use of stone
tools dissipated, and the long stone ages were over at
last—although, of course, an essentially Neolithic tech-
nology persisted in many parts of the world, even
among some agricultural peoples,

Metalworking was extremely useful to agricul-
tural or herding socicries. Metal hoes and other tools
allowed farmers to work the ground more efficiently,
Metal weapons were obviously superior to those
made from stone and wood. Agricultural peoples had
the resources to free up a small number of individu-
als as roolmakers, who would specialize in this activ-
ity and exchange their products with farmers for
food. Specialization of this sort did not, however,
guarantee rapid rates of invention; indeed, many spe-
cialized artisans scemed very conservative, cager to
preserve methods that had been inherited. But, spe-
cialization did improve the conditions or climate for
discovery, and the invention of metalworking was a
key result. Like agriculture, knowledge of metals
gradually fanned out to other parts of Asia and to
Africa and Europe.

Gradually, the knowledge of metal tools created
further change, for not only farmers but also manu-
facturing artisans benefited from better tools. Wood-
working, for example, became steadily more claborate
as metal replaced stone, bone, and fire in the cutting
and connecting of wood. We are, of course, still liv-
ing in the metal ages voday, although we rely primar-
ily on iron—whose working was introduced around

1500 B.C.E. by herding peoples who invaded the
Middle East—rather than copper and bronze.

CIVILIZATION

wa The emergence of civilisation eccurred in
many though not all agricultural socicties.
1t often builr on additional changes in tech-
nology including the introduction of metal
tools. Most civilizations had common features
including cities, writing, and formal states.
Early civilizations included Mesopotamin,
Egype, Indus River, and China. These can be
compared to determine other commonalitics
plus carly differences.

Agriculture encouraged the formation of larger as well
as more stable human communities than had existed
before Neolithic times. A few Mesolithic groups had
formed villages, particularly where opportunities for
fishing were good, as around some of the lakes in
Switzerland. However, most hunting peoples moved
in rclatively small groups, or tribes, each containing
anywhere from 40 to 60 individuals, and they could
not settle in a single spot without the game running
out. With agriculture, these constraints changed. To
be sure, some agricultural peoples did move around.
A system called slash and burn agriculture existed in
a few parts of the world, including portions of the
Amcrican South, until about 150 years ago. Here,
people would burn off trees in an area, farm inten-
sively for a few years until the soil was depleted, and
then move on. Herding peoples also moved in tribal
bands, with strong kinship tics. But, most agricultural
peoples did not have new lands close by to which they
could move after a short time. And, there were advan-
tages to staying put: Houses could be built to last,
wells built to bring up water, and other “expensive™
improvements afforded because they would serve
many generations. In the Middle East, China, and
parts of Africa and India, a key incentive to stability
was the need for irrigation devices to channel river
water to the fields. This same need helps explain why
agriculture generated communities and not a series of
isolated farms. Small groups simply could not regulate
a river’s flow or build and maintain irrigation ditches
and sluices. Irrigation and defense encouraged vil-
lages—groupings of several hundred people—as the
characteristic pattern of residence in almost all agricul-
tural socicties from Neolithic days until our own
century. Neolithic settlements spread widely in agricul-
tural societies. New ones continued to be founded as
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Figure 1.1 Skara Broe in the Orkney Islands off the Scottish coast is an excellent
example of a lote Nedlithic setilement that dates from 1500 8.C.E.

agriculture spread to regions such as northern
Europe, as late as 1500 B.C.E. (Figure 1.1).

One Neolithic village, Catal Hiiyiik in southern
“Turkey, has been claborately studied by archeologists.
It was founded about 7000 B.C.E. and was unusually
large, covering about 32 acres. Houses were made of
mud bricks set in timber frameworks, crowded
together, with few windows. People seem to have spent
a good bit of ime on their rooftops in order to experi-
ence daylight and make social contacts—many broken
bones attest to frequent falls. Some houses were lavishly
decorated, mainly with hunting scenes. Religious
images, both of powerful male hunters and “mother
goddesses” devoted to agricultural fertility, were com-
mon, and some people in the village scem to have had
special religious responsibilities. The village produced
almost all the goods it consumed. Some trade was
conducted with hunting peoples wha lived in the hills
surrounding the village, but apparently, it was initiated
more to keep the peace than to produce cconomic gain.
By 5500 B.C.E., important production activities devel-
oped in the village, including those of skilled toolmak-
ers and jewelers, With time also came links with other
communitics. Large villages like Catal Hiyik ruled
over smaller communities. This meant that some fam-

ilies began to specialize in politics, and military forces
were organized. Some villages became small cities,
ruled by kings who were typically given divine status.
By 3000 B.C.E., Catal Hiiyiik had become part of
a civilization. Although many of the characteristics of
civilization had existed by 6000 or 5000 B.C.E. in this
Middle Eastern region, the origins of civilization,
strictly speaking, approximately date to only 3500
B.C.E, The first civilization arose in the Middle East
along the banks of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.
Another center of civilization started soon thereafter
in northeast Africa (Egypt}, and a third by around
2500 B.C.E. along the banks of the Indus River in
northwestern India. These three carly centers of civ-
ilization had some interaction. The fourth and fifth
carly civilization centers, a bit later and considerably
more scparate, arose in China and Central America.
Unlike an agricultural society, which can be rather
precisely defined, civilization is a more subjective con-
struct. Some scholars prefer to define civilizations only
as socicties with enough economic surplus to form divi-
sions of labor and a social hicrarchy involving signifi-
cant inequalities. This is a very inclusive definition and
under it most agricultural socicetics and even some
groups like North American Indians who combined
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farming with hunting would be drawn in. Others, how-
ever, press the concepts of civilization further, arguing,
for example, that a chief difference between civilizations
and other socicties (whether hunting or agricultural)
involves the emergence of formal political organiza-
tions, or states, as opposed to dependence on family or
tribal ties. Most civilizations produce political units
capable of ruling large regions and some, of course,
characteristically produce huge kingdoms or empires.

The word cévilization itself comes from the Latin
term for city, and in truth most civilizations do depend
on the existence of significant cities. In agricultural civ-
ilizations, most people do not live in cites. But, cities
are crucial because they amass wealth and power, they
allow the rapid exchange of ideas among relatively
large numbers of people, thereby encouraging intel-
lectual thought and artistic expression, and they pro-
mote specialization in manufacturing and trade.

Most civilizations developed writing, starting with
the emergence of cunciform (writing based on wedge-
like characters; see p. 17) in the Middle East around
3500 B.C.E. Socicties that employ writing can organize
more claborate political structures because of their
ability ro send messages and keep records. They can
tax more cfficiently and make contracts and treatics.
Societies with writing also gencrate a more explicit
intellectual climate because of their ability to record
data and build on past, written wisdom. (One of the
carly written records from the Middle East is a recipe
for making beer—a science of a sort.) Some experts
arguc that the very fact of becoming literate changes
the way people think, encouraging them to consider
the world as a place that can be understood by orga-
nized human inquiry, or “rationally,” and less by a host
of spiritual belicfs. In all agricultural civilizations—that
is, in all human history until less than 200 years ago—
only a minority of people were literate, and usually that
was a small minority. Nonetheless, the existence of
writing did make a difference in such socictics.

Since civilizations employ writing and are by def-
inition unusually well organized, it is not surprising
that almost all recorded history is about whart has hap-
pened to civilized societies. We simply know the most
about such socictics, and we often are particularly
impressed by what they produce in the way of great
art or powerful rulers. It is also true that civilizations
tend to be far more populous than noncivilized soci-
cties. Therefore, the history of civilization generally
covers the history of most people.

But, the history of civilization does not include
everybody. No hunting or nomadic peoples could gen-

crate a civilization—they lacked the stability and
resources, and, with the excepton of a limited number
of signs and symbols, they never developed writing,
unless it came from the outside, Furthermore, some
agricultural peoples did not develop a full civilization,
if'our definition of civilization goes beyond the simple
acquisition of economic surplus to formal states, cities,
and writing. Portions of West Aftica, fully agricultural
and capable of impressive art, have long lacked writing,
major cities, or more than loose regional government.

People in civilizations, particularly during the
long centuries when they were surrounded by non-
civilized peoples, characteristically looked down on
any society lacking in civilization. The ancient Greeks
coined the word “barbarian™ to describe such cases
indeed, they were prone to regard all non-Greeks as
barbarians. As a result of labels like this, it is casy to
think of much human history as divided between civ-
ilizations and primitive nomads.

Such a disdnction is incorrect, however, and it does
not follow from the real historical meaning of civiliza-
tion. In the first place, like agriculture, civilization brings
losses as well as gains. As Catal Hiiyiik moved toward
civilization, distincnons based on social class and wealth
increased. Civilizations often have firmer class or caste
divisions, including slavery, than do “simpler” societies.
They also often promote greater separation between
the rulers and ruled, monarchs and subjeces. Fre-
quently, they are quite warlike, and there is greater
inequality between men and women than in “noncivi-
lized” societics. With civilization, more fully patriarchal
structures emerged. In cities, male superiority was even
clearer than in agriculture, as men did most of the man-
ufacturing and assumed political and religious leader-
ship, thus relegating women to subordinate roles,
“Civilization,” then, is not a synonym for “good.”

By the same token, noncivilized socictics may be
exceptionally well regulated and have interesting,
important cultures. Many noncivilized socicties, in
fact, have more regulations—in part, because they
depend on rules transmitted by word of mouth—
than civilized socictics. Some of the societies most
cager to repress anger and aggression in human deal-
ings, such as Zuni Indians in the American South-
west, are noncivilized. Although some noncivilized
socicties treat old people cruelly, others display more
respect and veneration toward elders than most civi-
lizations do. In other words, noncivilized societies are
not all alike. They are not characteristically populated
with cannibals and warmongers, but rather are often
shocked by the doings of civilized peoples. For




16 PART I The Rise of Agriculture and Agricultural Civilizations

example, American Indians were appalled at the insis-
tence of European settlers on spanking their children,
a behavior they regarded as vicious and unnecessary.
A fascinating, although probably unanswerable, ques-
tion involves determining whether or not the civi-
lization form has left more or less good in its wake.

The development of civilization continued the
process of technological change and political organi-
zation, of increasingly celaborate artistic and intellec-
tual forms. It is in this context that the term has real
meaning and in which it legitimately commands the
attention of most historians.

Civilizations also increased human impact on the
environment. For example, the first center of copper
production in Europe, along the Danube valley, led to
such deforesration that the fucl supply was destroved,
and the industry collapsed after about 3000 B.C.E. The
extensive agriculture needed to support Indus river
cities opened the land to erosion and tlooding because
of overuse of the soil and removal of trees.

Having started in 3500 B.C.E., civilization devel-
oped in its four initial centers—the Middle East,
Egypt, northwestern India, and northern China—over
the following 2500 years. These areas covered only a
tiny portion of the inhabited parts of the world,
although they were the most densely populated. Such
carly civilizations, all clustered in key river valleys, were
in a way pilot tests of the new form of social organiza-
tion. Only after about 1000 B.C.E. did a more consis-
tent process of development and spread of civilization
begin—and with it, came the main threads of world
history. However, the great civilizations unquestion-
ably built on the achievements of the river valley pio-
neers, and so some understanding of this contribution
to the list of carly human accomplishments is essential.

Tigris-Euphrates Civilization

The most noteworthy achievements of the carliest
civilizations were carly versions of organizational and
cultural forms that most of us now take for granted—
writing itself, formal codes of law, city planning and
architecture, and institutions for trade, including the
use of money. Once developed, most of these build-
ing blocks of human organization did not have to be
reinvented, although in some cases they spread only
slowly to other parts of the world.

It is not surprising then, given its lead in agricul-
ture, metalworking, and village structure, that the
Middle East generated the first example of human
civilization. Indeed, the first civilization, founded in
the valley of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in a part

of the Middle East long called Mesopotamia, forms
one of only a few cases of a civilization developed
absolutely from scratch—and with no examples from
any place ¢lse to imitate. {Chinese civilization and civ-
ilization in Central America also developed indepen-
dently.) By 4000 B.C.E., the farmers of Mesopotamia
were familiar with bronze and copper and had abready
invented the wheel for transportation. They had a
well-established pottery industry and interesting
artistic forms. Farming in this area, because of the
need for irrigation, required considerable coordina-
tion among communitics, and this in turn served as
the basis for complex political structures.

By about 3500 B.¢.E., a people who had recently
invaded this region, the Sumerians, developed a
cunciform alphabet, the first known case of human
writing. Their alphabet at first used different pictures
to represent various objects but soon shified to the use
of geometric shapes to symbolize spoken sounds. The
carly Sumerian alphabet may have had as many as
2000 such symbols, but this number was later reduced
to about 300, Even so, writing and reading remained
complex skills, which only a few had time to master.
Scribes wrote on clay tablets, using styluses shaped
quite like the modern ballpoint pen (Figure 1.2).

Sumerian art developed steadily, as statues and
painted frescoes were used to adorn the temples of the
gods. Statues of the gods also decorared individual
homes. Sumerian science aided a complex agricultural
society, as people sought to learn more about the
movement of the sun and stars—thus founding the sci-
ence of astronomy—and improved their mathematical
knowledge. (Astronomy defined the calendar and pro-
vided the astrological forecasts widely used in politics
and religion.) The Sumerians employed a system of
numbers based on units of 10, 60, and 360 that we sl
use in calculating circles and hours. In other words,
Sumerians and their successors in Mesopotamia cre-
ated patterns of observation and abstract thought
about nature that a number of civilizations, including
our own, still rely on, and they also introduced specific
systems, such as charts of major constellations, that
have been current at least among educated people for
5000 years, not only in the Middle East but, by later
imitation, in India and Europe as well.

Sumerians developed complex religious rituals.
Each city had a patron god and crected impressive
shrines to please and honor this and other deitics. Mas-
sive towers, called ziggurarts, formed the first monu-
mental architecture in this civilization. Professional
priests operated these temples and conducted the ritu-
als within. Sumerians believed in many powertul gods,

— — i e
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Figure 1.2 One of the early uses of writing involved marking property boundaries.

This piciure shows cuneiform writing on @ Mesopotamian map from about 1300 8.C..
The map focuses on defining the king’s estate, with sections for priests and for key
gods such as Marduk. In what ways did writing improve property maps?

for the nature on which their agriculture depended
often seemed swift and unpredictable. Prayers and
offerings to prevent floods as well as to protect good
health were a vital part of Sumerian life. Sumerian ideas
about the divine force in natural objects—in rivers,
trees, and mountains—were common among carly
agricultural peoples; a religion of this sort, which sces
gods in many aspects of nature, is known as polythe-
ism. More specifically, Sumerian religious notions,
notably their ideas about the gods’ creation of the carth
from water and about the divine punishment of
humans through floods, later influenced the writers of
the Old Testament and thus continue to play a role in
Jewish, Christian, and Muslim cultures. Sumerian reli-
gious ideas, which had a decidedly gloomy cast, also
included a beliefin an afterlife of punishment—an orig-
inal version of the concept of hell.

Sumerian political structures stressed tightly
organized city-states, ruled by a king who claimed
divine authority. The Sumerian state had carcfully
defined boundarices, unlike the less formal territories
of precivilized villages in the region. Here is a key
carly example of how civilization and a more formal

political structure came together. The government
helped regulate religion and enforce its duties; it also
provided a court system in the interests of justice.
Kings were originally military leaders during times of
war, and the function of defense and war, including
leadership of a trained army, remained vital in Sumer-
ian politics. Kings and the noble class, along with the
priesthood, controlled considerable land, which was
worked by slaves. Thus began a tradition of slavery
that would long mark Middle Eastern societics. War-
fare remained vital to ensure supplies of slaves taken
as prisoners during combat. At the same time, slavery
was a variable state of existence, and many slaves were
able to carn money and even buy their freedom.
The Sumerians added to their region’s agricul-
tural prosperity not only by using wheeled cares but
also by learning about fertilizers and by adopting sil-
ver as a means of exchange for buying and selling—
an carly form of money. However, the region was also
hard to defend and proved a constant tempration to
outside invaders from Sumerian times to the present.
The Sumerians themselves fell to a people called the
Akkadians, who continued much of Sumerian culture.
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QOCUMEMNT

Hammurabi’s Law Code

ammurabi, as king of Babylon, united Mesopo-
tamia under his rule from about 1800 to 1750

B.C.E. His law code, the carliest such compilation still in
existence, was discovered on a stone slab in Iran in 1901
C.E. Not a systematic presentation, it was a collection of
exemplary cases désigned to set general standards of jus-
tice. The code provides vital insights into the nature of
social relations and family structure in this ancient civi-
lization. Examples of the Hammurabic code follow:

When Marduk commanded me to give justice to the peo-
ple of the land and to let [them] have [good ] governance,
I set forth truth and justice throughour the land [and |
prospered the people.

At that time:

If a man has accused a man and has charged him
with manstaughter and then has not proved [it against]
him, his accuser shall be put to death.

If a man has charged a man with sorcery and then
has not proved [it against] him, he who is charged with
the sorcery shall go ro the holy river; he shall leap into the
holy river and, if the holy river overwhelms him, his
accuser shall take and keep his house; if the holy river
proves that man clear [of the offense] and he comes back
safe, he who has charged him with sorcery shall be pur to
death; he who leape into the holy river shall take and keep
the house of his accuser.

If a man has come forward in a case to bear witness
to a felony and then has not proved the statement that he
has made, if that case [is] a capital one, that man shall be
put to death.

If he has come forward to bear witness to [a claim
for| corn or moncey, he shall remain liable for the penalty
for thar suit.

Ifa judge has tried a suit, given a decision, caused a
scaled tablet to be executed, [and] thereafter varies his
judgment, they shalt convicr that judge of varying [his]
judgment and he shall pay ewelvefold the chaim in that
suit; then they shall remove him from his place on the
bench of judges in the assembly, and he shall not [again]
sit in judgment with the judges.

Ifa free person helps a slave to escape, the free per-
son will be put to death.

If a man has committed robbery and is caught, thac
man shall be put to death.

If the robber is not caught, the man who has been
robbed shall formally declare whatever he has lost before
a god, and the city and the mayor in whose territory or
district the robbery has been committed shall replace
whatever he has lost for him.

If [itis] the life [of the owner that is lost], the city
or the mayor shall pay one manch of silver to his
kinsfolk.

If a person owes money and Adad [the river god]
has flooded the person’s field, the person will not give any
grain [tax] or pay any interest in that year.

If a person is too lazy ta make the dike of his field
strong and there is a break in the dike and water destroys
his own farmland, that person will make good the grain
[tax] that is destroyed.

If a merchant increases interest beyond that set by the
king and collects it, that merchane will lose what was lent.

If a teader borrows money from 2 merchant and
then denies the fact, that merchant in the presence of god
and witnesses will prove the trader borrowed the money
and the trader will pay the merchant three times the
amount borrowed.

1F the husband of a married lady has accused her but
she is not caught lying with another man, she shall take
an cath by the life of a god and return to her house,

If a man takes himself off and there is not the [nec-
¢ssary] maintenance in his house, his wife [so long as] her
[husband 1s delayed], shall keep [herself chaste; she shall
not] enter [another man's house ).

If that woman has not kept herself chaste but enters
another man’s house, they shall convice that woman and
cast her into the warer.

Ifa son strikes his father, they shall cut off his fore-
hand.

Ifa man has put out the eye of a free man, they shall
pue our his cye.

If he breaks the bone of a {free] man, they shall
break his bone,

1Fhe puis out the eye of a villain or breaks the bone
of a villain, he shalt pay one manch of silver.

If he puts our the eye of a [free] man’s slave or
breaks the bone of a [free] man’s slave, he shall pay half
his price,

If 2 man knocks out the tooth of a [free] man equal
[in rank] to him[self], they shall knock out his tooth.

If he knocks out the tooth of a villain, he shall pay
one-third manch of silver.

If a man strikes the check of a [free] man who is
superior [in rank] to him{slf], he shall be beaten with 60
stripes with a whip of ox-hide in the assembly.

If the man strikes the cheek of a free man equal to
him|self in rank], he shall pay one manch of silver.

If a villain strikes the cheek of a villain, he shall pay
ten shekels of silver.

If the slave of a [free] man strikes the check of a free
man, they shall cur off his car.

Questions: What can you tell from the Hammurabic
code about the social and family structure of
Mesopotamia? What is the reladonship between law
and trade? Why did agricultural civilizations such as
Babylon insist on harsh punishments for crimes?
What religious and magical belicfs doces the docu-
ment suggest? Using specific examples, show how
interpreting this document for significant historical
meaning differs from simply reading it.
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Another period of decline was followed by conquest
by the Babylonians, who extended their own empire
and thus helped bring civilization to other parts of
the Middle East. It was under Babylonian rule that the
king Hammurabi introduced the most famous carly
code of law, boasting of his purpose:

to promote the welfare of the people, me Ham-
murabi, the devout, god-fearing prince, to cause
justice to prevail in the land, to destroy the wicked
and the evil, that the strong might not oppress
the weak.

Hammurabi’s code established rules of procedure for
courts of law and regulated property rights and the
dutics of family members, setting harsh punishments
for crimes.

For many centuries during and after the heyday of
Babylon, peace and civilization in the Middle East were
troubled by the invasions of hunting and herding
groups. Indo-European peoples pressed in from the
north, starting about 2100 B.C.E. In the Middle East
itself, invasions by Semitc peoples from the south were
more important, and Semitic peoples and languages
increasingly dominated the region. The new arrivals
adopted the culture of the conquered peoples as their
own so the key features of the civilization persisted. But,
large political units declined in favor of smaller city-states
or regional kingdoms, particularly during the centuries
of greatest turmoil, berween 1200 and 900 B.C.E.
Thereafter, new invaders, first the Assyrians and then the
Persians, created large new empires in the Middle East.

Egyptian Civilization

A second center of civilization sprang up in northern
Africa, along the Nile River. Egyptian civilization,
formed by 3000 B.C.E., benefited from the trade and
technological influence of Mesopotamia, but it pro-
duced a quite different society and culture. Less open
to invasion, Egypt retained a unified state throughout
most of its history. The king, or pharaoh, possessed
immense power. The Egyptian economy was more fully
government-directed than its Mesopotamian counter-
part, which had a more independent business class,
Government control may have been necessary because
of the complexity of coordinating irrigation along
the Nile. It nonetheless resulted in godlike status
for the pharaohs, who built splendid tombs for them-
sclves—the pyramids—from 2700 B.C.E. onward. Dur-
ing periods of weak rule and occasional invasions,
Egyptian socicty suffered a decline, but revivals kept the
framework of Egyptian civilization intact unel after
1000 s.c.E (Map 1.3). At key points, Egyptian influ-

MEDITERRANEAN SEA 200 MILES

200 KILDMETERS
Nile Delta

_#..:.\_ -

Giza Casu; SINAL
s of  MEMEDS PENINSULA

i Fafiriar g |
1 o T '
/ '\ \II I
EEes g
£ i

G

L
TRersis ef =y

{Rakhdr
* Thebes
Y

LIBYAN
DESERT

3
¥

-

/".

Thasia of i \,
Kharga 4 LS A
g Aswan

First Cataract _.F
'l

Third Cataraer™

. ‘] "'- "
J KUSH w\..f |
mmk Cararnct_- f T

H‘apata? "
e Fifih |
i aiaruet -'

| Mnm:U '

—
o
.Y
E—

Hikive bt
-J"H Do
z

._S :

[ Fioodplain of the Nila

Mop 1.3 Egypt, Kush, and Axum, Successive Dynasties.
As Egypt weakened, kingdoms farther up the Nile and
deeper into Africa rose in imporfance.

ence spread up the Nile to the area now known as the
Sudan, with an impact on the later development of
African culture. The kingdom of Kush interacted with
Egypt and invaded it at some point.
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Neither Egyptian science nor the Egyptian alpha-
bet was as claborate as its Mesopotamian equal,
although mathematics was more advanced in this civ-
ilization. Egyptian art was exceptionally lively; cheer-
ful and colorful pictures decorated not only the
tombs—where the belief in an afterlife made people
want to be surrounded by objects of beauty—but also
palaces and furnishings. Egyptian architectural forms
were also quite influential, not only in Egypt but in
other parts of the Mediterrancan as well. Egyptian
mathematics produced the idea of a day divided into
24 hours, and here too Egypt influenced the devel-
opment of later Mediterranean cultures,

Indian and Chinese River

Valley Civilizations

River valley civilizations developed in two other cen-
ters. A prosperous urban civilizatdon emerged along the
Indus River by 2500 B.C.E., supporting scveral large

cities, including Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro, whose
houses even had running water {(Figure 1.3). Indus
River peoples had trading contacts with Mesopotamia,
but they developed their own distinetive alphabet and
artistic forms, Invasions by Indo-Europeans, however,
resulted in such complete destruction of this culture
that we know fittle about its nature or its subsequent
influence on India. Harappan writing, for example, has
yet to be deciphered. 1t remains true that civilization
never had to be fully reinvented in India. The Indo-
European invaders combined their religious and polit-
ical ideas with those that had taken root in the early
cities. In recent times, Indians” pride in their carly civ-
ilized history has become an important part of their
nadonal identity.

Civilization along the Hwang He (Yellow River)
in China developed in considerable isolation, although
some overland trading contact with India and the Mid-
dle East did develop. Hwang He civilization was the
subjeet of much later Chinese legend, which praised
the godlike kings of varly civilization, starting with the

Figure 1.3 The ruins at Mohenjo-Daro are still impressive more than four millennia after the
city was established.
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The Idea of Civilization

in World Historical

Perspective

The belief that there are fundamental differ-
ences between civilized and “barbaric” or “savage™
peoples is very ancient and widespread. For thou-
sands of years the Chinesc set themselves off from
cattle- and sheep-herding peoples of the vast plains
to the north and west of China proper, whom they
saw as barbarians. To the Chinese, being civilized
was cultural, not biological or racial. If barbarians
learned the Chinese language and adopted Chi-
nese ways——from the clothes they wore to the food
they ate—they were regarded as civilized.

A similar pattern of demarcation and cultural
absorption was found among the American Indian
peoples of present-day Mexico. Those who sertled
in the valleys of the mountainous interior, where
they built grear civilizations, lived in fear of inva-
sions by peoples they regarded as barbarous and
called chichimecs, meaning “sons of the dog.” The
fatter were nomadic hunters and gatherers who
periodically moved down from the desert regions
of north Mexico into the fertile central valleys in
search of game and scttlements to pillage. The
Aztecs were simply the last, and perhaps the most
fierce, of a long line of chichimec peoples who
entered the valleys and conquered the urban-based
empires that had developed there. But after the
conquerors settled down, they adopted many of
the religious belicfs and institutional patterns and
much of the material culture of defeated peoples.

The word civilization is derived from the Latin
word cipilis, meaning “of the citizens.” The term was
coined by the Romans, They used it to distinguish
between themselves as citizens of a cosmopolitan,
urban-based civilization and the “inferior” peoples
who lived in the forests and deserts on the fringes of
their Mediterranean empire. Centuries earlier, the
Greeks, who had contributed much to the rise of
Roman civilization, made a similar disinction between
themselves and outsiders. Because the languages of the
non-Greek peoples to the north of the Greek heart-
lands sounded like senseless babble to the Grecks, they
lumped all the outsiders together as barbarians, which

meant “those who cannot speak Greek,” As in the case
of the Chinese and Aztecs, the boundaries between
civilized and barbarian for the Greeks and Romans
were cultural, not biological. Regardless of the color
of one’s skin or the shape of one’s nose, it was possi-
ble for free people to become members of a Greek
polis—ity-stare—or to become Roman citizens by
adopting Greek or Roman customs and swearing alle-
giance to the polis or the emperor.

Until the 17th and 18th centuries C.E., the pri-
ority given to cultural attributes (e.g., language,
dress, manners) as the means by which civilized
peoples set themselves off from barbaric ones was
rarely challenged. But in those centuries, two
major changes occurred among thinkers in west-
ern Europe. First, efforts were made not only to
define the differences between civilized and bar-
barian but to identify a seri¢s of stages in human
development that ranged from the lowest savagery
to the highest civilization. Depending on the
writer in question, candidates for civilization
ranged from Greece and Rome to (not surpris-
ingly) Europe of the 17th and 18th centuries.
Most of the other peoples of the globe, whose
“discovery” since the 15th century had prompted
the efforts to classify them in the first place, were
ranked in increasingly complex hierarchies. Peoples
such as the Chinese and the Arabs, who had cre-
ared great cities, monumental architecture, writ-
ing, advanced technology, and large empires,
usually won a place along with the Europeans near
the top of these ladders of human achievement.
Nomadic, cattle- and sheep-herding peoples, such
as the Mongols of Central Asia, usually were clas-
sified as barbarians. Civilized and barbarian peoples
were pitted against various sorts of savages. These
ranged from the hunters and gatherers who inhab-
ited much of North America and Australia to many
peoples in Africa and Asia, whom the Europeans
believed had not advanced beyond the most prim-
itive stages of social and political development.

The second major shift in Western ideas about
civilization began at the end of the 18th century but
did not really take hold until a century later. In
keeping with a growing emphasis in European
thinking and social interaction on racial or biologi-
cal differences, modes of human social organization
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and cultural expression were increasingly linked to
what were alleged to be the innate capacities of each
human race. Although no one could agree on what
a race was or how many races there were, most
European writers argued that some races were more
inventive, moral, courageous, and artistic—thus
more capable of building civilizations—than others.
Of course, white (or Caucasian) Europeans were
considered by white European authors to be the
most capable of all. The hierarchy from savage to
civilized took on a color dimension, with white at
the top, where the civilized peoples clustered, to
yellow, red, brown, and black in descending order.

Some authors sought to reserve all the atminments
of civilization for whites, or peoples of European
stock. As the evolutionary theories of thinkers such as
Charles Darwin came into vogue in the late 1800s,
race and level of cultural development were seen in
the perspective of thousands of years of human
change and adaptation rather than as being fixed in
time. Nevertheless, this new perspective had little
effect on the rankings of different human groups.
Civilized whites were simply seen as having evolved
much further than backward and barbaric peoples.

The perceived correspondence between race
and level of development and the hardening of the
boundaries between civilized and “inferior” peo-
ples affected much more than intellectual dis-
course about the nature and history of human
society. These beliefs were used to justify Euro-
pean imperialist expansion, which was seen as a
“civilizing mission” aimed at uplifting barbaric and
savage peoples across the globe. In the last half of
the 19th century virtually all non-Western peoples
came to be dominated by the Europeans, who
were confident that they, as representatives of the
highest civilization ever created, were best
equipped to govern lesser breeds of humans.

In the 20th century much of the intellecrual
baggage that once gave credibility to the racially
embedded hierarchies of civilized and savage
peoples has been discarded. Racist thinking has
been discredited by 20th-century developments,

including the revolt of the colonized peoples and
the crimes committed by the Nazis before and
during World War I in the name of racial purifi-
cation. In addition, these ideas have failed because
racial supremacists cannot provide convincing
proof of innate differences in mental and physical
aptitude between various human groups. These
trends, as well as research that has resulted in a
much more sophisticated understanding of evo-
lution, have led to the abandonment of rigid and
self-serving 19th-century ideas about civilization.
Yet even though non-European peoples such as
the Indians and Chinese are increasingly given
credit for their civilized attainments, much eth-
nocentrism remains in the ways social theorists
determine who is civilized and who is not.
Perhaps the best way to avoid the tendency to
define the term with reference to one’s own soci-
ety is to view civilization as one of several human
approaches to social organization rather than
attempting to identify specific kinds of cultural
achievement (e.g., writing, cities, monumental
architecture). All peoples, from small bands of
hunters and gatherers to farmers and factory work-
ers, live in societies. All societies produce cultures:
combinations of the ideas, objects, and patterns of
behavior that result from human social interaction.
But not all societies and cultures generate the sur-
plus production that permits the levels of special-
ization, scale, and complexity that distinguish
civilizations from other modes of social organiza-
tion. All peoples are intrinsically capable of build-
ing civilizatons, but many have lacked the resource
base, historical circumstances, or desire to do so.

Questions: Identify a socicty you consider to be civ-
ilized. What criteria did you use to determine that
it was civilized? Can you apply those criteria to
other societies? Can you think of sociceties that
might not fit your criteria and yet be civilizations?
Do the standards that you and others use reflect
your own society’s norms and achievements rather
than neutral, more universal criteria?
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Mesopotamia in Maps

u}; he Mesopotamian civilizations stcadily ex-
panded from their roots in the fertile valley
between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers throughout
their centuries of existence. Reading the maps can help
explain the nature of the civilizations in the region.
Whar do these maps suggest about the relation-
ship between Mesopotamian civilizations and the
topography of the Middle East? Docs geography
suggest reasons for invasion and political instability

in this civilization center? Did later empires in the
region have the same relationship to nver valleys as
did the carlier states? What might have caused the
change? Why did even the larger empires not spread
through the Arabian peninsula? What were the
potential contacts between Mesopotamia and other
river valley civilization centers? Why has the Middle
East been so significant in European, African, and
Asian history?
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mythic ancestor of the Chinese, P’an Ku. The Chinese
had an unusually elaborate concept of their remote
origins, and they began carly to record a part-fact,
part-fiction history of their carly kings. What is clear is
the following: First, the existence of an organized state
that carefully regulated irrigation in the fertile but
flood-prone river valley. Second, by about 2000 B.C.E.
the Chinese had produced an advanced technology
and developed an claborate intellectual life. They had
learned how to ride horses and were skilled in pottery;
they used bronze well and by 1000 5.C.E. had intro-
duced iron, which they soon learned to work with coal.
Their writing progressed from knotted ropes to
scratches of lines on bone to the invention of ideo-
graphic symbols. Science, particularly astronomy, arose
early. Chinese art emphasized delicate designs, and the
Chinese claim an early interest in music (Figure 1.4).
Because of limits on building materials in the region,
the Chinese did not construct many massive monu-
ments, choosing to live in simple houses built of mud.
By about 1500 R.C.E., a linc of kings called the Shang
ruled over the Hwang He valley, and these rulers did
construct some impressive tombs and palaces. Inva-
sions disrupted the Shang dynasty and caused a tem-
porary decline in civilization, However, there was less
of a break between the river valley society and the later,
fuller development of civilization in China than
occurred in other centers.

THE HERITAGE OF THE
RIVER VALLEY
CIVILIZATIONS

2% River valley civilizations left n number of
durable achicvements. But most river valley
civilizations declined after abour 1200 B.C.E.
A number of small centers emerged in the
Middle East; these introduced further innova-
tions tneluding the religion of Judaism.

Many accomplishments of the river valley civiliza-
tions had a lasting impact. Monuments such as the
Egyptian pyramids have long been regarded as one
of the wonders of the world. Other achievements,
although more prosaic, are fundamental to world
history even today: the invention of the wheel, the
taming of the horse, the creation of usable alphabets
and writing implements, the production of key
mathematical concepts such as square roots, the
development of well-organized monarchies and

Figure 1.4 This elaborately decorated bronze incense vessel
from the Shang era, with its whimsical horse and catfike
figure, shows the high level of artistic expression achieved
very early in Chinese history. It also demonstrates a high
level of metalworking ability, which carried over into
Shang weapons and lools. Although the design of these
ritual vessels often was absiract, mythical creatures such

as dragons and sacred birds were deffly cast in bronzes
that remain some of the great Ireasures of Chinese art.

burcaucracies, and the invention of functional
calendars and other divisions of time. These basic
achievements, along with the awe that the carly civ-
ilizations continue to inspire, are viral legacies to the
whole of human history. Almost all the major alpha-
bets in the world today are derived from the writing
forms pioncered in the river valleys, apart from the
even more durable concept of writing itself. Almost
all later civilizations, then, built on the massive foun-
dations first constructed in the river valleys.

Despite these accomplishments, most of the river
valley civilizations were in decline by 1000 B.C.E. The
civilizations had flourished for as many as 2500 ycars,
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although of course with periodic disruptions and
revivals. But, particularly in India, the new waves of
invasion did produce something of a break in the his-
tory of civilization, a dividing line berween the river
valley pioncers and later cultures,

And, this break raises one final question: Besides
the vital achievements—the fascinating monuments
and the indispensable advances in technology, sci-
ence, and art—what legacies did the river valley civi-
lizations impart for later ages? The question is
particularly important for the Middle East and Egypt.
In India, we must frankly admit much ignorance
about possible links between Indus River accom-
plishments and what came later; in China, there is a
definite connection between the first civilization and
subsequent forms. Indeed, the new dynasty in China,
the Zhou, took over from the Shang about 1000
B.C.E., ruling a loosc coalition of regional lords;
recorded Chinese history flowed smoothly at this
point. But, what was the legacy of Mesopotamia and
Egypt for later civilizations in or near their centers?

Europeans, even North Americans, are some-
times prone to claim these cultures as the “origins”
of the Western civilization in which we live. These
claiims should not be raken too literally. It is not alto-
gether clear that either Egypt or Mesopotamia con-
tributed much to later political traditions, although
the Roman Empire emulated the concept of @ god-
like king, as evidenced in the trappings of the office,
and the existence of strong city-state governments in
the Middle East itself continued to be significant.
Ideas about slavery may also have been passed on
from these carly civilizations. Specific scientific
achievements are vital, but scholars argue over how
much of a connection exists berween Mesopotamian
and Egyptian science and later Greek thinking, aside
from certain techniques of measuring time or chart-
ing the stars. Some historians of philosophy have
asserted a basic division between a Mesopotamian
and Chinese understanding of nature, which they
claim affected later civilizations around the Mcditer-
rancan in contrast to China. Mesopotamians were
prone to stress a gap between humankind and narure,
whereas Chinese thinking developed along ideas of
basic harmony. It is possible, then, that some funda-
mental thinking helped shape later outlooks, but the
continuitics here are not casy to assess. Mesopo-
tamian art and Egyptian architecture had a more
measurable influence on Greek styles, and through
these, in turn, Jater Evropean and Muslim cultures.
The Greeks thus learned much about temple build-

ing from the Egyptians, whose culture had influenced
island civilizations, such as Crete, which then affected
later Greek styles.

There was a final connection between carly and
later civilizations in the form of regional cultures that
sprang up under the influence of Mesopotamia and
Egypt, along the castern shores of the Mediterranean
mainly after 1200 5.C.E. Although the great empires
from Sumer through Babylon were disrupted and the
Egyptian state finally declined, civilization in the Mid-
dle East had spread widely enough to encourage a set
of smaller cultures capable of surviving and cven
flourishing after the great empires became weak.
These cultures produced important innovations that
would affect later civilizations in the Middle East and
throughout the Mediterrancan. They also created a
diverse array of regional identities that would con-
tinue to mark the Middle East ¢ven as other forces,
like the Roman Empire or the later religion of Islam,
took center stage. Several of these small cultures
proved immensely durable, and in their complexicy
and capaciry to survive, they would influence other
parts of the world as well,

A people called the Phoenicians, for example,
devised a greatly simplified alphabet with 22 lecters
around 1300 B.C.E.; this alphabet, in turn, became
the predecessor of Greek and Latin alphabets. The
Phoenicians also improved the Egyptian number-
ing system and, as great traders, set up colony cities
in North Africa and on the coasts of Europe.
Another regional group, the Lydians, first intro-
duced coined money.

The most influential of the smaller Middle East-
ern groups, however, were the Jews, who gave the
world the first clearly developed monotheistic religion.
We have seen that carly religions, both before and
after the beginnings of civilization, were polytheistic,
claiming that many gods and goddesses worked to
control nature and human destiny. The Jews, a
Semitic people influenced by Babylonian civilization,
settled near the Mediterrancan around 1200 B.C.E.
The Jewish state was small and relatively weak, retain-
ing independence only when other parts of the Mid-
dle East were in political urmoil. Whar was distinctive
about this culture was its firm belief that a single God,
Jehovah, guided the destinies of the Jewish people.
Priests and prophets defined and emphasized this
belief, and their history of God’s guidance of the Jews
formed the basis for the Hebrew Bible, The Jewish
religion and moral code persisted even as the Jewish
state suffered dominarion by a series of foreign rulers,
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The Legacy of Asia’s First

Civilizations

In their size, complexity, and longevity, the
first civilizations to develop in south Asia and
China match, and in some respects surpass, the
carliest civilizations that arose in Mesopotamia
and Egypt. But the long-term impact of the
Harappan civilization in the Indus basin was
strikingly different from that of the Shang and
Zhou civilization in north China. The loess zone
and north China plain where the Shang and
Zhou empires took hold became the center of a
continuous civilization that was to last into the
20th century C.E. and, some historians would
argue, to the present day. Although regions far-
ther south, such as the Yangtze basin, would in
some time periods enjoy political, economic, and
cultural predominance within China, the capital
and center of Chinese civilization repeatedly
returned to the Yellow River area and the north
China plain. By contrast, the Indus valley proved
capable of nurturing a civilization that endured
for more than a thousand years. But when
Harappa collapsed, the plains of the Indus were
bypassed in favor of the far more lush and exten-
sive lands in the basin of the Ganges River net-
work to the cast. Although the Indus would later
serve, for much shorter time spans, as the scat of
empires, the core areas of successive Indian civi-
lizations were far to the east and south.

The contrast between the fates of the original
geographic centers of Indian and Chinese civiliza-
tions is paralleled by the legacies of the civilizations
themselves. Harappa was destroyed, and it disap-
peared from history for thousands of years.
Although the peoples who buile the Indus com-
plex left their mark on subsequent Indian culture,
they did not pass on the fundamental patterns of
civilized life that they had evolved. Their mother-
goddess, yoga positions, and the dancing god of
fertility endured. Some of their symbols, such as
the swastika and the /Jingam (a phallic image, usu-
ally made of stone), were prominent in later artis-
tic and religious traditions. The Harappans® ranks,
or public bathing ponds, remain a central feature
of Indian cities, particularly in the south. Their

techniques of growing rice and cotton were pre-
served by cultivating peoples flecing nomadic cur-
stons and were later taken up by the newly arrived
Indo-Aryan tribes.

Nearly everything else was lost. In contrast to
the civilizations of Mesopotamia, which felt but
were replaced by new civilizations that preserved
and built on the achievements of their predeces-
sors, much of what the Harappan peoples had
accomplished had to be redone by later civilized
peoples. The cities of the Indus civilization were
destroyed, and comparable urban centers did not
reappear in south Asia for more than a thousand
years. The Harappans® remarkably advanced stan-
dards for measuring distance and weight ceased to
be used. Their system of writing was forgotten,
and when rediscovered it was celebrated as an
intriguing but very dead language from the past.
Harappan skills in community planning, sewage
control, and engineering were meaningless to the
nomadic peoples who tock control of their home-
lands. The Harappan penchant for standardiza-
tion, discipline, and state control was profoundly
challenged by the brawling, independent-minded
warriors who supplanted them as masters of the
Indian subcontinent.

In contrast to the civilization of the Indus val-
ley, the original civilization of China has survived
nomadic incursions and natural catastrophes and
has profoundly influenced the course of Chinese
history. Shang irrigation and dike systems and mil-
let and wheat cultivation provided the basis for
the innovations and expansion of subsequent
dynasties. Shang and Zhou fortified towns and vil-
lages surrounded with stamped carth walls have
persisted as the predominant patterns of settle-
ment throughout Chinese history. The founders
of the Shang and Zhou dynastics have been
revered by scholars and peasants alike as philoso-
pher-kings who ought to be emulated by leaders
at all levels. The Shang and Zhou worship of
heaven and their veneration of ancestors have
remained central to Chinese religious belief and
practice for thousands of years. The concept of
the Mandate of Heaven has been pivotal in Chi-
nese political thinking and organization.

Above all, the system of writing that was orig-
inally formulated for Shang oracles developed into
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the key means of communication berween the
clites of the many peoples who lived in the core
regions of Chinese civilization. The scholar-
bureaucrats, who developed this written language
and also profired the most from it, soon emerged
as the dominant force in Chinese culture and soci-
cty. Chinese characters provided the basis for the
educational system and bureaucracy that were to
hold Chinese civilization together through thou-
sands of years of invasions and political crises.
Many of the key ingredients of China’s early civ-
ilizations have remained central throughout Chi-
nese history. This persistence has made for a
continuity of identity that is unique to the Chi-
nese people.

It has also meant that China, like the early civ-
ilizations of Mesopotamia, was one of the great
sources of civilizing influences in human history as
a whole. The area affected by ideas developed in
China was less extensive than that to which the
peoples of Mesopotamia gave writing, law, and
their other great achievements. But contacts with
China provided critical impetus for the develop-
ment of civilization in Japan, Korea, and Vietnam.
Writing and political organization were two areas
in which the earliest formulations of Chinese civi-
lization vitally affected other peoples. In later peri-
ods, Chinese thought and other modes of cultural
expression such as art, architecture, and etiquette
also strongly influenced the growth of civilized life
throughout east Asia.

China’s rechnological innovation was to have
an impact on global civilization comparable to that
of early Mesopotamia. Beginning with increasingly
sophisticated irrigation systems, the Chinese have
devised a remarkable share of humankind’s basic
machines and engineering principles. In the Shang
and Zhou eras they aiso pioneered key processes
such as silk manufacturing,.

The reasons for the differing legacies of
Harappan and early Chinese civilizations are
numerous and complex, But critical to the dis-
appearance of the first and the resilience of the
second were different patterns of interaction
berween the sedentary peoples who built early
civilizations and the nomadic herders who chal-
lenged them. In India, the nomadic threat was
remote-—perhaps nonexistent—for centuries.

The Harappan peoples were deficient in military
technology and organization. When combined
with natural calamities, the waves of warlike
nomads migrating into the Indus region proved
too much for the Harappan peoples to resist or
absorb. The gap berween the nomads’ herding
culture and the urban, agriculture-based Harap-
pan civilization was too great to be bridged.
Conflict between them may well have proved
fatal to a civilization long in decline.

By contrast, the loess regions of northern
China were open to invasions or migrations on
the part of the nomadic herding peoples who
lived to the north and west. Peoples from these
arcas moved almost continuously into the core
zones of Chinese civilization. The constant
threat posed by the nomads forced the peoples
of the north China plain to develop the defenses
and military technology needed to defend
against nomadic raids or bids for lasting con-
quest. Contrasting cultures and ways of life
strengthened the sense of identity of the culti-
vating peoples. The obvious nomadic presence
prodded these same peoples to unite under
strong rulers against the outsiders who did not
share Chinese culture, Constant interaction with
the nomads led the Shang peoples to develop a
culture char was receptive to outside influences,
social structures, and political systems. Nomadic
energies reinvigorated and enriched the king-
doms of the Shang and the Zhou, in contrast to
India, where they proved catastrophic for the
isolated and far less adaptable peoples of the
Indus valley civilization.

Questions: Compare the early civilizations of India
and China with those of Sumer and Egypt.
Which are more similar in terms of longevity?
Which factors were critical in the failure of the
Indus civilization to persist? Which best explain
Chinese longevity? Are these the same as those
that account for the long life of Egyptian civi-
lization? Why did the Indus civilization have
such a limited impact on subsequent civilizations
in India, in contrast to Sumer and the other civ-
ilizations of Mcsopotamia? What is the chief
legacy of each of these carly civilizations to sub-
sequent human history?
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from 772 B.C.£. until the Romans scized the state
outright in 63 B.C.E. Jewish monotheism has sus-
tained a distinctive Jewish culture to our own day; it
would also serve as a key basis for the development of
both Christianity and Islam as major world religions.

Because Judaism stressed God’s special compact
with the chosen Jewish people, there was no pre-
mium placed on converting non-Jews. This belief
helps explain the durability of the Jewish faith itself;
it also kept the Jewish people in a minority position
in the Middle East as a whole. However, the ¢labo-
ration of monotheism had a wide, if not immediate,
significance. In Jewish hands, the concept of God
became less humanlike, more abstract. This repre-
sented a basic change in not only religion but also
humankind’s overall outlook. Jehovah had not only
a power but also a rationality far different from what
the traditional gods of the Middle East or Egypt pos-
sessed. These gods were whimsical and capricious;
Jehovah was orderly and just, and individuals would
know what to expecet if they obeyed God’s rules. God
was also linked to ethical conduct, to proper moral
behavior. Religion for the Jews was a way of life, not
merely a set of rituals and ceremonies. The full impact
of this religious transformation on Middle Eastern
civilization would be realized only later, when Jewish
beliefs were embraced by other, proselytizing faiths.
However, the basic concept of monotheistic religion
was one of the legacies of the end of the first great
civilization period to the new cultures that would
soon arise,

Conclusion

The First Civilizations

Overall, then, the river valley civilizations, flourishing for
many centuries, created a basic ser of tools, intellectual
concepts such as writing and mathematics, and political
forms that would persist and spread to other parts of
Europe, Asia, and Africa. Invasion in India, and invasion
and political decline in Egypt, marked a fairly firm break
between river valley instirutions and those that would later
develop. Hwang He civilization, in contrast, lowed more
fully into the more extensive Chinese civilization that
would follow. The Middle East, where civilization had first
been born, provided the most complex heritage of all.
Here too there was a break berween the initial series of
riverine empires and the civilizations of Greeee and Persia
that would later dominate the region. However, the devel-
opment of smaller cultures provided a bridge between the
river valley period and later Middle Eastern sociery, pro-

ducing vital new inventions and ideas, The smaller cultures
also generated a deeply entrenched nerwork of regional or
minority valucs and institutions that would continue to
make the Middle East a complex, vibrant, and sometimes
troubled part of the world.

Onc final resule of the first, long period of human civ-
ilization is certainly clear: a pattern of division among the
world’s peoples. The diffusion of Hewue sapicns sapicns sct
the initial stage. Small groups of people spread to almost
every corner of the world bur maintained lictle contact
with cach other thereafter. Separate languages and cul-
tures developed widely. The rise of agriculture stimulated
new links, and the spread of farming and new technolo-
gies began to cut into local isolation. Trade soon entered
the picture: Although most commerce centered within a
region, linking a city to its hinterland, a few routes trav
cled greater distances. By 1000 &.C.E., Phocnicians traded
with Britain for metals (they bought lead to make
bronze), while Chinese silk was reaching Egypt. Here we
have one of the basic themes of world history: steadily
proliferating contacts against a background of often fierce
local identity.

The rise of civilization further reduced local auton-
omy, as kings and pricsts tried to spread trade contacts and
culrural forms and warred to gain new territory, Civiliza-
tion itself was an integrating force at a larger regional level,
although, as we have seen in the Middle East, smaller iden-
tities persisted. However, individual civilizations had only
sporadic contacts with cach other. They, and their leading
institutions and cultural forms, developed separately, Thus,
four distincr centers of civilization developed (five, if the
emerging Olmec culture in Mexico is included), cach with
widely varied patterns, from style of writing to belicfs
about nature. The carly civilizations shared important fea-
tures, including citics, trade, and writing, that helped them
meet the common basic definition of civilization in the first
place. They also frequently developed some murual rela-
tionships, aithough the Hwang He culture in China is one
example of a civilization that flourished in relative isola-
tion. Egypt and Mesopotamia, in particular, had recurrent
contacts through trade and war. But, the values or belief
systems of cach civilization, and their manifestation in
political and business styles, were not so casily dissemi-
nated. Even relatively close neighbors, such as Egypt and
Mesopotamia, developed radically different political atti-
tudes, belicfs about death, and artistic styles. Civilization
and considerable diversity thus co-existed bhand in hand.

Further Readings

Two collections of sources offer some materials on early
China and India: W. T. De Bary, Ir., ct al., eds., Seurces of
Chinese Tradition (1960) and W, T, De Bary, Jr., et al,,
cds., Sources of Indian Tradition (1958). On prehistory,
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sce Robert J. Wenke, Pasterns in Prebistory (1984); Brian
Fagan, The Jorrncy from Eden: The Peopling of Our World
(1990); Richard Adams, Prehistoric Mesoamerica (1991);
and Chris Scarre, cd., Smithsonian Timelines of the
Ancient World (1994), On carly civilizations, see C, L.
Redman, The Rise of Civilisation: From Early Farmers ta
Urban Socicty in the Aucicnt Near Enst (1988); H. Craw-
ford, Sumcr and the Sumerians (1991); . Bright, A His-
tery of Israel (1981); and A. Nibbi, Aucicur Egypr and
Some Eastern Neighbors (1981). On India and China, see
G. O. Posschl, ed., Harappan Civilization: A Contenpo-
rary Perspective (1982); V. & R. Allchin, The Rise of Civ-
ilization in India and Pakistan (1982); Ping-ti Ho,
Cradle of the East: An Inquiry into the Indigenons Ovigins
of Techniques and Ideas of Neolithic and Early History in
China (1975); Wolfram Eberhard, History of Ching
(1977 ¢d.); and K. C. Wu, The Chinese Heritage (1982).
On the crucial issue of gender, sec M. Ehrenberg, Women
i Prelistory (1989) and G. Robins, Wamen in Ancient
Egypr (1993). On other key topics, refer to Richard
Gabriel, The Culrure of War: Invention and Early Devel-
opmnent (1991); and Paul Bairach, Cities and Economic
Developmene: From the Dawn of History to the Present
(1988). For a challenging statement on the legacy of
African and Middle Eastern socicties to later Greece, read
Martin Bernal, Black Atiiena: The Afiricanistic Roots of

Classical Civilization (1987). On the environment, see
I. G. Simmons, Exvironmental History (1993). On part-
terns of contact, sce Luce Boulnois, The Silk Road
{1966Y; Philip D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World
History (1984); Xinru Liv, Ancient India and Ancient
China: Trade and Religions Exchanges (1988); and
Shereen Ratnagar, Enconnter: The Westerly Trade of the
Harappan Civifisation (1981). The science and technol-
ogy of the ancient world are discussed in Richard Bulliet,
The Camel and the Wheel (1975); George Ifrah, From
One to Zero: A Universal History of Numbers (1985); and
Edgardo Marcorini, cd., The History of Science and Tecl-
nidagy: A Narvrative Clhronolugy (1988).

On the Web

On carly human life forms, up to Hemo sapicus sapicus,
see brrpe/Swiwdineenct.an/~chanlins/beavea it

for a virtual tour of Egyptian cities, see
lepesdwmomanesenteypr.co.uk S menn el

on the Gilgamesh c¢pic, sce

ItepesSumnvawssedn ~dee/ MESO/GILG. HTM,;

on the evolution of Hindu epics and beliefs, sec
heepesseampusnorthpark.eduhistory WebChron/Indra,
India beml.
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INTRODUCTION

Having quickly reviewed the hundreds of thousands of years of human
prehistory and the 3000 years of developments in the river valley civi-
lizations, we now slow down our discussion considerably. In the remain-
der of this book, we deal with the most recent 3000 years of human
experience, from roughly 1000 years before the common era (B.C.E.)
unil the present. There are several reasons for this radical change of pace,
Available knowledge is one. Civilizations over the past 3000 years have
produced far more records than their predecessors. We not only know
more about events such as wars and rebellions, but we also have a fuller
sense of how ordinary people in these sociceties thought about daily issues
such as health and family. More important is the fact that civilizations
created after 1000 B.c.E. have direct links to civilizations which exist
today. Chinese civilization, indeed, flows quite coherently from the mid-
dle of the Zhou dynasty (500 B.C.E.)} to the present, with surges and
declines and significant changes but with cqually important connections
to preceding events. Even in Western society, where there have been far
more shattering disruptions than in China, we can look back to Greck

and Roman civilizations and find philosophies and political institutions directly related to
contemporary ideas and forms.

The period in the history of civilization after the decline of the river valley cultares is
known as classical; it runs from about 1000 B.C.E. uncil the fifth century C.E. In three parts

of the world—China, India, and the Mediterranean area (which extends from the Middle

East to southern Europe and North Africa}—new or renewed civilizations arose thart



proved very durable. These civilizations did not touch all the world’s peoples, although they
spread well beyond the boundaries of the river valleys. It is important to remember that the
history of classical civilization does not reflect the whole of world history during this period,
because it does not include northern Europeans, ceneral Asians, most Africans below the
Sahara, and of course all American Indians. Historical developments in these regions were
significant, but they followed more diverse patterns,

Also during the classical period, new empires arose around the Tigrs- Euphrates val-
ley, resuming the developments of those started by the Sumerians and Babylonians. First the
Assyrians and then the Persians established large empires that at dmes extended through
the Middle East and even into Europe and India. These empires boasted not only great
power but also important new religious ideas and artistic styles that influenced both Greek
and Indian cultures later on.

The three classical civilizations of China, India, and the Mediterranean left the most
substantial legacies, however, and they also included the largest population concentrations
in the world at that ime. Morcover, all three classical civilizations set in motion institu-
tions and values that would continue to shape these key parts of the world long after the
classical period was over. Some of the continuing diversity of our world is the result of
distinctions created during the classical period. Examples include the intense political cen-
tralization of the Chinese in contrast to the greater regionalism of Indian political life,
or the emotional restraint the Chinese and Japanese were taught to exhibit compared with
the greater display of feeling allowed many Mediterranean peoples.

All three classical civilizations built on the achievements of the river valley societies.
In the Medirerrancan, Greeks benefited from the influence of the earlier Minoan civiliza-
tion, which had been centered on the Greek islands and partially derived from the greater
Egyptian culture. Here, and still more obviously in India and China, classical peoples relied
on the technologics developed in the river valley socicties; they also utilized carlier artis-
tic styles and possibly some more abstract ideas. And, of course, they adapred earlier writ-
ing systems and mathematical concepts.

However, the classical civilizations were not, in the final analysis, simple continuations
of the carlier socicties from which they derived. Use of iron weapons, first by invading peo-
ples, gave governments a new military edge. Classical civilizations also created larger polit-
ical structures, capable of controlling more territory. They shifted their geographical base:
The center of Indian development moved from the Indus to the Ganges River; China
expanded to include the rice-growing Yangtze River (Chiang Jiang) as well as the Hwang
He. All the classical civilizations improved on carlier rechnologies for agriculture, manu-
facturing, and urban life. They established more claborate philosophical and religious sys-
tems and expanded scientific and mathematical knowledge. The sophistication of these
achievements helps account for the enduring influence of classical civilizations today, not
only in the regions where they flourished but also in other areas of the world to which their
heritage uldmately spread.

Expansion and integration dominated the outcomes of classical civilizations, even
though cach creared a distinctive specitic culture. Each classical civilization spread beyond
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a regional center to embrace a growing diversity of people and a growing amount of ter-
ritory. This, in turn, created the challenge of building institutions and belicfs that could
integrate these peoples, without necessarily homogenizing them. Integration included pol-
itics, 50 it was no accident that massive empires grew, at least toward the end of the clas-
sical era, within each center. Integration also included growing internal trade. And it also
came to involve cultural systems deliberately designed to draw people together in com-
mon beliefs, The problem of integrating new rerritories, and the processes that resulted,
led to the fundamental characreristics of the classical period.

Expansion resulted from massive population growth and encouraged the turther
development of the classical civilizations. In the final centuries before the common era,
China’s population tripled, to 60 million. At 14 B.C.E., the Roman Empire had a popula-
ton of about 54 million people and India about 50 million. Expansion included the migra-
tion of farming populations from the regional center to escape crowding and deliberare
commercial cfforts to seck new sources of food supply—the facior behind Greek colonies
scartered around the Mediterranean. It also included explicit military expansion, particu-
larly by the great empires of China, India, Greece, and Rome, which often resulted in sig-
nificant resetrlement cfforts. Military conquest by these three civilizations was backed by
well-organized political units and often the advantage in weaponry that iron-based tech-
nology provided.

In the Mediterranean, expansion was actually aided by the various discases settlers
brought to the new lands: It reduced local populations and hence the pressure or need to
deal with local diversities. Expansion in China and India meant embracing large local



populations, already resistant to the contagions of agricultural society. This resulted in
greater attention to social, cultural, and political institutions. Both China and India,
though in very different ways, worked harder on the process of integration than Greece
and Rome. Everywhere, however, the need to innovate in response to expansion, to draw
peoples and territories into manageable interaction, determined many of the key charac-
teristics of this period of world history.

Each classical civilization operated separately for the most part. Trade broughe silk
from China to the Middle Easc and the Roman Empire, but while such luxuries were wel-
comed, no economy was deeply affected by international commerce. There was impor-
tant cultural exchange between Greece and India, but India’s adapration of Greek artistic
style and the Mediterranean’s adoption of Indian religious concepts were unusual occur-
rences. For the most part, developments within cach expanding civilization, more than
contacts between them, marked this phase of world history.

53
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China

This bronze miniature of a horse and carriage demonstrates the high level of
both artistic and technological proficiency that the Chinese had attained by the
last centuries 8.C.E. The elaborate harness and finely crafted wheels and axle
were as refined as those of any world culture at that fime.
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hina generated the first of the great classical sociceties. The regton

remained rather isolated. This limited its ability to learn from other

cultures, but also spared it frequent invasion and encouraged an
intense, and distinctive, Chinese identity. The decline of the Shang dynasty
did not result in as much internal chaos as did invasions of parts of the Middle
East and particularly India. Hence, the Chinese could build more strongly
on Hwang He precedents. Particularly important was a general, if somewhat
vague, world view developed by Hwang He thinkers and accepred as a stan-
dard approach in later Chinese thinking. This intellectual heritage stressed
the basic harmony of nature: Every feature is balanced by an opposite, cvery
yin by a yang. Thus for hot there is cold, for male, female. According to this
philosophy, an individual should seck a way, called Dao, to relate to this har-
mony, avoiding cxcess and appreciating the balance of opposites. Individuals
and human institutions existed within this world of balanced nature, not, as
in later Mediterrancan philosophy, on the outside. Chinese traditions about
balance, Dao, and yin/yang were intrinsic to diverse philosophics and reli-
gions established in the classical period itself, and they provided some unity
among various schools of thought in China.

Despite important cultural continuity, classical China did not simply
maintain catlier traditions. The formative centuries of classical Chinese his-
tory were witness to a great many changges, as the religious and particularly
the political habits of the Shang kingdom were substantially modified as part
of building the world’s largest classical empire. As a result of these new cen-
turies of development, resulting in much diversity but often painful conflict,
the Chinese emerged with an unusually well-integrated system in which gov-
crnment, philosophy, cconomic incentives, the family, and the individual
were intended to blend into a harmonious whole.
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PATTERNS IN
CLASSICAL CHINA

nw China developed in many ways fiom its river
valley period. The Zbou dynasty featured
centralized politics but important cultural
tnnovation. Later dynasties emphasized order
and centralization.

Of all the socicties in the world today, it is China that
has maintained the clearest links to its classical past—
a past that has been a source of pride but also the cause
of some problems of adapration. Already in the
period of classical Chincese history, a pattern was set
in motion that lasted untii the carly part of the twen-
tieth century. A family of kings, called a “dynasty,”
would start its rule of China with great vigor, devel-
oping strong political institutions and encouraging
an active economy. Subsequently, the dynasty grew
weaker and tax revenues declined, while social divi-
sions increased in the larger society. Internal rebel-
lions and sometimes invasions from the outside
hastened the dynasty’s decline. As the ruling dynasty
declined, another dynasty emerged, usually from the
family of a successful general, invader, or peasant
rebel, and the pattern would start ancw. Small won-
der that many Chinese conceive of history in terms
of cycles, in contrast to the Western tendency to
think of steady progress from past to present.

Three dynastic cycles cover the many centuries of
classical China: the Zhou, the Qin, and the Han (Map
2.1). The Zhou dynasty lasted from 1029 to 258 B.C.E.
Although lengthy, this dynasty flourished, in fact, only
until about 700 B.C.E.; it was then beset by a decline
in the political infrastructure and frequent invasions by
nomadic peoples from border regions. Even during its
strong centuries, the Zhou did not establish a power-
ful government, ruling instead through alliances with
regional princes and noble families. The dynasty ini-
tially came into China from the north, displacing its
predecessor, the Shang rulers. The alliance systems the
Zhou used as the basis for their rule were standard in

agricultural kingdoms. {We will see similar forms later
emerge in Japan, India, Europe, and Africa.) Rulers
lacked the means to control their territories directly
and so gave large regional estates to members of their
families and other supporters, hoping that their loyal-
ties would remain intact. The supporters, in exchange
for land, were supposed to provide the central gov-
crnment with troops and tax revenues., This was
China’s feudal period, with rulers depending on a net-
work of loyaltics and obligations to and from their
landlord-vassals, Such a system was, of course, vulner-
able to regional disloyaltics, and the ultimate decline
of the Zhou dynasty occurred when regional landown-
ing aristocrats solidified their own power base and dis-
regarded the central government.,

The Zhou did, however, contribute in several
ways to the development of Chinese politics and
culture in their active carly centuries. First, they
extended the territory of China by taking over the Yang-
tze River valley. This stretch of territory, from the
Hwang He to the Yangrze, became China’s core—
often called the “Middle Kingdom.” It provided rich
agricultural lands plus the benefits of two different
agricultures—wheat-growing in the north, rice-grow-
ing in the south—a diversity that encouraged popula-
tion growth. The territorial expansion obviously
complicated the problems of central rule, for com-
munication and transport from the capital to the out-
lying regions were difficult. This is why the Zhou
relied so heavily on the loyalty of regional supporters.

Despite these circumstances, the Zhou did acually
heighten the focus on the central government itself.
Zhou rulers claiimed direct links to the Shang rulers.
They also asserted that heaven had transterred its man-
date to rule China to the Zhou emperors. This politi-
cal concept of a mandate from heaven remained a key
justification for Chinese imperial rule from the Zhou
onward. Known as Sons of Heaven, the emperors lived
in a world of awe-inspiring pomp and ceremony.

The Zhou worked to provide greater cultural
unity in their empire. They discouraged some of
the primitive religious practices of the Hwang He
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Mop 2.1 China from the Later Zhou Era to the Han Era

civilization, banning human sacrifice and urging more
restrained ceremonies to worship the gods. They also
promoted linguistic unity, beginning the process by
which a standard spoken language, ultimately called
Mandarin Chinese, would prevail over the entire Mid-
dle Kingdom. This resulted in the largest single group
of people speaking the same language in the world at
this time. Regional dialects and languages remained,
but educated officials began to rely on the single Man-
darin form. Oral epics and stories in Chinese, many
gradually recorded in written form, aided in the devel-
opment of a common cultural currency.

Increasing cultural unity helps explain why, when
the Zhou empire began to fail, scholars were able to
usc philosophical ideas to lessen the impact of growing
political confusion. Indeed, the political crisis spurred
cfforts to define and articulate Chinese culture. Dur-
ing the late sixth and carly fifth centuries 8.C.E., the
philosopher known in the West as Confucius (see
p. 41) wrote an claborate statement on political
cthics, providing the core of China’s distinctive philo-

sophical heritage. Other writers and religious leaders
participated in this great period of cultural creativity,
which later reemerged as a set of central beliefs
throughout the Middle Kingdom.

Culrural innovation did not, however, reverse the
prolonged and painful Zhou downfall. Regional rulers
formed independent armies, ultimately reducing the
emperors to little more than figureheads. Between 402
and 201 B.C.E., a period known aptly ¢nough as the Erm
of the Warring States, the Zhou system disintegrated.

At this point, China might have gone the way of
civilizations such as India, where centralized govern-
ment was more the exception than the rule. But, a new
dynasty arose to reverse the process of political decay.
One regional ruler deposed the last Zhou emperor and
within 35 years made himself sole ruler of China. He
took the title Qin Shih Huangdi, or First Emperor.
The dynastic name, Qin, conferred on the whole
country its name of China. Shih Huangdi was a brutal
ruler, but effective given the circumstances of internal
disorder. He understood that China’s problem lay in
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the regional power of the aristocrats, and like many
later centralizers in world history, he worked vigor-
ously to undo this force. He ordered nobles 1o leave
their regions and appear at his court, assuming control
of their feudal estates. China was organized into large
provinces ruled by bureaucrats appointed by the
emperor; and Shih Huangdi was careful to select his
officials from nonaristocratic groups, so that they
would owe their power to him and not dare to develop
their own independent bases. Under Shih Huangdi’s
rule, powerful armies crushed regional resistance.

The First Emperor followed up on centralization
by extending Chinese territory to the south, reach-
ing present-day Hong Kong on the South China Sea
and even influencing northern Vietnam. In the north,
to guard against barbarian invasions, Shih Huangdi
built a Grear Wall, extending over 3000 miles, wide
enough for chariots to move along its crest. This wall,
probably the largest construction project in human
history, was built by forced labor, conscripred by the
central burcaucracy from among the peasantry.

The Qin dynasty was responsible for a number of
innovations in Chinese politics and culture. To deter-
mine the empire’s resources, Shih Huangdi ordered a
national census, which provided dara for the calculaton
of tax revenues and labor service. The government
standardized coinage, weights, and measures through
the entire realm. Even the length of axles on carts was
regulated to promote coherent road planning. The
government also made Chinese written script uniform,
completing the process of creating a single basic
language in which all educated Chinese could com-
municate. The government furthered agriculture,
sponsoring new irrigation projects, and promoted
manufacturing, partcularly that of silk cloth. The
activist government also attacked formal culture, burn-
ing many books. Thinking, according to Shih Huangdi,
was likely to be subversive to his autocratic rule.

Although it created many durable features of
Chincese government, the Qin dynasty was short-
lived. Shih Huangdi’s attacks on intellectuals, and
particularly the high taxes needed to support military
expansion and the construction of the Great Wall,
made him fiercely unpopular. One opponent described
the First Emperor as a monster who “had the heart
of a tiger and a wolf. He killed men as though he
thought he could never finish, he punished mien as
though he were afraid he would never get around to
themt all.” On the emperor’s death, in 210 B.C.E,,
massive revolts organized by aggrieved peasants
broke out. One peasant leader defeated other oppo-

nents and in 202 5.C.E. established the third dynasty
of classical China, the Han.

And it was the Han dynasty, which lasted over
400 years, to 220 c.E., that rounded out China’s basic
political and intellectual structure. Han rulers retained
the centralized administration of the Qin, but sought
to reduce the brutal repression of that period. Like
many dynastics during the first flush of power, carly
Han rulers expanded Chinese rerritory, pushing inco
Korea, Indochina, and central Asia. This expansion
gave rise to direct contact with India and also allowed
the Chinese to develop contact with the Parthian
empire in the Middle East, through which trade with
the Roman Empire around the Mediterranean was
conducted. The most famous Han ruler, Wu Ti
(140-87 B.C.E.), enforced peace throughout much of
the continent of Asia, rather like the peace the Roman
Empire would bring to the Mediterranean region a
hundred years later, but embracing even more terri-
tory and a far larger population. Peace brought great
prosperity to China itself. A Han historian conveys the
self-satisfied, confident tone of the dynasty:

The nation had mer with no major disturbances
so that, except in times of flood or drought, every
person was well supplicd and every family had
cnough to get along on. The granaries in the
citics and the countryside were full and the gov-
croment treasures were running over with wealth,
In the capital the strings of cash had stacked up
by the hundreds of millions until . . . they could
no longer be counted. In the central granary of
the government, new grain was heaped on top
of the old until the building was full and the grain
overflowed and piled up outside, where it spoiled
and became unfit to cat. . . . Even the keepers of
the communiry gates ate fine grain and meat.

Under the Han dynasty, the workings of the stare
bureaucracy also improved and the government was
linked to formal training that emphasized the values
of Confucian philosophy. Reversing the Qin dynasty’s
policies, Wu Ti urged support for Confucianism, sce-
ing it as a vital supplement to formal measures on the
government’s part; shrines were established to pro-
mote the worship of the ancient philosopher as a god.

The quality of Han rule declined after about two
centuries. Central control weakened, and invasions
from central Asia, spearheaded by a nomadic people
called the Fluns, who had long threatened China’s
northern borders, overturned the dynasty entirely.
Berween 220 and 589 c.k., China was in a state of
chaos. Order and stability were finally restored, bue



by then the classical or formative period of Chinese
civilization had ended. Well before the Han collapse,
however, China had established distinctive political
structures and cultural values of unusual clarity, capa-
ble, as it turned out, of surviving even three centuries
of renewed confusion.

POLITICAL
INSTITUTIONS

2% Political institutions became one of classical
China’s ballmarks. The power of the emperor,
the development of a burcancracy, and the
expansion of state functions combined together,

The Qin and Han dynasties of classical China estab-
lished a distinctive, and remarkably successful, kind
of government. The Qin stressed central authority,
whereas the Han expanded the powers of the bureau-
cracy. More than any other factor, it was the structure
of this government that explained how such a vast
territory could be effectively ruled—for the Chinese
empire was indeed the largest political system in the
classical world. This structure would change after
the classical period, particularly in terms of stream-
lining and expanding bureaucratic systems and pro-
cedures, but it never required fundamental overhaul.

The political framework that emerged as a result
of the long centuries of China’s classical period had
several key elements. Strong local units never disap-
peared. Like most successful agricultural socictics,
China relied heavily on tightly knit patriarchal fami-
lics. Individual families were linked to other relatives
in extended family networks that included brothers,
uncles, and any living grandparents. Among the
wealthy landowning groups, family authority was
¢nhanced by the practice of ancestor worship, which
joined family members through rituals devoted to
important forcbears who had passed into the spirit
world. For ordinary people, among whom ancestor
worship was less common, village authority sur-
mounted family rule. Village leaders helped farming
families regulate property and coordinate planting
and harvest work. During the Zhou dynasty, and also
in fater periods when dypasties weakened, the
regional power of great landlords also played an
important role at the village level. Landed nobles pro-
vided courts of justice and organized military troops.

Strong local rule was not the most significant or
distinctive feature of Chinese government under the
Qin and Han dynasties, however. Shih Huangdi not
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only attacked local rulers, he also provided a single
law code for the whole empire and established a uni-
form tax system. He appointed governors to cach dis-
trict of his domain, who exercised military and legal
powers in the name of the emperor. They, in turn,
named officials responsible for smaller regions. Here
indeed was a classic model of centralized government
that other societies would replicate in later times: The
¢stablishment of centralized codes and appointment
of officials directly by a central authority, rather than
reliancé on arrangements with numerous existing
local governments. The effectiveness of a central gov-
ernment was further enhanced by the delegation of
special arcas and decisions to the emperor’s ministers.
Some dealt with matters of finance, others with jus-
tice, others with military affairs, and so on.

Able rulers of the Han dynasty resumed the
attack on local warrior-landlords. In addition, they
realized the importance of creating a large, highly
skilled burcaucracy, one¢ capable of carrying out the
dutics of a complex state. By the end of the Han
period, China had aboutr 130,000 burcaucrats, rep-
resenting 0.2 percent of the population. The emperer
Wu Ti established examinations for his bureaucrats—
the first example of civil service tests of the sort that
many governments have instituted in modern times.
These examinations covered classics of Chinese liter-
ature as well as law, suggesting a model of the scholar-
bureaucrat that would later become an important
¢lement of China’s political tradition. Wu Ti also
established a school to train men of exceptional tal-
ent and ability for the national examinations.
Although most bureaucrats were drawn from the
landed upper classes, who alone had the time to learn
the complex systern of Chinese characrers, individu-
als from lower ranks of society were occasionally
recruited under this system. China’s bureaucracy thus
provided a slight check on complete upper-class rule.
It also tended to limit the exercise of arbitrary power
by the emperor himself. Trained and experienced
bureaucrats, confident in their own traditions, could
often control the whims of a single ruler, even one
who, in the Chinese tradition, regarded himself as
divinely appointed—the “Son of Heaven.” It was no
accident then that the Chinese bureaucracy lasted
from the Han period undil the twentieth century, out-
living the empire itself.

Small wonder that from the classical period at
least until modern times, and possibly still today, the
Chinese were the most tightly governed people in any
large socicty in the world. When it worked well—and




40 PART II The Classical Period, 1000 8.c..—500 cE.

it is important to recall that the system periodically
broke down—Chinese politics represented a remark-
able integration of all levels of authority. The edicts
of an all-powerful emperor were administered by
trained scholar-burcaucrats, widely respected for their
learning and, often, their noble birth. Individual fam-
ilies also emphasized this strong principle of author-
ity, with the father in charge, presumably carrying on
the wishes of a long line of ancestors to which the
family paid reverence. The Chinese were capable of
periodic rebellions, and gangs of criminals more reg-
ularly came to disruprt the social scenc—indeed, fre-
quently harsh punishments reflected the need of the
government to ¢radicate such deviant forces. Never-
theless, whether within the family or the cenrral stace,
most Chinese in ordinary times believed in the
importance of respect for those in power.

Government traditions established during the
classical period included an impressive list of state
functions. Like all organized states, the Chinese gov-
cernment operated military and judicial systems. Mil-
itary activity fluctuated, as China did not depend on
steady expansion. Although classical China produced
some enduring examples of the art of war, the state
was not highly militaristic by the Han period. Judicial
matters—crime and legal disputes—commanded
more attention by local government authoritics,

The government also sponsored much intellec-
tual life, organizing rescarch in astronomy and the
maintenance of historical records. Under the Han
rulers, the government played a major role in pro-
moting Confucian philosophy as an official statement
of Chinese values and in encouraging the worship of
Confucius himself. The government developed a
durable sense of mission as the primary keeper of Chi-
nese beliefs.

The imperial government was also active in the
cconomy. lt directly organized the production of iron
and salt. Its standardization of currency, weights, and
measures facilirated trade throughout the vast empire.
The government additionally sponsored public works,
including complex irrigation and canal systems. Han
rulers even tried to regulate agricultural supplies by
storing grain and rice in good times to control price
increases—and potential popular unrest—when har-
vests were bad.,

China’s ambitious rulers in no sense directed the
daily lives of their subjects; the technology of an agri-
cultural society did not permit this. Even under the
Han, it took over a month for a directive from the
capital city to reach the outlying districts of the

empire—an obvious limit on imperial authority. A
revealing Chinese proverb held that “heaven is high,
and the emperor is far away.” However, the power of
the Chinese state did extend considerably. Its system
of courts was backed by a strict code of law; torture and
execution were widely employed to supplement the
preaching of obedience and civic virtue, The central
government taxed its subjeces and also required some
annual labor on the part of every male peasant—this
was the source of the incredible physical work
involved in building canals, roads, and palaces. No
ather government had the organization and staff to
reach ordinary people so directly until virtually mod-
ern kimes, excepe in much smaller political units such
as city-states. The power of the government and the
authority it commanded in the ¢yes of most ordinary
Chinese people help explain why its structure sur-
vived decline, invasion, and even rebellion for so
many centuries. Invaders like the Huns might topple
a dynasty, but they could not devise a betrer system
to run the country, and so the system and its burcau-
cratic administrators normally endured.

RELIGION AND
CULTURE

we Chincse culrure featured the development of
the Confucian systetin. Daoism, a distinctive
science and artistic traditions complemented
this emnplasis.

The Chinese way of viewing the world, as this belief
system developed during the classical period, was
closely linked to a distinct political structure. Upper-
class cultural values emphasized a good life on carth
and the virtues of obedience to the state, more than
speculations about God and the mysteries of heaven.
At the same time, the Chinese tolerated and often
combined various specific beliefs, so long as they did
not contradict basic political lovaltics.

Rulers in the Zhou dynasty maintained belief in
a god or gods, but little attention was given to the
nature of a deity. Rather, Chinese leaders stressed the
impartance of a harmonious carthly life, which would
maintain proper balance between carth and heaven.
Harmony included carefully constructed rituals to
unify society and prevent individual excess. Among
the upper classes, people were trained in claborate
exercises and military skills such as archery. Com-
monly, ceremonies venerating ancestors and even



marking special meals were conducted. The use of
chopsticks began at the end of the Zhou dynasty; it
encouraged a code of politeness at meals. Soon after
this, tea was introduced, aithough the most elaborate
tea-drinking ricuals developed later on.

Even before these specific ceremonies arose,
however, the basic definition of a carefully ordered
existence was given more formal philosophical back-
ing. Amid the long collapse of the Zhou dynasty,
many thinkers and religious prophets began to chal-
lenge Chinese traditions. From this ferment came a
restatement of the traditions that ultimately reduced
intellectual conflict and established a long-lasting
tone for Chinese cultural and social life.

Confucius, or K'ung Fu-tse, {which means Kung
the philosopher}, lived from roughly 551 to 478
B.C.E. His life was devoted to teaching, and he trav-
¢led through many parts of China preaching his ideas
of political virtue and good government. Confucius
was not a religious leader; he believed in a divine
order but refused to speculate about it. Chinese civ-
ilization was unusual, in the classical period and well
beyond, in that its dominant values were secular
rather than religious.

Confucius saw himself as a spokesman for Chi-
nese tradition and for what he believed were the great
days of the Chinese state before the Zhou declined.
He maintained that if people could be raught to
emphasize personal virtue, which included a rever-
ence for tradition, a solid political life would naturally
result. The Confucian list of virtues stressed respect
for one’s social superiors—including fathers and hus-
bands as leaders of the family. However, this emphasis
on a proper hicrarchy was balanced by an insistence
that socicty’s leaders behave modestly and without
excess, shunning abusive power and treating courte-
ously those people who were in their charge. Accord-
ing to Confucius, moderation in behavior, vencration
of custom and ritual, and a love of wisdom should
characterize the leaders of socicty at all levels. And with
virruous leaders, a sound political life would incvitably
follow: “In an age of good government, men in high
stations give preference to men of ability and give
opportunity to those who are below them, and lesser
people labor vigorously at their busbandry to serve
their superiors,”

Conflicianistn was primarily a system of ethics—
do unto others as your status and theirs dictate—and
a plea for loyalty to the community. It confirmed the
distaste that many educated Chinese had developed
for religious mysteries, as well as their delight in
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learning and good manners. Confucian doctrine,
carefully recorded in a book called the Analects, was
revived under the Han emperors who saw the usceful-
ness of Confucian emphasis on political virtue and
social order. Confucian learning was also incorpo-
rated, along with traditional literary works, into the
training of aspiring burcaucrats.

The problems Confucius set out to rectify,
notably political disorder, were approached through
an emphasis on individual virtuous behavior, both by
the ruler and the ruled. “When the ruler does right,
all men will imitate his self-control. What the ruler
does, the people will follow.” According to Confu-
cius, only a man who demonstrated proper family
virtues, including respect for parents and compassion
for children and other inferiors, should be considered
for political service. “When the ruler excels as a
father, a son, and a brother, then the people imitate
him.” Confucius thus built into his own system the
links among many levels of authority that came to
characterize larger Chinese politics at their best. His
system also emphasized personal restraine and the
careful socialization of children.

For subordinates, Confucius largely recommended
obedience and respect; people should know their
place, even under bad rulers. However, he urged a
political system that would not base rank simply on
birth, but would make education accessible to all tal-
ented and intelligent members of society. The primary
empbhasis still rested nonetheless on the obligations and
desirable characteristics of the ruling class. According
to Confucius, force alone cannot permanently conquer
unrest, but kindness toward the people and protection
of their vital interests will. Rulers should also be hum-
ble and sincere, for people will grow rebellious under
hypocrisy or arrogance. Nor should rulers be greedy;
Confucius warned against a profit motive in leadership,
stressing that true happiness rested in doing good for
all, not individual gain. Confucius projected the ideal
of a gentleman, best described by his benevolence and
self-control, a man always courteous and cager for
service and anxious to learn.

During the Qin and carly Han periods, an alter-
nate system of political thought, called “Legalism,”
sprang up in China. Legalist writers prided them-
selves on their pragmatism. They disdained Confu-
cian virtues in favor of an authoritarian state that
ruled by force. Human nature for the Legalists was
evil and required restraint and discipline. In a proper
state, the army would control and the people would
labor; the idea of pleasures in educated discourse or
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Qocumen

Teachings of the Rival Chinese Schools

he brief passages quoted here are taken from the

writings of Confucius, Mencius, Xunzi, and Laozt.
Identify whether each passage 1s Confucian or Daoist and
explain why vou make cach choice.

I take no action and the people are reformed.
I enjoy peace and people become honest.

[ do nothing and people become rich.

I have no desires and people return to the
good and simple life,

The gentleman cherishes virtue; the inferior
man cherishes possessions,

The gentleman thinks of sanctions; the
inferior man thinks of personal favors.

The nature of man is evil; his goodness is
acquired.

His nature being what it is, man is born,
first, with a desire for gain.

If this desire is followed, strife will resule
and courtesy will disappear.

courtesy was dismissed as frivolity, Although Legal-
ism never captured the widespread approval that
Confucianism did, it too entered the political tradi-
tions of China, where a Confucian vencer was often
combined with strong-arm tactics.

Confucianists did not explicitly seck popular loy-
alty. Like many carly civilizations, China did not pro-
duce a single system of belicfs, as different groups
embraced different values, with the same individual
even turning to contrasting systems depending on his
or her mood. Confucianism had some obvious limits
in its appeal to the masses and indeed to many edu-
cated Chinese. Its reluctance to explore the mysteries
of life or nature deprived it of a spiritual side. The
creed was most casily accepted by the upper classes,
who had the time and resources to pursue an educa-
tion and participate in ceremony. However, clements
of Confucianism, including a taste for ritual, self-
control, and polite manners, did spread beyond the
upper classes, But, most peasants needed more than
civic virtue to understand and survive their harsh life,
where in constant toil they cked out only a precarious

Keep your mouth closed.

Guard vour sensces.

Temper your sharpness.

Simplify your problems.

Mask your brightness,

Be at one with the dust of the earth.

This ts primal union,

Personal cultivation begins with poetry, is
made firm with rules of decorum, and is
perfecred by music.

When it is left to follow its natural feelings,
human nature will do good. That’s why [
say it is good. If it becomes evil, it is not
the fault of man’s original capability.

Questions: Which of these ideas are most compat-
ible? Which of them could best be called religious?
Which are most secular? Which philosophers pro-
posc ideas that are best suited to people who want
to build a strong and unified political order?

and meager existence. During most of the classical
period, polytheistic beliefs, focusing on the spirits of
nature, persisted among much of the peasant class,
Many peasants strove to attract the blessing of concil-
iatory spirits by creating statues and emblems, and
houschold decorations honoring the spirits, by hold-
ing parades and family ceremonies for the same pur-
posc. A belicf in the symbolic power of dragons
stemmed from one such popular religion, which com-
bined fear of these creatures with a more playful sense
of their activities in its courtship of the divine forces
of nature. Gradually, ongoing rites among the ordi-
nary masses integrated the Confucian values urged by
the upper classes.

Classical China also produced a more religious
philosophy—Daoism—avhich arose at roughly the
same time as Confucianism, during the waning cen-
turics of the Zhou dynasty. Daoism first appealed to
many in the upper classes, who had an interest in a
more claborate spirituality. Dacism embraced tradi-
tional Chinese beliefs in nature’s harmony and added
a sense of nature’s mystery. As a spiritual alternative



to Confucianism, Daocism produced a durable divi-
sion in China’s religious and philosophical culture.
This new religion, vital for Chinese civilization
although never widely exported, was furthered by
Lao-zi, who probably lived during the fifth century
B.C.E. L.ao-zi {often called Lao-tsu in popular Daoist
texts) stressed that nature contains a divine impulse
which directs all life. True human understanding
comes in withdrawing from the world and contem-
plating this life force. Dao, which means tie way of
nature, refers to this same basic, indescribable force:

There is a thing confusedly formed,

Born before heaven and earth.

Silent and void

It stands alone and does not change,

Goes round and doces not weary.

It is capable of being the mother of the world.
I know not its name,

So I style it “the way.”

Along with sceret rituals, Daoism promoted its own
set of cthics. Daoist harmony with nature best
resulted through humility and frugal living. Accord-
ing to this movement, political activity and learning
were irrelevant to a good life, and general conditions
in the world were of little importance.

Daoism, which would join with a strong Bud-
dhist influence from India during the chaos that fol-
lowed the collapse of the Han dynasty, guarantced
that China’s people would not be united by a single
religious or philosophical system. Individuals did
come to embrace some elements from both Dacism
and Confucianism, and indeed many emperors
favored Daoism. They accepted its spread with little
anxiety, partly because some of them found solace in
Daoist belief but also because the religion, with its
otherworldly emphasis, posed no real political threat,
Confucian scholars disagreed vigorously with Daoist
thinking, particularly its emphasis on mysteries and
magic, but they saw litde reason to challenge its influ-
ence. As Daoism became an increasingly formal reli-
gion, from the later Han dynasty onward, it provided
many Chinese with a host of ceremonies designed to
promote harmony with the mysterious life force.
Finally, the Chinese government from the Han
dynasty onward was able to persuade Daoist priests to
include expressions of loyalty to the emperor in their
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temple services. This heightened Daoism’s political
compatibility with Confucianism.,

Confucianism and Daoism were not the only
intellectual products of China’s classical period, but
they were the most important. Confucianism blended
casily with the high value of literature and art among
the upper classes. In literature, a set of Five Classics,
written during the carly part of the Zhou dynasty
and then edited during the time of Confucius, pro-
vided an important tradicion. They were used,
among other things, as a basis for civil service exam-
inations. The works provided in the Five Classics
included some lhistorical treatises, speeches, and
other political materials, a discussion of etiquette and
ceremonices; in the Classic of Songs, over 300 poems
dealing with love, joy, politics, and family life
appeared. The Chinese literary tradition developed
on the basis of mastering these carly works, plus
Confucian writing; cach generation of writers found
new meanings in the classical literature, which
allowed them to express new ideas within a familiar
framework. Several thinkers during the Han dynasty
claborated Confucian philosophy. In literature,
poctry commanded particular attention because the
Chinese language featured melodic speech and vari-
ant pronunciations of the same basic sound, a char-
acteristic that promoted an outpouring of poetry.
From the classical period onward, the ability to learn
and recite poctry became the mark of an educated
Chinese. Finally, the literary tradition established in
classical China reinforced the Confucian emphasis on
human life, although the subjects included romance
and sorrow as well as political values.

Chinese art during the classical period was largely
decorative, stressing careful derail and craftsmanship
(Figure 2.1). Artistic styles often reflected the preci-
sion and geometric qualitics of the many symbols of
Chinese writing. Calligraphy itself became an impor-
tant art form. In addition, Chinese artists painted,
worked in bronze and pottery, carved jade and ivory,
and wove silk screens. Classical China did not pro-
duce monumental buildings, aside from the awe-
inspiring Great Wall and some imperial palaces and
tombs, in part because of the absence of a single reli-
gion; indeed, the entire tone of upper-class Confu-
cianism was such that it discouraged the notion of
temples soaring to the heavens.

In science, finally, important practical work was
encouraged, rather than imaginative theorizing. Chi-
nese astronomers had developed an accurate calendar
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Figure 2.1 A Han relief on o funerol tile found in the Chengdu region in Sichuan (eastern
Han dynasty, 25 8.c..-221 c.£.). The hunting scene in & luxuriant landscape in the
upper panel is linked with a scene (lower panel) of peasants working in the fields. Such
illustrations enable historians to track the development of tool- and weaponmaking

in ancient civilizations such as China. They afso make it possible to study patterns of
organization in agrarion ond artisan production {for which direct evidence is sparse)

as well as the leisure activities of officials and the landed elites.

by 444 B.C.E., based on a year of 365.5 days. Later
astronomers calculated the movement of the planets
Saturn and Jupiter and observed sunspots—more than
1500 years before comparable knowledge developed
in Europe. The purpose of Chinese astronomy was to
make celestial phenomena predictable, as part of the
wider interest in ensuring harmony berween heaven
and carth. Chinese scientists steadily improved their
instrumentation, inventing a kind of scismograph to
register carthquakes during the Han dynasty. The
Chinese were also active in medical rescarch, devel-

oping precise anatomical knowledge and studying
principles of hygiene that could promote longer life,

Chinese mathemarics also stressed the practical.
Daoism encouraged some exploration of the orderly
processes of nature, but far more rescarch focused on
how things actually worked. For ¢example, Chinese
scholars studied the mathematics of music in ways
that led to advances in acoustics. This focus for sci-
ence and mathematics contrasted notably with the
more abstract definition of science developed in clas-
sical Greece.



ECONOMY AND
SOCIETY

B8 China’s economy featured extensive internal
trade but some ambivalence about merchants.
Important technological innovations occurred.
Social incquality included some rvespect for the
peasant nasses. Ching’s family system stressed
a rigid patviarchy.

Although the most distinetive features of classical China
centered on politics and culture, developments in the
economy, social structure, and family life also shaped
Chinese civilization and continued to have impact on
the empire’s history for a significant period of time.

As in many agricultural societies, considerable
gaps developed between China’s upper class, which
controlled large landed estates, and the masses,
farmer-peasants who produced little more than what
was needed for their own subsistence. The difficulty
of becoming literate symbolized these gaps, for land-
lords enjoyed not only wealth but also a culture
denied to most common people. Prior to the Zhou
dynasty, slave-holding may have been commeon in
China, but by the time of the Zhou the main social
division existed between the landowning gentry—
about 2 percent of the total population—and peas-
ants, who provided dues and service to these lords
while also controlling some of their own land. The
Chinese peasantry depended on intensive coopera-
tion, particularly in the southern rice region; in this
group, property was characteristically owned and reg-
ulated by the village or the extended family, rather
than by individuals. Beneath the peasantry, Chinese
social structure included a group of “mean” people
who performed rough transport and other unskilled
jobs and suffered from the lowest possible status. In
general, social status was passed from one generation
to the next through inheritance, although unusually
talented individuals from a peasant background
might be given access to an education and rise within
the bureaucracy.

Officially then and ro a large extent in face, clas-
sical China consisted of three main social groups. The
landowning aristocracy plus the educated burcau-
crats, or Mandarins, formed the top group. Next
came the laboring masses, peasants and also urban
artisans who manufactured goods. These people, far
poorer than the top group and also condemned to a
life of hard manual labor, sometimes worked directly
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on large estates but in other cases had some economic
independence. Finally, came the mean people, the
general category we already identified as applying to
those without meaningful skills. Interestingly, per-
forming artists were ranked in this group, despite the
fact that the upper classes enjoyed plays and other
entertainments provided by this group. Mean people
were punished for crime more harshly than other
groups and were required to wear identifying green
scarves. Household slaves also existed within this class
structure, but their number was relatively few and
China did not depend on slaves for actual production.

Trade became increasingly important during the
Zhou and particularly the Han dynasties. Much trade
focused on luxury items for the upper class, produced
by skilled artisans in the cities—silks, jewelry, leather
goods, and furniture. There was also food exchange
between the wheat- and rice-growing regions. Copper
coins began to circulate, which facilitated trade, with
merchants even sponsoring commercial visits to India.
Although significant, trade and its attendant merchant
class did not become the focal points of Chinese soci-
cty, and the Confucian emphasis on learning and polit-
ical service led to considerable scorn for lives devoted
to money-making. The gap berween the real impor-
tance and wealth of merchants and their officially low
prestige was an enduring legacy in Confucian China.

If trade fit somewhat uncomfortably into the dom-
inant view of society, there was no question about the
importance of technological advance. Here, the Chi-
nese excelled. Agricultural implements improved
steadily. Ox-drawn plows were introduced around 300
B.C.E., which greatly increased producrivity. Under the
Han, a new collar was invented for draft animals, allow-
ing them to pull plows or wagons without choking—
this was a major improvement that became available to
other parts of the world only many centurices later. Chi-
nese iron mining was also well advanced, as pulleys and
winding gear were devised to bring material to the sur-
face. Iron tools and other implements such as lamps
were widely used. Production methods in textles and
pottery were also highly developed by world standards.
Under the Han, the first water-powered mills were
introduced, allowing further gains in manufacturing,
Finally, during the Han, paper was invented, which was
a major boon to a system of government that empha-
sized the bureavcracy. In sum, classical China reached
far higher levels of technical expertise than Europe or
western Asia in the same period, a lead that it would
long maintain.
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The relatively advanced technology of classical
China did not however steer Chinese society away
from its primary reliance on agriculture. Farming
technology itself helped increase the size of the pop-
ulation in the countryside; with better tools and
sceds, smaller amounts of land could support more
families. But, China’s solid agricultural base, backed
by some trade in foodstufts among key regions, did
permit the expansion of cities and of manufacturing,.
Nonagricultural goods were mainky produced by arti-
sans, working in small shops or in their homes, Even
though only a minority of the work force was
involved in such tasks that used manual methods for
the most part, the output of tools, porcelain, and tex-
tiles increased considerably, aided in this case as well
by the interest in improving techniques.

In all major social groups, tight family organiza-
tion helped solidify economic and social views as well
as political life. The structure of the Chinese family
resembled that of families in other agricultural civi-
lizations in ¢emphasizing the importance of unity and
the power of husbands and fathers. Within this con-
text, however, the Chinese stressed authority to
unusual extremes. Confucius said, “There are no
wrongdoing parents”—and in practice, parents could
punish disobedient children freely. Law courts did
not prosecute parents who injured or even killed a
disobedient son, but they would severely punish
a child who scolded or attacked a parent. In most
families, the emphasis on obedience to parents, and a
corresponding emphasis on wives” obedience to hus-
bands, did not produce great friction. Chinese pop-
ular culture stressed strict control of one’s emotions,
and the family was seen as the center of such an
orderly, serene hierarchy. Indeed, the family served as
a great training ground for the principles of author-
ity and restraint that applied to the larger social and
political world. Women, although subordinate, had
their own clearly defined roles and could sometimes
gain power through their sons and as mothers-in-law
of younger women brought into the houschold, The
mother of a famous Confucian philosopher, Mencius,
continually claiimed how humble she was, but during
the course of his life she managed to exert consider-
able influence over him. There was even a clear hier-
archical order for children, with boys superior to girls
and the oldest son having the most enviable position
ofall. Chinese rules of inheritance, from the humblest
peasant to the emperor himself, followed strict pri-
mogeniture, which meant that the oldest male child
would inherit property and position alike,

Conclusion

How Chinese Civilization Fits Together
China’s politics and culture meshed readily, especially
around the emergence of a Confudian bureaucracy. Eco-
nomic innovation did not disrupt the emphasis on order
and stability, and family structures were closely linked to
political and culturai goals.

Classical Chinese rechnology, religion, philosophy, and
political structure evolved with very little outside contact.
Although important trade routes did lead to India and the
Middle East, most Chinese saw the world in terms of a large
island of civilization surrounded by barbarian peoples with
nothing to ofter save the periodic threat of invasion, Proud
of their culture and of its durability, the Chinese had nei-
ther the need nor the desire to learn from other socictics,
Nor, except to protect their central territory by exercising
some control over the mountainous or desert regions that
surrounded the Middle Kingdom, did Chinese leaders have
any particular desire to teach the rest of the world. A mis-
sionary spirit was foreign to Chinese culture and politics,
Ot course, China displayed some patterns that were similar
to those of the other agricultural civilizations, but it also
did occasionally embrace the conceprs of these cultures.
Indeed, the spread of Buddhism from India, during and
after the Han decline, was a notable instance of a culoural
diffusion that altered China’s religious map and aiso its
artistic styles, Nevertheless, the theme of unusuai isolation,
developed during the formative period of Chinese civiliza-
tion, was to prove persistent in later world history—in facr,
it has not entirely disappeared to this day.

Chinese civilization was also noteworthy for the rela-
tive harmony among its various major features, We have, in
this chapter, examined the pattern of leading historical
cvents in classical China and then the systems of govern-
ment, belief, economy, and social structure. All these facets
were closely meshed. Although the cenrralized govern-
ment, with its claborate functions and far-reaching bureau-
cracy, gave the clearest unity and focus to Chinese society,
it did not do so alone, Confucianism provided a vital sup-
plement, making the bureaucracy more than a collection of
people with similar political objectives, but rather a trained
corps with some common ideals. In appreciation of dis-
tinctive artistic styles, poctry, and the literary tradition
added to this common culture, Cohesive government and
rclated beliefs about human ideals and acsthetics were
linked, in turn, to the cconomy. Political stability over a
large and fertile land aided cconomic growth, and the gov-
crnment took a direct role in encouraging both agriculture
and industry, A strong economy, in turn, provided the gov-
ernment with vital tax revenues, Economic interests were
also related to the pragmatic Chinese view of science,
whose aim was to determine how nature worked, Finally,
social relationships reinforeed all these systems. The vision



of a stable hicrarchy and tight family structures meshed
with the strong impulse toward orderly politics and helped
instill the virtues of obedience and respect that were impor-
tant to the larger political system.

Not surprisingly, given the close links among the vari-
ous facets of their civilizaton, the Chinese tended to think
of their sociery as a whole, They did not distinguish clearly
between private and public sectors of activity. They did not
see government and society as two separate entities. In other
words, these Western concepts that we have used to define
classical China and to facilitate comparisons with other soci-
cties do not really fic the Chinese view of their own world,
Confucius himself, in sceing government as basically a vast
extension of family relationships, similarly suggested that the
picces of the Chinese puzzle were intimately joined.

A grasp of Chinese civilization as a whole, however,
should not distract us from recognizing some endemic ten-
sions and disparitics. The division in belief systems, between
Confucianism and Daoism, modifics the perception of an
ultimately ddy classical China. Confucianists and Daoists
tolerated cach other, Sometimes, their beliefs coincided in
such a way that a single individual who behaved politically
as a Confucianist, explored deeper mysteries through
Daaoist rituals. However, between both groups there was
considerable hostility and mutual disdain, as many Confu-
cianists found Daoists superstitious and over-excited. Dao-
ism did not inherently disrupr the political unity of Chinese
culture, but ar times the religion did inspire artacks on
established politics in the name of a mysterious divine will,

Tension in Chinese society showed in the way Confu-
cian beliefs were combined with strict policing. Chinesc offi-
cials did believe in fundamental human goodness and the
importance of ceremony and mutual respect. However, they
also believed in the force of stern punishment, not only
against criminals bur also as warnings to the larger, poten-
tially restless population. People arrested were presumed
guilty and often subjected to torture before trial. The Chi-
nese, in fact, early discovered the uscfulness of alternating
torture with benevolence, to make accused individuals con-
fess. In the late Han period, a thief who refused to confess
even under severe torture was then freed from chains,
bathed, and fed, “so as to bring him in a happy mood”—
whereupon he usually confessed and named his whole gang.
In sum, both Confucianism and the Chinese penal system
supported tight control, and the combination of the two
was typically effective; however, they involved quite differ-
ent approaches and quite different moral assumptions.

All of this suggests thar classical China, like any vigor-
ous, successful sociery, embraced a diversity of features thae
could not be fully united by any single formula. Elites and
masses were divided by both ¢conomic interests and culeare.
Some shared the same values, particularly as Confucianism
spread, and upper-class concern for careful etiguette and the
general welfare of the population mitigated the tension. But,
such calm was a precarious balance, and when overpopula-
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tion or some other factor tipped the scale, recurrent anc
often violent protest could be the result.

Despite any divisions, the symbiosis among the vari
ous institutions and acrivities of many people in classica
China docs deserve strong emphasis. It helps account for
the durability of Chinese values. Even in times of politica
turmoil, families would transfer beliefs and poliical ideal:
by the ways in which they instruceed their children. The
overall wholeness of Chinese socicty also helps account for
its relative immunity to outside influence and for its cre
auivity despite considerable isolation.

Chinese wholeness, finally, provides an interesting con:
trast to the other grear Asian civilization that developed in the
classical period, India, as fully dynamic as China in many ways.
produced different emphases, but also a more disparate soci-
ety in which links among politics and beliefs and cconomic
tife were less well defined, Many would argue that this con-
trast between the nwo Asian giants persists to our own time.

Further Readings

Several sources offer original materials on classical Chinese
thoughrt and politics: John Fairbank, ed., Chinese Thonght
and Institueions (1973 ); Wing-stit Chan, A Souree Book in
Clnnese Plilosoply (1963 ); and P. Ebrey, Chisese Civilization
and Society: A Sonrcebook (1981). Two excellent general sur-
veys for this peried and later ones are John Fairbank and
Albert Craig, East Asin: Tradition and Transformation
(1993}; E. O. Reischauer and John Fairbank, A History of
East Asian Civilization, Vol, I Enst Asia, The Great Tradition
(1961}; sec also Arthur Cotrerell, The First Emperar of China
{1981). Briefer but useful are M. J. Cove and J. Livingston,
eds., China, Yesterday and Today (1975); Wolfram Eberhard,
A History of China (1977 ); and X. Z. Lin, Ancient India and
Ancient China (1988). Sce also D. Twitchett and M. Loewe,
eds., The Cambridge History of China, Vol. 1 (1986}, On more
specialized topics, sce E. Balazs, Chinese Civilization and
Bureaucracy(1964); 1. Needham, Scicnec and Civilization in
China, 4 vols. {1970); Richard J. Smith, Traditional Chinesc
Culture: An Interpretive Introduction (1978); Benjamin
Schwartz, The World of Thought in Ancient China (1983);
Michael Loewe, Everyday Life in Early Imperial China
{1968}); Cho-yun Hsu and K. M. Lindutt, Western Chou Cip-
ization | 1988); Michele Pimzzoli-¢*Sersteven, The Han Cir-
shization of Chinag (1982); R. Wilke and M. Wolf, Women in
Clruese Society (1975); and Bella Vivante, ed., Womien’s Roles
in Ancient Civilizations: A Reference Guide (1999),
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On Daoism, sce betpe/Smwwwdis.con/=tierkin
DaroBricfliemnd; for a virtual tour of the Great Wall, see
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he classical period of Indian history includes a number of contrasts to

that of China—and many of these contrasts have proved enduring.

Whereas the focus in classical China was on politics and related philo-
sophical values, the emphasis in classical India shifted to religion and social
structure; a political culture existed, but it was less cohesive and central than
its Chinese counterpart. Less familiar but scarcely less important were dis-
tinctions that arose in India’s scientific tradition and the tenor of the econ-
omy and family life. Here, too, the classical period gencrated impulses that
are still felr in India today—and that continue to distinguish India from
other major civilizations in the world.

India’s distinctiveness was considerable, but a comparison must not be
one-sided. India was an agricultural society, and this dictated many similar-
itics with China. Most people were peasant farmers, with their major focus
on food production for their own family’s survival. The clustering of peas-
ants in villages, to provide mutual aid and protection, gave a strong localist
flavor to many aspects of life in China and India alike. In addition, agricul-
ture influenced family life, with male ownership of property creating a
strongly patriarchal flavor, and women held as inferiors and often treated as
possessions. As agricultural civilizations, both China and India produced
important citics and engendered significant trade, which added to social and
cconomic complexity and also created the basis for most formal intellectual
life, including schools and academics,
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THE FRAMEWORK
FOR INDIAN HISTORY:
GEOGRAPHY AND A
FORMATIVE PERIOD

o8 Indian civilization was shaped by geagraphy
and climare, which belp explain some differ-
ences from China. Classical Indian civilizo-
tion was further prepared by cultural and
social developments durving the centuries of
Aryan invasion and subsequent consolidation.

Important reasons for India’s distinctive paths lic in
geography and carly historical experience. India was
much closer to the orbit of other civilizations than
China. Trading contacts with China, developed late
in the classical period, had little impact-interestingly,
China was more affected. But, India was frequently
open to influences from the Middle East and even the
Mediterrancan world. Persian empires spilled over
into India at several points, bringing new artistic
styles and political concepts. Briefly, Alexander the
Great invaded India, and while he did not establish a
durable empire, he did allow important Indian con-
tacts with Hellenistic culture. Periodic influences
from the Middle East continued after the classical
age, forcing India to react and adapt in ways that
China, more isolated, largely avoided.

In addition to links with other cultures, India’s
topography shaped a number of vital features of its
civilization, The vast Indian subcontinent is partially
separated from the rest of Asia, and particularly from
East Asia, by northern mountain ranges, notably the
Himalayas. Important passes through the mountains,
especially in the northwest, linked India to other civ-
ilizations in the Middle East; although it lacked the
isolation of China’s Middle Kingdom, the subconti-
nent was somewhat set apart within Asia. At the same
time, divisions within the subcontinent made full
political unity difficult: India was thus marked by
greater diversity than China’s Middle Kingdom. The

most important agricultural regions are those along
the two great rivers, the Indus and the Ganges. How-
cver, India also has mountainous northern regions,
where a herding ecconomy took root, and a southern
coastal rim, separated by mountains and the Deccan
plateau, where an active trading and seafaring cconomy
arose. India’s separate regions help explin not only
cconomic diversity but also the racial and language
differences that, from early times, have marked the
subcontinent’s popularions.

Much of India is semitropical in climate, In the
river valley plains, hear can rise to 120°F during
the carly summer. Summer also brings torrential mon-
soon rains, crucial for farming. Burt, the monsoons
vary from year to year, sometimes bringing oo little
rain or coming too late and causing famine-produc-
ing drought, or sometimes bringing catastrophic
floods. Certain features of Indian civilization may have
resulted from a need to come to terms with a climate
that could produce abundance one year and grim star-
vation the next. In a year with favorable monsoons,
Indian farmers were able to plant and harvest two
crops and could thus support a sizable population.

Indian civilization was shaped not only by its
physical environment but also by a formative period,
lasting several centuries, berween the destruction of
the Indus River civilization and the revival of full civ-
ilization ¢lsewhere on the subcontinent. During this
formative period, called the Vedic and Epic ages, the
Arvan (Indo-European’} migrants—hunting and herd-
ing peoples orginally from Central Asia—gradually
came to terms with agriculture, but had their own
impact on the culture and social structure of their
new home. Also during the Vedic Age, from about
1500 to 1000 .c.£., Indian agriculture extended
from the Indus River valley to the more fertile
Ganges valley, as the Aryans used iron tools to clear
away the dense vegetation,

Most of what we know about this preclassical
period in Indian history comes from literary epics
developed by the Aryans, inidally passed on orally. They
were Javer written down in Sanskrit, which became the



first literary language of the new cultre. The inital part
of this formative period, the Vedic Age, takes its name
from the Sanskrit word Veda, or “knowledge.” The firse
epic, the Rig-Veda, consists of 1028 hymns dedicated
to the Aryan gods and composed by various priests.
New stories, developed during the Epic Age between
1000 and 600 B.C.E., include the Malablarata, India’s
greatest epic poem, and the Ramayana, both of which
deal with real and mythical baedes; these epics reflect a
more settled agricultural society and better-organized
political units than the Rég-Veda. The Epic Age also saw
the creation of the Upanishads, epic poems with a more
mystical religious flavor.

Aryan ideas and social and family forms also
became increasingly influendial. As the Aryans settled
down to agriculture, they encouraged tight levels of
village organization that came to be characteristic
of Indian society and politics. Village chiefs, initially
drawn from the leadership of one of the Aryan tribes,
helped organize village defenses and also to regulate
property relationships among families. Family structure
itself emphasized patriarchal controls, and extended
family reladonships among grandparents, parents, and
children were close.

The characteristic Indian caste system also began
to take shape during the Vedic and Epic ages, as a
means of establishing relationships between the Aryan
conquerors and the indigenous people, whom the
Aryans regarded as inferior. Aryan social classifications
partly enforced divisions familiar in agricultural soci-
eties. Thus, a warrior or governing class, the Kshatriyas,
and the priestly caste, or Brahmins, stood at the top
of the social pyramid, followed by Vaisyas, the traders
and farmers, and Sudras, or common laborers, Many
of the Sudras worked on the estates of large landown-
ers. A fifth group gradually evolved, the uantonchables,
who were confined to a few jobs, such as transporting
the bodies of the dead or hauling refuse. It was widely
believed that touching these people would defile any-
one from a superior caste. Initially, the warrior group
ranked highest, but during the Epic Age the Brahmins
replaced them, signaling the importance of religious
links in Indian life. Thus, a law book stated, “When a
Brahmin springs to light he is born above the world,
the chief of all creatures, assigned to guard the trea-
sury of duties, religious and civil.” Gradually, the five
social groups became hereditary, with marriage
between castes forbidden and punishable by death;
the basic castes divided into smaller subgroups, called
Jati, each with distinetive occupations and each tied to
its social station by birth.
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The Rig-Veda, the first Aryan epic, attributed the
rise of the caste system to the gods:

When they divided the original Man

into how many parts did they divide him?
What was his mouth, what were his arms,
what were his thighs and his feet called?
The bralhmin was his mouth, of his

arms was made the warrior.

His thighs became the vaisya, of

his feet the sudra was born.

The Aryans brought to India a religion of many
pods and goddesses, who regulated natural forces
and possessed human qualities. Thus, Indra, the
god of thunder, was also the god of strength. Gods
presided over fire, the sun, death, and so on. This
system bore some resemblances to the gods and
goddesses of Greek myth or Scandinavian mythol-
ogy, for the very good reason that they were
derived from a common Indo-European oral her-
itage. However, India was to give this common tra-
dition an important twist, ultimately constructing a
vigorous, complex religion that, apart from the
Indo-European polytheistic faiths, endures to this
day. During the epic periods, the Aryans offered
hymns and sacrifices to the gods. Certain animals
were regarded as particularly sacred, embodying the
divine spirit. Gradually, this religion became more
claborate. The epic poems reflect an idea of life
after death and a religious approach o the world of
nature. Nature was seen as informed not only by
specific gods but also by a more basic divine force.
These ideas, expressed in the mystical Upanishads,
added greatly ro the spiritual power of this early
religion and served as the basis for later Hindu
beliefs. By the end of the Epic Age, the dominant
Indian belief system included a variety of convic-
tions. Many people continued to emphasize rituals
and sacrifices to the gods of nature; specific beliefs,
as in the sacredness of monkeys and cattle, illus-
teated this ritwalistic approach. The Brahmin
pricstly caste specified and enforced prayers, cere-
monics, and rituals. However, the religion also pro-
duced a more mystical strand through its belicfin a
unifying divine force and the desirability of secking
union with this force, Toward the end of the Epic
period one religious leader, Gautama Buddha, buile
on this mysticism to create what became Buddhism,
another major world religion.
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PATTERNS IN
CLASSICAL INDIA

28 Two wmajor conpives formed ar erucial periods
in classical Indian history, the Mauryan and,
later, the Gupta.

By 600 B.C.E., India had passed through its formative
phase. Regional political units grew in size, cities and
trade expanded, and the development of the Sanskrit
language, although dominated by the priestly Brah-
min caste, furthered an elaborate literary culwure. A full,
classical civilization could now build on the social
and cultural themes fiest launched during the Vedic and
Epic ages.

Indian development during the classical era and
beyond did not take on the convenient structure of
rising and falling dynasties characteristic of Chinese
history. Political eras were even less clear than in clas-
sical Greece. The rhythm of Indian history was irreg-
ular and often consisted of landmark invasions that
poured in through the mountain passes of the sub-
continent’s northwestern border.

Toward the end of the Epic Age and until the
fourth century B.C.E., the Indian plains were divided
among powerful regional states. Sixteen major states
existed by 600 B.C.E. in the plains of northern India,
some of them monarchies, others republics dominared
by assemblics of pricsts and warriors. Warfare was not
uncommon. One regional state, Magadha, established
dominance over a considerable empire. In 327 B.C.E.,
Alexander the Great, having congquered Greece and
much of the Middle East, pushed into northwestern
India, establishing a small border state called Bactria.

Political reactions to this incursion produced the
next major step in Indian political history, in 322
B.C.E., when a young soldier named Chandragupta
seized power along the Ganges River. He became the
first of the Maurya dynasty of Indian rulers, who in
turn were the first rulers to unify much of the entire
subcontinent. Borrowing from Persian political mod-
¢ls and the example of Alexander the Great, Chan-
dragupta and his successors maintained large armies,
with thousands of chariots and clephant-borne troops.
The Mauryan rulers also developed a substantial
bureaucracy, even sponsoring a postal service.

Chandragupta’s style of government was highly
autocratic, relving on the ruler’s personal and mili-
tary power. This style would surface periodically in
Indian history, just as it did in the Middle East, a
region with which India had important contacts. A

Greek ambassador from one of the Hellenistic king-
doms described Chandragupta’s life:

Attendance on the king's person is the duty of
women, who indeed are bought from their fathers.
Outside the gates [of the palace] stand the body-
guards and the rest of the soldiers. . . . Nor docs the
king sleep during the day, and at night hie is foreed
at various hours to change his bed because of those
plotting against him. Of his nonmilitary departures
[from the palace] one is 1o the courts, in which be
passed the day hearing cases to the end. . .. [When
he leaves to hunt, ] he is thickly surrounded by a cir-
¢le of women, and on the outside by spear-carrying
bodyguards. The road is fenced off with ropes, and
to anyone who passes within the ropes as far as the
women, death is the penalty.

Such drastic precautions paid off. Chandragupta
finally designated his rule to a son and became a reli-
gious ascetic, dyving peacefully at an advanced age.

Chandragupta’s grandson, Ashoka (269-232
B.C.E.), was an even greater figure in India’s history.
First serving as a governor of two provinces, Ashoka
enjoved a lavish lifestyle, with frequent horseback rid-
ing and feasting. However, he also engaged in a study
of nature and was strongly influenced by the intense
spiritualism not only of the Brahmin religion but also
of Buddhism. Ashoka extended Mauryvan conquests,
gaining control of all but the southern tip of India
through ficrce fighting (Map 3.1). His methods were
bleodthirsty; in taking over one coastal area, Ashoka
himself admitted that “onc hundred and fifty thou-
sand were killed (or maimed) and many times that
number later died.” But, Ashoka could also be com-
passionate. He ultimately converted to Buddhism,
seeing in the beliefin dbarma, or the law of moral
consequences, a kind of ethical guide that might
unite and discipline the diverse people under his rule.
Ashoka vigorously propagated Buddhism throughout
India, while also honoring Hinduism, sponsoring
shrines for its worshippers. Ashoka even sent Bud-
dhist missionaries to the Hellenistic kingdoms in the
Middle East, and also to Sri Lanka to the south, The
“new” Ashoka urged humane behavior on the part of
his officials and insisted that they oversee the moral
welfare of his empire. Like Chandragupra, Ashoka
also worked to improve trade and communication,
sponsoring an extensive road network dotted with
wells and rest stops for travelers. Stability and the
sheer expansion of the empire’s werritory encouraged
growing commerce,



The Mauryan dynasty did not, however, succeed
in establishing durable roots, and Ashoka’s particular
style of government did not have much later impact,
although a strong Buddhist current persisted in India
for some time. After Ashoka, the empire began to fall
apart, and regional kingdoms surfaced once again.
New invaders, the Kushans, pushed into central India
from the northwest. The greatest Kushan king, Kan-
ishka, converted to Buddhism bur actually hurt this
religion’s popularity in India by associating it with
forcign rule.

The collapse of the Kushan state, by 220 .k,
ushered in another hundred years of political insta-
bility. Then a new line of kings, the Guptas, estab-
lished a large empire, beginning in 320 C.E. (Map
3.2) The Guptas produced no individual rulers as
influential as the owo great Mauryan rulers, but
they had perhaps greater impact. One Gupta
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emperor proclaimed his virtues in an inscription on
a ceremonial stone pillar:

His far-reaching fame, deep-rooted in peace,
emanated from the restoration of the sovercignty
of many fallen royal families. . . . He, who had no
equal in power in the world, eclipsed the fame of
the other kings by the radiance of his versatile
virtues, adorned by innumerable good actions.

Bombast aside, Gupta rulers often preferred to negoti-
ate with local princes and intermarry with their familics,
which expanded influence without constanr fighting,
Two centuries of Gupta rule gave classical India its
greatest period of polidcal stability, although the Gup-
tas did not administer as large a territory as the Mauryan
kings had. The Gupta empire was overturned in 535
C.E. by a new invasion of nomadic warriors, the Huns,
Classical India thus alternated between widespread
empires and a network of smaller kingdoms. Periods of
regional rule did not necessarily suggest great instabil-
ity, and both economic and cultural life advanced in
these periods as well as under the Mauryas and Guptas.
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POLITICAL
INSTITUTIONS

a® [ndin did not place as much emphasis on
politics as China did, in part because of the
structures implanted in the caste system,
Regional political units were often ighlighted.

Classical India did not develop the solid political tra-
ditions and institutions of Chinese civilization, or the
high level of political interest that would characterize
classical Greece and Rome. The most persistent polit-
ical fearures of India, in the classical period and beyond,
involved regionalism, plus considerable diversity in
political forms. Autocratic kings and emperors dotted
the history of classical India, but there were also aris-
tocratic assemblies in some regional states with the
power to consult and decide on major issues.

As a resule of India’s diversity and regionalism,
even some of the great empires had a rathier shaky base.
Early Mauryan rulers depended heavily on the power
of their large armies, and, as we have seen, often feared
betrayal and attack. Early rulers in the Gupta dynasty
used various devices to consolidate support. They
claimed that they had been appointed by the gods
to rule, and they favored the Hindu religion over
Buddhism because the Findus believed in such gods.
The Guptas managed to create a demanding taxation
system, secking up to a sixth of all agricultural produce.
However, they did not create an extensive bureaucracy,
rather allowing local rulers whom they had defeated to
maintain regional control so long as they deferred
to Gupta dominance. The Guptas stationed a personal
representative at cach ruler’s court to ensure loyaley. A
final sign of the great empire’s loose structure, was the
fact that no single language was imposed. The Guptas
promoiced Sanskrit, which became the language of
educated people, but this made no dent in the diver-
sity of popular, regional languages.

The Guptas did spread uniform law codes. Like
the Mauryan rulers, they sponsored some general ser-
vices, such as road building. They also served as
patrons of much cultural activity, including university
life as well as art and literature. These achievements
were more than enough to qualify the Gupra period
as a golden age in Indian history.

The fact remains, however, that the political cul-
ture of India was not very claborate. There was litde
formal political theory and few institutions or values
other than regionalism that carried through from one

period to the next. Chandragupra’s chicf minister,
Kautilya, wrote an important treatise on politics, but
it was devoted to telling rulers what methods would
work to maintain power—somewhart like the Legal-
ists in China. Thinking of this sort encouraged effi-
cient authority, but it did not spread political values
or a sense of the importance of political service very
widely, in contrast to Confucianism in China and also
to the intense interest in political ethics in Greece and
Rome. Ashoka saw in Buddhism a kind of cthic for
goad behavior, as well as a spiriteal beacon, but Bud-
dhist leaders in the long run were not greatly inter-
ested in affairs of state. Indeed, Indian religion
generally did not stress the importance of politics,
even for religious purposes, but rather the preemi-
nence of holy men and priests as sources of authority.

The limitations on the political traditions devel-
oped during this period of Indian history can be
explained partly by the importance of local units of
government—the tightly organized villages—and
particularly by the essentially political qualities of
social relationships under the caste system. Caste
rules, interprered by priests, regulated many social
relationships and work roles. To a grear exrent, the
caste system and religious encouragement in the faith-
ful performance of caste duties did for Indian life
what more conventional government structures did
in many other cultures, in promoting public order.

India’s caste system became steadily more com-
plex after the Epic Age, as the five initial castes sub-
divided until ultimately almost 300 castes or Jati
subcastes were defined. Hereditary principles grew
ever stronger, so that it became virtually impossible
to rise above the caste in which a person was born
or to marry someone from a higher casce. Te was
possible to fall to a lower caste by marrying outside
one’s caste or by taking on work deemed inappro-
priate for one’s caste. Upward mobility could occur
within castes, as individuals might gain greater
wealth through success in the economic activities
appropriate to the caste. The fact that Brahmins
replaced warriors as the top caste also indicares
some flexibility. And rulers, like the Mauryans,
might spring from the merchant caste, although
most princes were warrior-born. It is important not
to characterize the caste system in an oversimplified
way, for it did offer some flexibilities. Nevertheless,
the system did give India the most rigid overall
framework for a social structure of any of the clas-
sical civilizations.




In its origins, the caste system provided a way for
India’s various races, the conquerors and the con-
quered, to live together without perpetual conflict
and without full integration of cultures and values,
Quite different kinds of people could live side by side
in village or city, separated by caste. In an odd way,
castes promoted tolerance, and this was useful, given
India’s varied peoples and beliefs. The caste system
also meant that extensive outright slavery was
avoided. The lowest, untouchable caste was scorned,
confined to poverty and degrading work, but its
members were not directly owned by others.

The political consequences of the caste system
derived from the detailed rules for each caste. These
rules governed marriages and permissible jobs, but
also social habits such as eating and drinking. For
example, a person could not cat or drink with a
lower-caste individual or perform any service for that
person. This kind of regulation of behavior made
derailed political administration less necessary.
Indeed, no state could command full loyalty from
subjects, for their first loyalty was to caste.

More of the qualities of Indian civilizaton rested
on widely shared cultural values than was the case in
China. Religion, and particularly the evolving Hindu
religion as it gained ground on Buddhism under the
Guptas, was the clearest cultural cement of this soci-
cty, cutting across political and language barriers and
across the castes. Hinduism itself embraced consider-
able variety, and it gave rise to important religious dis-
sent. Nor did it ever displace important minority
religions, However, Hinduism has shown a remarkable
capacity to survive and is the major system of belief in
India ¢ven today. It also promotes other features in
Indian culture. Thus, contemporary Indian children
are encouraged to indulge their imaginations longer
than Western children, are confronted less sharply with
outside reality. Some observers argue that even Indian
adults, on average, are less interested in general, agreed
upon truths than in individually satisfying versions. A
mind set of this sort goes back o the religious patterns
created over 2000 years ago in classical India, where
Hinduism encouraged imaginative links with a higher,
divine reality. It is this kind of tradition that illustrates
how classical India, although not the source of endur-
ing political institutions beyond the local level, pro-
duced a civilization that would retain clear continuity
and cultural cohesiveness from this point onward—
even through centuries in which political control
escaped Indian hands almost completely.
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RELIGION AND
CULTURE

2% Twvo major religions, Hinduisnm and
Buddbism, marked classical Indin. Artistic
patterns linked ro veligion. A siguificant
seientific tradition developed as well,

Hinduism, the religion of India’s majoriry, developed
gradually over a period of many centuries. Its origins
lie in the Vedic and Epic ages, as the Aryan religion
gained greater sophistication, with concerns about an
overarching divinity supplementing the riteals and
polytheistic beliefs supervised by the Brahmin caste
of priests. The Rig-Veda expressed the growing inter-
est in a higher divine principle in its Creation Flymn:

Then even nothingness was not, nor existence.
There was no air then, nor the heavens beyond it.
Who covered it? Where was it? In whose keeping,.
. . } The gods themselves are later than ¢reation,
50 who knows truly whence it has arisen?

Unlike all the other world religions, Hinduism
had no single founder, no central holy figure from
whom the basic religious beliefs stemmed. This fact
helps explain why the religion unfolded so gradually,
sometimes in reaction to competing religions such as
Buddhism or Islam. Moreover, Hinduism pursued a
number of religious approaches, from the strictly rit-
ualistic and ceremonial approach many Brahmins pre-
ferred, to the high-soaring mysticism that sought to
unite individual humans with an all-embracing divine
principle. Unlike Western religions or Daoism (which
it resembled in part), Hinduism could also ¢ncourage
political and ¢conomic goals (called Artha) and
worldly pleasures (called Karma)—and important
textbooks of the time spelled out these pursuits. Part
of Hinduism’s success, indeed, was the result of its flu-
idity, its ability to adapt to the different needs of var-
ious groups and to change with circumstance. With a
belief that there are many suitable paths of worship,
Hinduism was also characteristically tolerant, coexist-
ing with several offshoot religions that garnered
minority acceptance in India.

Under Brahmin leadership, Indian ideas about
the gods gradually became more elaborate (initially,
the religion was simply called Brabminism). Original
gods of nature were altered to represent more abstract
concepts. Thus, Varuna changed from a god of the sky
to the guardian of ideas of right and wrong,. The great
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poems of the Epic Age increasingly emphasized the
importance of gentle and generous behavior, and
the validity of a life devoted to concentration on the
Supreme Spirit. The Upanishads, particularly, stressed
the shallowness of worldly concerns—riches and
even health were not the main point of human exis-
tence—in favor of contemplation of the divine spirit,
It was in the Upanishads that the Hindu idea of a
divine force informing the whole universe, of which
cach individual creature’s soul is thought to be pare,
first surfaced clearly, in passages such as the following:

“Fetch me a fruit of the banyan tree.”

“Here is one, sir.”

“Break it.”

“I have broken it, sir.”

“What do you see?™

“Very tiny sceds, sir.”

“Break one.”

“I have broken it, sir.,”

“What do you sce now?”

“Nothing, sir.”

“My son, ... what you do not perceive is the
essence, and in that essence the mighty
banyan tree exists, Believe me, my son, in
that essence is the self of all that is. That is
the True, that is the Self. . . .”

However, the Upanishads did more than advance
the idea of a mystical contact with a divine essence.
They also atracked the conventional Brahmin view of
what religion should be, a set of proper ceremonices
that would lead to good things in this life or rewards
after death. And from the Epic Age onward, Hin-
duism embraced this clear tension between a religion
of rituals, with fixed ceremonies and rules of conduct,
and the religion of mystical holy men, seeking com-
munion with the divine soul,

The mystics, often called gurus as they gathered
disciples around them, and the Brahmin priests agreed
on certain doctrines, as Hinduism became an increas-
ingly formal religion by the first centuries of the com-
mon cra. The basic holy essence, called Brabma,
formed part of everything in this world. Every living
creature participates in this divine principle. The spirit
of Brahma enters several gods or forms of gods,
including Vishnu, the preserver, and Shiva, the
destroyer, who could be worshipped or placated as
expressions of the holy essence. The world of our

senses is far less important than the world of the divine
soul, and a proper life is one devoted to seeking union
with this soul. Howuever, this quest may rake many
lifetimes, and Hindus stressed the principle of rein-
carnation, in which souls do not die when bodies do
but pass into other beings, either human or animal.
Where the soul goes, whether it rises to a higher-caste
person or falls perhaps to an animal, depends on how
good a life the person has led. Ultimately, after
many good lives, the soul reaches full union with the
soul of Brahma, and worldly suffering ceases.

Hinduism provided several channels for the good
life. For the holy men, there was the meditation and
self-discipline of yoga, which means “union,” allow-
ing the mind to be freed to concentrate on the divine
spirit. For others, there were the rituals and rules of
the Brahmins. These included proper ceremonies
in the cremadion of bodies ar death, appropriate
prayers, and obedicnce to injunctions such as treat-
ing cows as sacred animals and refraining from the
consumption of beef, Many Hindus also continued
the idea of lesser gods represented in the spirits of
nature, or purely local divinities, which could be seen
as expressions of Shiva or Vishnu {Figure 3.1}, Wor-
ship to these divinities could aid the process of rein-
carnation to a higher state. Thus, many ordinary
Hindus placed a lot of importance on prayers, sacri-
fices, and gifts to the gods that would bring them
through reincarnation into a higher caste.

Hinduism also provided a basic, if complex, ethic
that helped supply some unity amid the various forms
of worship. The epic poems, richly symbolic, formed
the key texts. They illustrated a central emphasis on
the moral law of dbarma as a guide to living in this
world and simultancously pursuing higher, spiritual
goals. The concept of dbarma direcred attention to
the moral consequences of action and at the same
time the need to act. Each person must meet the
obligations of life, serving the family, producing a
livelihood and even earning money, and serving in
the army when the need arises, These actions cannot
damage, cerrainly cannot destroy, the erernal divine
essence that underlies all creation. In the Bhagavad
Gita, a classic sacred hymn, a warrior is sent to do
battle against his own relatives. Fearful of killing
them, he is advised by a god that he must carry out
his duties. He will not really be killing his victims
because their divine spirit will live on. This ethic
urged that honorable behavior, even pleasure seck-
ing, is compatible with spirituality and can lead to a
final release from the life cycle and to unity with the



Figure 3.1 Perhaps the most frequently depicted Indian
religious image is the god Shiva as the celestial doncer,
here portrayed in a south Indian bronze. The position of
the god's hands and the objects held in them each represent
a different aspect of his power, which may be simultane-
ously creative and desiructive. His left hand closest to his
head, for example, is held in the posture of reassurance,

and the left hand furthest away holds a drum, which sig-

nifies time. His right foot crushes the demon of ignorance,
which seems o want to be destroyed by the illusirious god.

divine essence. The Hindu ethic explains how devout
Hindus could also be aggressive merchants or eager
warriors. In encouraging honorable action, it could
legitimize government and the caste system as pro-
viding the frameworks in which the duties of the
world might be carried out, without distracting from
the ultimate spiritual goals common to all people.
The ethical concept of dbarma was far less detailed
and prescriptive than the echical codes associated with
most other world religions, including Christianity and
Islam. Dbarma stresses inner study and meditation,
building from the divine essence within each creature,
rather than adherence to a fixed set of moral rules.
The spread of Hinduism through India and, at
least briefly, to some other parts of Asia had many
sources. The religion accommodated extreme spiricu-
ality. It also provided satisfying rules of conduct for
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ordinary life, including rituals and a firm emphasis on
the distinction between good and evil behavior, The
religion allowed many people to reain older belicfs
and ceremonies, derived from a more purcly polythe-
istic religion. It reinforced the caste system, giving
people in lower castes hope for a better time in lives
to come and giving upper-caste people, including the
Brahmins, the satisfaction that if they behaved well,
they might be rewarded by communion with the
divine soul. Even though Hindu beliefs took shape
only gradually and contained many ambiguitics, the
religion was sustained by a strong caste of priests and
through the efforts of individual gurus and mystics.
At times, however, the tensions within Hinduism
broke down for some individuals, producing rebel-
lions against the dominant religion. One such rebel
lion, which occurred right after the Epic Age, led to
a new religion closely related to Hinduism. Around
563 B.C.E., an Indian prince, Gautama, was born who
came to question the fairness of carthly life in which
so much poverty and misery abounded. Gautama,
later called “Buddha” or “enlightened one,” lived as
a Hindu mystic, fasting and torturing his body. After
six years, he felt that he had found truth, then spene
his life traveling and gathering disciples to spread his
ideas. Buddha accepted many Hindu beliefs, but he
protested the Brahmin emphasis on ceremonies. In a
related sense, he downplayed the polytheistic element
in Hinduism by focusing on the supreme divinity
over separate, lesser gods. Buddha believed in rewards
after life, secing the ultimate goal as destruction of
the self and union with the divine essence, a state that
he called “nirvana.” Individuals could regulate their
lives and aspirations toward this goal, without ¢labo-
rate ceremonies. Great stress was placed on self-
control: “Let a man overcome anger by love, let him
overcome evil by good, let him overcome the greedy
by liberality, the liar by the truth.” A holy life could
be achieved through individual effort from any fevel
of society. Here, Buddhism artacked not only the
pricsts but also the caste systen; this was another sign
of the complexity of Indian social life in practice.
Buddhism spread and retained coherence through
the example and teachings of groups of holy men,
organized in monasteries but preaching throughout the
world (Figure 3.2). Buddhism attracted many follow-
crs in India itself, and its growth was greatly spurred by
the conversion of the Mauryan emperor Ashoka,
Increasingly, Buddha himself was scen as divine. Prayer
and contemplation at Buddhist holy places and works
of charity and picty gave substance to the idea of a holy
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Figure 3.2 This beautifully detailed sandstone statue of the
Buddha meditating in a standing position was carved in the
Sth century C.£. Note the nimbus, or halo, which was common
in later Buddhist iconography. The colm radiated by the
Buddha's facial expression suggesis that he hos olready
achieved enfightenment. As Buddhism spread throughout
india and overseas, a wide variety of artistic styles d

to depict the Buddha himself and key incidents of his
legendary life. The realism and stylized robes of the sculplure
shown here indicofe that it was carved by ariisis following the
conventions of the Indo-Greek school of northwestern Indlic.

life on carth. Ironically, however, Buddhism did not
witness a permanent following in India. Brahmin oppo-
sition was strong, and it was wltimately aided by the
influence of the Gupta emperors. Furthermore, Hin-
duism showed its adapeability by emphasizing its mys-
tical side, thus retaining the loyalties of many Indians.
Buddhism’s greatest successes, aided by the missionary
encouragement of Ashoka and later the Kushan emper-
ors, camue in other parts of Southeast Asia, including the
island of Sri Lanka, off the south coast of India, and in
China, Korea, and Japan. Still, pockets of Buddhists
remained in India, particularly in the northeast. They
were joined by other dissident groups who rejected
aspects of Hinduism. Thus, Hinduism, although dom-
inant, had to come to terms with the existence of other
religions carly on,

If Hinduism, along with the caste system, formed
the most distinctive and durable products of the clas-
sical period of Indian history, they were certainly not
the only ones. Even aside from dissident religions,
Indian culture during this period was vibrant and
diverse, and religion encompassed only part of its inter-
ests. Hinduism itself encouraged many wider pursuits.

Indian thinkers wrote actively about various
aspects of human life. Although political theory was
sparse, a great deal of legal writing occurred. The
theme of love was important also. A manual of
the “laws of love,” the Kama-sutra, written in the
fourth century C.E., discusses relationships between
men and women.

Indian literature, taking many themes from the
great epic poems and their tales of military adventure,
stressed lively story lines. The epics themselves were
recorded in final written form during the Gupta period,
and other story collections, like the Panchatantra,
which includes Sinbad the Sailor, Jack the Giant Killer,
and the Seven League boots, produced adventurous
yarns now known all over the world. Classical stories
were often secular, but they sometimes included the
gods and also shared with Hinduism an emphasis on
imagination and excitement. Indian drama flourished
also, again particularly under the Gupras, and stressed
themes of romantic adventure in whicl lovers separated
and then reunited after many perils. This literary tradi-
tion created a cultural framework thar still survives in
India. Even contemporary Indian movies reflect the
tradition of swashbuckling romance and heroic action.

Classical India also produced important work in
science and mathematics. The Guptas supported a
vast university center—one of the world’s first—in the
town of Nalanda that attracted students from other



parts of Asia as well as Indian Brahmins. Nalanda had
over a hundred lecture halls, three large libraries, an
astronomical observatory, and ¢ven a model dairy. Its
curriculum included religion, philosophy, medicine,
architecture, and agriculture,

At the research level, Indian scientists, borrowing
a bit from Greek learning after the conquests of
Alexander the Great, made important strides in astron-
omy and medicine. The great astronomer Aryabhatta
caleulated the length of the solar year and improved
mathematical measurements, Indian astronomers
understood and calculated the daily rotation of the
carth on its axis, predicred and explained eclipses, and
developed a theory of graviry, and through telescopic
observation they identified seven planets. Medical
research was hampered by religious prohibitions on
dissection, but Indian surgeons nevertheless made
advances in bone setting and plastic surgery. Inocula-
ton against smalipox was introduced, using cowpox
serum. Indian hospitals stressed cleanliness, including
sterilization of wounds, while leading doctors pro-
moted high ethical standards. As was the case wich
Indian discoveries in astronomy, many medical find-
ings reached the Western world only in modern times.

Indian mathematics produced still more impor-
tant discoverics. The Indian numbering system is the
one we use today, although we call it Arabic because
Europeans imported it sccondhand from the Arabs.
Indians invented the conceprt of zero, and through it
they were able to develop the decimal system. Indian
advances in numbering rank with writing itsclfas key
human inventions. Indian mathematicians also devel-
oped the concept of negative numbers, calculated
square roots and a table of sincs, and computed the
value of pi more accurately than the Greeks did.

Finally, classical India produced lively art, although
much of it perished under later invasions. Ashoka spon-
sored many spherical shrines to Buddha, called “stu-
pas,” and statues honoring Buddha were also common.
Under the Guptas, sculpture and painting moved away
from realistic portrayals of the human form toward
more stylized representation. Indian painters, working
on the walls of buildings and caves, filled their work
with forms of people and animals, captured in lively
color. Indian art showed a keen appreciation of nature.
It could pay homage to religious values, particularly
during the period in which Buddhism briefly spread,
but could also celebrate the joys of life.

There was, clearly, no full unity to this cultural
outpouring. Religion, legalism, abstract mathematics,
and art and literature coexisted. The result, however,
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was a somewhat distinctive overall tone, different
from the more rational approaches of the West or the
Chinese concentration on political ethics. In various
culeural expressions, Indians developed an inwerest in
spontancity and imagination, whether in fleshly plea-
sures or a mystical union with the divine essence.

ECONOMY
AND SOCIETY

an India developed extensive internal and
maritime trade. Family tife combined
patviarehy with an emphasis on affection.

The caste system described many key features of
Indian social and economic life, as it assigned people
to occupations and regulated marriages. Low-caste
individuals had few legal rights, and servants were
often abused by their masters, who were restrained
only by the ethical promptings of religion toward
kindly treatment. A Brahmin who killed a servant for
misbehavior faced a penalty no more severe than if he
had killed an animal. This extreme level of abuse was
uncommon, but the caste system did unquestionably
make its mark on daily life as well as on the formal
structure of society. The majority of Indians living in
peasant villages had less frequent contact with people
of higher social castes, and village leaders were
charged with trying to protect peasants from too
much interference by landlords and rulers.

Family life also emphasized the theme of hierar-
chy and tight organization, as it evolved from the
Vedic and Epic ages. The dominance of husbands and
fathers remained strong. One Indian code of law rec-
ommended that a wife worship her husband as a god.
Indeed, the rights of women became increasingly lim-
ited as Indian civilization took clearer shape.
Although the great epics stressed the control of hus-
band and father, they also recognized women’s inde-
pendent contributions. As agriculture became better
organized and improved technology reduced (with-
out eliminating) women’s economic contributions,
the stress on male authority expanded. This is a com-
mon pattern in agricultural societies, as a sphere of
action women enjoyed in hunting cultures was grad-
ually circumscribed. Hindu thinkers debated whether
2 woman could advance spiritually without first being
reincarnated as a man, and there was no consensus.
The limits imposed on women were reflected in laws
and literary references. A system of arranged marriage
evolved in which parents contracted unions for
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children, particularly daughters, at quite carly ages, to
spouscs they had never even met. The goal of these
arrangements was to ensure solid economic links,
with child brides contributing dowries of land or
domestic animals to the ultimate family estates, but
the resule of such arrangements was that young peo-
ple, especially girls, were drawn into a new family
structure in which they had no voice.

However, the rigidities of family life and male
dominance over women were often greater in theory
than they usually turned out to be in practice. The
emphasis on loving relations and sexual pleasure in
Indian culture modified family life, since husband and
wife were supposed to provide murual emotional sup-
port as a marriage developed. The Mahabharata ¢pic
called a man’s wife his truest friend: “Even a man in
the grip of rage will not be harsh to a woman,
remembering that on her depend the joys of love,
happiness, and virtue.”™ Small children were often
pampered. “With their teeth balf shown in causcless
laughter, their efforts ar ralking so sweetly uncerrain,
when children ask ro sit on his lap, a man is blessed.”
Families thus served an important and explicit emo-
tional function as well as a role in supporting the
structure of socicty and its institutions. They also, as
in all agricultural socicties, formed ¢conomic units.
Children, after carly years of indulgence, were expected
to work hard. Adults were obligated to assist older
relatives. The purpose of arranged marriages was to
promote a family’s cconomic well-being, and almost
everyone lived in a family setting.

The Indian version of the patriarchal family was
thus subtly different from that in China, although
women were officially just as subordinate and later
trends—as in many patriarchal socicties over time
would bring new burdens. But, Indian culture often
featured clever and strong-willed women and god-
desses, and this contributed to women’s status as
wives and mothiers. Stories also celebrated women’s
emotions and beauty.

The ¢conomy of India in the classical period
became extremely vigorous, certainly rivaling China in
technological sophistication and probably bricfly sur-
passing China in the prosperity of its upper classes. In
manufacturing, Indians invented new uses for chem-
istry, and their steel was the best in the world. Indian
capacity in ironmaking outdistanced European levels
until a few centuries ago. Indian techniques in rextiles
were also advanced, as the subcontinent became the

Ir1 DEPFH

Inequality as
the Social Norm

The Indian caste system is perhaps the most
extreme expression of a type of social organization
thar violates the most revered principles on which
modern Western societies are based. Like the
Egyptian division between a noble and a commoner
and the Greek division between a freeperson and a
slave, the caste system rests on the assumption that
humans are inherently unequal and that their lot in
life is determined by the families and social strata
into which they are born. The caste system, like the
social systems of all other classical civilizations, pre-
sumed that social divisions were fixed and stable and
that people ought to be content with the station
they had been allotted at birth.

Furthermore, all classical social systems (with
the partial exception of the Greceks, at least in
Athens) played down the imporrance of the indi-
vidual and stressed collective obligations and loyal-
tics that were centered in the family, extended kin
groups, or broader occupational or social groups.
Family or caste affiliation, not individual ambition,
determined a person’s career goals and acrivides.

All of these assumptions are challenged by
many major religions, like Christianity, Buddhism
and Islam, that believe in spiritual equality. They
also directly contradict some of the West’s most
cherished current beliefs. They run counter to one
of the most basic organizing principles of modern
Western culture, rooted in a commitment to
equality of opportunity. This principle is enshrined
in European and American constitutions and legal
systems, taught in Western schools and churches,
and proclaimed in Western media. The belief in
human equality, or at least equality of opportunity,
is one of the most important idecas that modern
Western civilization has exported to the peoples of
Alfrica, Asia, and Latin America.

The concept of equality rests on two assumptions.
The first is that a person’s place in society should be
determined not by the class or family into which he
or she is born but by personal actions and qualides,
The second is that the opportunity to rise—or fall—
in social status should be open to everyone and pro-



tected by law. Some of our most cherished myths
reflect these assumptions: that anyone can aspire to
be president of the United States, for example, or
that an ordinary person has the right to challenge the
actions of the politcally and economically powerful,

Of course, equality is a social ideal racher than
something any human society has achieved. No
one pretends that all humans are equal in intelli-
gence or talent, and there are important barriers
to equality of opportunity. But the belief persists
that all humans should have an equal chance to
better themselves by using the brains and skilis
they have. In the real world, race, class, and gen-
der differences often favor some individuals over
others, and laws and government agencies often
do not correct these inequities. But the citizens of
modern Western societies, and increasingly the rest
of the world, champion the principles of equality
of opportunity and the potential for social mobil-
ity as the just and natural bases for social organi-
zation and interaction.

However, what is just and natural for modern
societies would have been incomprehensible in the
classical age. In fact, most human societies
through most of human history have been orga-
nized on assumptions that are much closer to
those underlying the Indian caste system than
those modern Westerners assume to be the norm.
Ancient Egyptians or Greeks, or for that matter
medieval Europeans or e¢arly modern Chinese,
believed that career possibilities, political power,
and social privileges should be set by law accord-
ing to the position of one’s family in the social
hierarchy. The Indian caste structure was the most
rigid and complex of the systems by which occu-
pations, resources, and status were allotted. Butall
classical civilizations had similar social mechanisms
that determined the obligations and privileges of
members of each social stratum.

In some ways, classical Chinese and Greek soci-
eties provided exceptions to these general patterns.
In China, people from lowly social origins could
rise to positions of great status and power, and
well-placed families could fall on hard times and
lose their gentry status. But “rags to riches” suc-
cess stories were the exception rather than the rule,
and mobility between social strata was limited. In
fact, Chinese thinkers made much of the distine-
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tions benween the scholar-gentry clite and the
common people.

Although some of the Greeks, particularly the
Athenians, developed the idea of equality for all
citizens in a particular city-state, most of the peo-
ple of these societies were not citizens, and many
were slaves, By virtue of their birth the latter were
assigned lives of servitude and drudgery. Democ-
ratic participation and the chance to make full use
of their talents were limited to the free males of the
city-states,

In nearly all societies, these fixed social hierar-
chies were upheld by creation myths and religious
beliefs that proclaimed their divine origins and
the danger of punishment if they were chal-
lenged. Elite thinkers stressed the importance of
the established social order to human peace and
well-being; rulers were duty bound to defend it.
Few challenged the naturalness of the hierarchy
itself; fewer still proposed alternatives to it, Each
person was expected to accept his or her place
and to concentrate on the duties and obligations
of that place rather than worry about rights or
personal desires. Males and females alike were
required to subordinate their individual yearnings
and talents to the needs of their families, clans,
communities, or social superiors. In return for a
person’s acceptance of his or her allotted place in
the hierarchy, he or she received material suste-
nance and a social slot. Of course, these benefits
were denied to people who fought the system,
They were outcast or exiled, physically punished,
imprisoned, or killed.

Questions; What arguments did the thinkers of the
classical civilizations of Greece, China, and India
use to explain and justify the great differences in
social status and material wealth? How did those
who belonged to elite groups justify their much
greater status, wealth, and power compared to
the peasants, artisans, and servants that made up
most of the population? Why did people belong-
ing to these subordinate social strata, including
oppressed groups such as slaves and untouchables,
accept these divisions? Comparing these modes of
social organization with the ideals of your own
society, what do you see as the advantages and
drawbacks of each?
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The Pattern of Trade in the Ancient
Eurasian World

J; he period of Maurya rule in India coincided
with a great expansion in trade between the

main centers of civilization in Eurasia and Affica. In
the centuries that followed, 2 permanent system of
exchange developed that extended from Rome and
the Mediterranean Sea to China and Japan. The trad-
ing nerworks that made up this system included both
those established between ports connected by ships
and sea routes and those consisting of overland
exchanges ransmitted along the chain of oading cen-

ters that crossed central Asia and the Sudanic region
of Africa. By the last centuries B.C.E., this far-flung
trading system included much of the world as it was
known to the peoples of the Eastern Hemisphere.
Some products produced at one end of the sys-
tem, such as Chinese silks and porcelains, were carried
the entire length of the nerwork to be sold in markets
at the other edge, in Rome, for example. As a general
rule, products carried over these great distances
tended to be high-priced luxury goods such as spices
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and precious jewels. But most of the exchanges, par-
ticularly in bulk goods such as metal ores or food-
stuffs, were between adjoining regions. The ports of
western India, for example, carried on a brisk trade
with those in the Red Sea and Persian Gulf, while-
trading centers in southeast Asia supplied China with
forest products and other raw materials in exchange
for the many items manufactured by China’s highly
skilled artisans. Although some merchants and sea-
men, particularly the Chinese and Arabs, could be
found in ports far from their homelands, most con-
fined their activities within regional orbits, such as the
Arabian Sea, the Persian Gulf; or the South Ghina Sea.

This map provides an overview of this great trad-
ing nerwork in the age of the classical civilizations,
roughly the 3rd century 8.C.E. to the 3rd century C.E.
It shows the main centers of production, the goods
exported overland and overseas, and the main direc-
dons of trade in these products. In each of the main
sectors participating in the system, key ports, inland

CHAPTER 3 (lassical Givilization: India

trading centers, and the products produced in differ-
ent regions are shown,

Questions: Which civilizations or arcas in the global
trading network were the main centers for the
production of finished products, such as cloth and
pottery? What major centers supplied raw materials,
such as forest products or foods? Which areas and port
centers strike you as key points of convergence for the
various types of rade? What advantages would these
arcas enjoy? Why were luxury goods likely to be
transported the greatest distances? Why were bulk
goods, especially foods, usually shipped only short
distances, if at all? What were the advantages and
disadvantages of sea and land transport? Besides trade
goods, what other things might be transmitted
through the trading networks? How great a role do
you think the trading system played in the
development of global civilizaton?

first to manufacture cotton cloth, calico, and cashmere.
Most manufacturing was done by artisans who formed
guilds and sold their goods from shops.

Indian emphasis on trade and merchant activity
was far greater than in China, and indeed greater than
that of the classical Mediterranean world. Indian mer-
chants enjoyed relatively high caste status and the flex-
ibility of the Hindu ¢thic. And, they traveled widely,
not only over the subcontinent but, by sea, to the Mid-
dle East and East Asia. The scafaring peoples along the
southern coast, usually outside the large empires of
northern India, were particularly active. These south-
ern Indians, the Tamils, traded cotton and silks, dyes,
drugs, gold, and ivory, often carning great fortunes.
From the Middle East and the Roman Empire, they
brought back pottery, wine, metals, some slaves, and
above all gold. Their trade with Southeast Asia was
even more active, as Indian merchants transported not
only sophisticated manufactured goods bur also the
trappings of India’s active culture to places like
Malaysia and the larger islands of Indonesia. In addi-
tion, caravan trade developed with China.

The Indian economy remained firmly agricultural
at its base. The wealth of the upper classes and the
splendor of cities like Nalanda were confined to a small
group, as most people lived near the margins of sub-
sistence. But India was justly known by the time of the

Guptas for its wealth as well as for its religion and intel-
lectual life—always understanding that wealth was rel-
ative in the classical world and very unevenly divided.
A Chinese Buddhist on a pilgrimage to India wrote:

The people are many and bappy. They do not
have to register their houscholds with the police.
There is no death penalty, Religious sects have
houses of charity where rooms, couches, beds,
food, and drink are supplied to travelers,

INDIAN INFLUENCE

Classical India, from the Mauryan period onward,
had a considerable influence on other parts of the
world. In many ways, the Indian Ocean, dominated
at this point by Indian merchants and missionaries,
was the most active linkage point among cultures,
although admittedly, the Mediterranean, which
channeled contact from the Middle East to North
Africa and Europe, was a close second. Indian dom-
inance of the waters of southern Asia, and the
impressive creativity of Indian civilization itself,
carried goods and influence well beyond the sub-
continent’s borders. No previous civilization had
developed in Southeast Asia to compete with Indian
influcnce. And while India did not attempt political
domination, dealing instead with the regional kingdoms
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of Burma, Thailand, parts of Indonesia, and Victnam,
Indian travelers or settlers did bring to these locales
a persuasive way of life. Many Indian merchants mar-
ricd into local royal familics. Indian-style temples
were constructed and other forms of Indian are trav-
eled widely. Buddhism spread from India to many
parts of Southeast Asia, and Hinduism converted
many upper-class people, particularly in several of the
Indonesian kingdoms. India thus serves as an carly
example of a major civilization expanding its influ-
ence well beyond its own regions,

Indian influence had affected China, through
Buddhism and art, by the end of the classical period.
Earlier, Buddhist emissaries to the Middle East stim-
ulated new ethical thinking that informed Greek and
Roman groups like the Stoics and through them
aspects of Christianity later on.

Within India itself, the classical period, starting a
bit late after the Aryan invasions, lasted somewhat
longer than that of China or Rome. Even when the
period ended with the fall of the Guptas, an identifi-
able civilization remained in India, building on sev-
erat key factors first established in the classical period:
the religion, to be sure, but also the artistic and liter-
ary tradition and the complex social and family nee-
work. The ability of this civilization to survive, cven
under long periods of forcign domination, was testi-
mony to the meaning and variety it offered to many
Indians themselves.

CONCLUSION

China and India

The thrusts of classical civilization in China and India
reveal the diversity generated during the classical age, The
restraint of Chinese art and poetry contrasted with the
more dynamic scnsual styles of Tndia. India ultimately set-
tled on a primary religion, though with important minor-
ity expressions, that embodied diverse impulses within it.
China opted for scparate religious and philosophical sys-
tems that would serve different needs. China’s political
structures and values found little echo in India, whereas
the Indian caste system involved a social rigidity consid-
crably greater than that of China. India’s cultural empha-
sis was, on balance, considerably more otherworldly than
that of China, despite the impact of Daoism. Quite obvi-
ously, classical India and classical China created vastly dif-

ferent cultures. Even in science, where there was similar
interest in pragmatic discoveries about how the world
works, the Chinese placed greater stress on purely practi-
cal findings, whereas the Indians ventured further into the
mathematical arena.

Beyond the realm of formal culture and the institu-
tions of government, India and China may seem more
similar. As agricultural socictics, both civilizations refied
on a large peasant class, organized in close-knir villages
with much mutual ¢ooperation. Citics and merchant
activity, although vital, played a secondary role. Political
power rested primarily with those who conrrolled the
land, through ownership of large estates and the ability
to tax the peasant class. On a more personal level, the
power of husbands and fachers in the family—the basic
fact of patriarchy—cncompassed Indian and Chinese fam-
ilies alike.

However, Indian and Chinesce societies differed in
more than their religion, philosophy, art, and politics,
Ordinary people had cultures along with ¢lites. Hindu
peasants saw their world differently from their Chinese
counterparts. They placed less emphasis on personal emo-
tional restraint and detailed etiquette; they expected dif-
ferent emotional interactions with family members,
Indian peasants were less constrained than were the Chi-
nese by recurrent efforts by large landlords to gain con-
trol of their land. Although there were wealthy landlords
in India, the system of village contro! of most land was
more firmly entrenched than in China. Indian merchants
played a greater role than their Chinese counterparts.
There was more sca trade, more commercial vitality.
Revealingly, India’s expanding cultural influence was due
to merchant activity above all else, whercas Chinese
cxpansion involved government initiatives in gaining new
territory and sending proud emissaries to satellite states.
These differences were less dramatic, certainly less casy to
document, than those gencerated by clite thinkers and
politicians, but they contributed to the shape of a civi-
lization and to its particular vitality, its arcas of stability
and instability.

Because cach classical civilization developed its own
unique style, in social refationships as well as in formal
politics and intellectual life, exchanges between two soci
cties like China and India involved specific borrowings,
not wholesale imitation, India and China, the two giants
of classical Asia, remain subjects of comparison to our
own time, because they have continued to build distine-
tively on their particular traditions, established before
500 c.g. These characteristics, in turn, differed from
those of yet another center of civilization, the socictices
that sprang up on the shores of the Mediterranean dur-
ing this same classical age,



Further Readings

Two useful sources for Indian religion and philosophy are
Franklin Edgerton, tr. and cod., The Bhagavad Gita,
Trauslated and Intevpreted (1944 ) and 8. Radhakrishnan
and Charles Moore, eds., A Source Book in Indian Phi-
losophy (1957). There are fewer provocative surveys of
Indian history than available about China, but at least
four competent efforts exist: Romila Thaper, A History
of India, Vol. 1 (1966); D. Spear, India (1981); Stanley
Wolpert, A New History of India (1994); and D. D.
Kosambi, Auncient India, A History of Its Culture and
Civilization (1965). See also Rhoads Murphy, A History
of Asia (1992). On more specialized topics, see ], W, Sed-
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lar, India and the Greek World (1952); H. Scharff, That
State in Indian Tradition (1988); T. Hopkins, The
Hindu Religions Tradition (1971); Jeannine Auboyer,
Daily Life in Ancienr India (1961); A. L, Basham, A
Cultural History of India (1975); and Trevor Ling, The
Buddin (19731,

On the Web

On the Guptas, see Dorps/wwmmeadergov.inealtare
fustoryyhistorv3.bem. India’s first great emperor,
Chandraguprta Maurya, is discussed at
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: Chaprter 44

Classical Civilization
in the Mediterranean:
Greece and Rome

Vase art, with realistic figures from Greek legends surrounded by geometric
designs, played a prominent role in Greece. In this myth, Hercules is bringing
the Erymanthian boar back fo Eurystheus, who is so frightened that he has
hidden in o wine jar. The representation of emotion was more vivid than it had
been in slylized Egyption art.
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he classical civilizations that sprang up on the shores of the Mediter-

ranean Sca from about 800 B.C.E. until the fall of the Roman Empire

in 476 C.E. rivaled their counterparts in India and China in richness
and impact. Centered first in the peninsula of Greece, then in Rome’s bur-
geoning provinces, the new Mediterrancan culture did not embrace all of
the civilized lands of the ancient Middle East. Greece rebuffed the advance
of the mighty Persian Empire and established some colonies on the castern
shore of the Mediterranean, in what is now Turkey, but it only briefly con-
quered more than a fraction of the civilized Middle East. Rome came closer
to conquering surrounding peoples, but even its empire had to contend with
strong kingdoms to the cast. Nevertheless, Greece and Rome do not merely
constitute a westward push of civilization from its carlier bases in the Mid-
dle East and along the Nile—although this is a part of their story. They also
represent the formation of new institutions and values that would reverber-
ate in the later history of the Middle East and Europe alike.

For most Americans, and not only those who are descendants of European
immigrants, classical Mediterrancan culture constitutes “our own” classical
past, or at lcast a goodly part of it. The framers of the American Constitution
were extremely conscious of Greek and Roman precedents, Designers of
public buildings in the United States, from the carly days of the American
republic to the present, have dutifully copied Greek and Roman models, as in
the Lincoln Memorial and most state capitols. Plato and Aristotle continue to
be thought of as the founders of our philosophical tradition, and skillful teach-
ers still rely on some imitation of the Socratic method. Our sense of debt to
Greceee and Rome may inspire us to find in their history special meaning or
links to our own world; the Western educational experience has long included
claborate explorations of the Greco-Roman past as part of the standard acad-
emic education. But from the standpoint of world history, greater balance
is obviously necessary. Greco-Roman history is one of the three major classi-
cal civilizations, more dynamic than its Chinese and Indian counterparts in
some respects but noticeably less successful in others. The challenge is to dis-
cern the leading features of Greek and Roman civilizaton and to next com-
pare them with those of their counterparts clsewhere, We can then clearly
recognize the connections and our own debt without adhering to the notion
that the Mediterrancan world somehow dominated the classical period.

Classical Mediterranean civilization is complicated by the fact that it
passed through two centers during its centuries of vigor, as Greek political
institutions rose and then declined and the legions of Rome assumed leader-
ship. Roman interests were not identical to those of Greece, although the
Romans carefully preserved most Greek achievements. Rome mastered

67




68 PART IT The Clossical Period, 1000 8.e.~500 CE.
2000 s.c.c. 1000 s.c.c. 500 8.8 250 s.c.E Ik 250 .k
1700 indofwopeoninve: ~~ 800-600 Rise of Gieek ~ 470~430 Athens af ifs 41 Julius Coesor becomes ¢ 30 Crucilixion of Jesus 313 {onstantine adopts
sions of Greek pewnsulo ity-states; Mhens ond height: Pericles, Phildeas, dictotor; ossassinated in 44 §3 Forced dissolution of (Chrishonity
1400 Kingdom of Mycenoe;  SParta becom domingnt Sophadles, Socrutes 27 ugustus Caesor seizes indepondent Jewish stote 476 Fall of Rome
Trojon Wor ¢. 700 Homerian epics Mo, 450 Twalve Tables of Low power; isa of Roman by Romans
Odyssey; fowering of Greek  437-404 Poloponneseon e 101-106 Greatest spread
architetturg Wors ¢ 4 Birth of Jesus of Roman teritory
550 Cyrus the Great foms 359334 Phillp i of 180 Death of Morcus
Persian Empire Macedonis Aurelius; beginning of
550 Beginnings of Fomin ~ 338-373 Macedonion decline of Roman empire
republic Empire, Alexander the Geeat
300-100 Hellensstic
petiod
264146 Rome's Funic
Wars

engineering, Greece specialized in scientific thought. Rome created a mighty
empire, whereas the Greek city-states proved rather inept in forming an empire.
It is possible, certainly, to see more than a change in emphases from Greece to
Rome, and to talk about separate civilizations instead of a single basic pattern.
And it is true that Greek influence was always stronger than Roman in the east-
ern Mediterranean, whereas Western Europe would encounter a fuller Greco-
Roman mixture, with Roman influence predominating in language and law.
However, Greek and Roman societies shared many political ideas; they had a
common religion and artistic styles; they developed similar economic structures,
Cerrainly, their classical heritage would be used by successive civilizations with-
out fine distinctions drawn between what was Greek and what was Roman.

THE PERSIAN TRADITION

28 The development of classical Mediterrancan
civilisation includes the vise of city states in
Grecee. This was followed by the expansion of the
Hellenistic period. Rome emerged as a separate
republic but strougly influenced by Greece.
Reman expansion led to a decline of republican
Sfors and the rise of a great empire.

As a vibrant classical civilization developed in the
Mediterranean, a second center flourished in the Mid-
dle East, inheriting many of the achicvements of the
carlicr Mesopotamian society. By 550 B.C.E., Cyrus
the Great established a massive Persian Empire
across the northern Middle East and into north-
western India. Although tolerant of local customs,
the Persians advanced iron technology, developed a
new religion—Zoroastrianism-—and a lively artistic
style. While the Persians had only limited influence

on the Mediterrancan coast and were ultimately top-
pled by the Greek-educated conqueror Alexander
the Great, Persian language and culture survived in the
northeastern portion of the Middle East, periodically
affecting developments elsewhere in the region even
into the nwenticth century. A separare empire in the
area, the Sassanid, emerged again during Rome’s
imperial centuries,

PATTERNS OF GREEK
AND ROMAN HISTORY

Greeee.  Even as Persia developed, a new civilization
took shape to the west, building on a number of earlier
precedents. The river valley civilizations of the Middle
East and Africa had spread 1o some of the islands near
the Greek peninsula, although less to the peninsula
itself. The island of Crete, in particular, showed the
results of Egyptian influence by 2000 B.C.E., and from
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this the Greeks were later able to develop a taste for
monumental architecture. The Greeks themselves were
an Indo-European people, like the Aryan conquerors of
India, who took over the peninsula by 1700 8.C.E. An
carly kingdom in southern Greece, strongly influenced
by Crete, developed by 1400 B.C.E. around the city of
Mycenac. This was the kingdom later memorialized in
Homer’s epics about the Trojan War, Mycenae was
then toppled by a subsequent wave of Indo-European
invaders, whose incursions destroyed civilization on the
peninsula until about 800 B.C.E.

The rapid rise of civilization in Greece between
800 and 600 B.C.E. was based on the creation of
strong city-states, rather than a single political unit.
Each city-state had its own government, typically
cither a tyranny of one ruler or an aristocratic coun-
cil. The city-state served Greece well, for the penin-
sula was so divided by mountains that a unified
government would have been difficult to establish,
Trade developed rapidly under city-state sponsorship,
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and common cultural forms, including a rich written
language with letters derived from the Phoenician
alphabet, spread throughout the peninsula. The
Grecek city-states also joined in regular celebrations
such as the athletic competitions of the Olympic
games. Sparta and Athens came to be the two lead-
ing city-states: The first represented a strong military
aristocracy dominating a slave population; the other
was a more diverse commercial state, also including
the extensive use of slaves, justly proud of its artistic
and intellectual leadership, Between 500 and 449
B.C.E., the two states cooperated, along with smaller
states, to defear a huge Persian invasion, It was dur-
ing and immediately after this period that Greek and
particularly Athenian culture reached its highest
point. Also during this period several city-states, and
again particularly Athens, developed more colonies in
the castern Mediterranean and southern Italy, as
Greek culture fanned out to create a larger zone of
civilization (Map 4.1).
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Tt was during the fifth century B.C.E. that the most
famous Greek political figure, Pericles, dominated
Athenian politics. Pericles was an aristocrat, but he was
part of a democratic political structure in which cach
citizen could participate in city-state assemblics to
select officials and pass laws. Pericles ruled not through
official position, but by wis¢ influence and negotiation.
He helped restrain some of the more aggressive views
of the Athenian democrats, who urged even further
expansion of the empire to garner more wealth and
build the economy. Ultimately, however, Pericles’
guidance could not prevent the tragic war berween
Athens and Sparta, which would deplete both sides.

Political decline soon set in, as Athens and Sparta
vied for control of Greece during the bitter Pelopon-
nesian Wars (431-404 B.C.E.). Ambitious kings from
Macedonia, in the northern part of the peninsula, soon
conquered the cities. Philip of Macedonia won the cru-
cial battle in 338 B.C.E., and then his son Alexander
extended the Macedonian Empire through the Middle
East, across Persia to the border of India, and south-
ward through Egypt (Map 4.2). Alexander the Great’s
empire was short-lived, for its creator died at the age of

33 after a mere 13 years of breathtaking conquests.
However, successor regional kingdoms continued to
rule much of the castern Mediterranean for several cen-
turies, Under their acgis, Greek art and culture merged
with other Middle Eastern forms during a period called
“Hellenistic,” the name derived because of the influ-
ence of the Hellenes, as the Greeks were known.
Although there was little political activity under
the autocratic Hellenistic kings, trade flourished and
important scientific centers were established in such
cities as Alexandria in Egype. In sum, the Hellenistic
period saw the consolidation of Greek civilization even
after the political decline of the peninsula itself, as well
as some important new cultural developments.

Rome. The rise of Rome formed the final phase of
classical Mediterranean civilization, for by the first cen-
tury B.C.E. Rome had subjugated Greece and the Hel-
lenistic kingdoms alike. The Roman state began humbly
enough, as a local monarchy in central Italy around 800
B.C.E. Roman aristocrats succeeded in driving out the
monarchy around 509 8.c.E. and established more ¢lab-
orate political institutions for their city-state. The new
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Map 4.2 Alexander’s Empire, c. 323 8.C.E., and the Hellenistic World
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Roman republic gradually extended its influence over the
rest of the Italian peninsula, among other things con-
quering the Greek colonies in the south. Thus, the
Romans early acquired a strong military orientation,
alchough initially they may have been driven simply by a
desire to protect their own territory from possible rivals.
Roman conquest spread more widely during the three
Punic Wars, from 264 to 146 B.C.E., during which Rome
fought the armies of the Phoenician city of Carthage, sit-
uated on the northern coast of Africa. These wars
included a bloody defeat of the invading forces of the
brilliant Carthaginian general Hannibal, whose troops
were accompanied by pack-laden clephants. The war
was 5o bitter that the Romans in a final act of destruction
spread salt around Carthage to prevent agriculture from
surviving there. Following the final destruction of
Carthage, the Romans proceeded to seize the entire
western Mediterranean along with Greece and Egypt.
The politics of the Roman republic itself grew
increasingly unstable, however, as victorious generals
sought even greater power while the poor of the city
rebelled. Civil wars between nwo generals led to a vie-
tory by Julius Cacesar, in 45 8.C.E., and the effective
¢nd of'the traditional institutions of the Roman state.
Cacesar’s grandnephew, ultimately called Augustus
Cacsar, scized power in 27 B.C.E., following another
period of rivalry after Julius Caesar’s assassination,
and established the basic structures of the Roman
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Empire. For 200 years, through the reign of the
emperor Marcus Aurelius in 180 C.E., the empire
maintained great vigor, bringing peace and prosper-
ity to virtually the entire Mediterrancan world, from
Spain and North Africa in the west vo the eastern
shores of the great sea. The emperors also moved
northward, conquering France and southern Britain
and pushing into Germany., Here was a major, if
somewhat tenuous, extension of the sway of Mediter-
ranean civilization ro Western Europe {Map 4.3).
Then the empire suffered a slow but decisive fall,
which lasted over 250 years, until invading peoples
from the north finally overturned the government
in Rome in 476 C.E. The decline manifested itself in
terms of both economic deterioration and population
loss: Trade levels and the birthrate both fell. Govern-
ment also became generally less effective, although
some strong later emperors, particularly Diocletian
and Constantine, actempted to reverse the tide. It was
the emperor Constantine who, in 313, adopted the then
somewhat obscure religion called Christianity in an
artempt to unite the empire in new ways, However,
particularly in the western half of the empire, most
effective government became local, as the imperial
administration could no longer guarantee order or
even provide a system of justice. The Roman armies
depended increasingly on non-Roman recruits, whose
loyaley was suspect. And then, in this deepening mire,
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its first centuries, but such far-Aung colonies proved impossible to maintain, both militarily
and economically. How do the size and location of the empire compare with the earlier
expansion of the republic?
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the invasion of nomadic peoples from the north marked
the end of the classical period of Mediterranean civi-
lization—a civilization that, like its counterparts in
Gupta India and Han China during the same approxi-
mate period, could no longer defend itself.

To conclude: The new Medirerranean civilization
built on earlier cultures along the castern Mediter-
rancan and within the Greek islands, taking firm shape
with the rise of the Greek city-states after 800 B.C.E.
These states began as monarchies bue then evolved into
more complex and diverse political forms. They also
developed a more varied commiercial economy, moving
away from a purcly grain-growing agriculture; this
spurred the formation of a number of colonial outposts
around the castern Mediterrancan and in Italy. The
decline of the city-states ushered in the Macedonian
conquest and the formation of a wider Hellenistic cul-
ture that established deep roots in the Middle East and
Egypt. Then Rome, inigally a minor regional state dis-
tnguished by political virtue and stability, embarked on
its great conquests, which would bring it control of the
Mediterranean with important extensions into western
and southeastern Europe plus the whole of North
Africa. Rome’s expansion ulimately overwhelmed its
own republic, but the successor empire developed
important political institutions of its own and resulted
in two centuries of peace and glory.

GREEK AND ROMAN
POLITICAL
INSTITUTIONS

28 Greeee and Rome featured an inportant
varicty of political forns. Both tended to empha-
sise avistocratic rule. But theve were significant
democratic elements in some cases, as well as
examples of antocracy. Later Rome added
emphasis on law and the institutions of a great,
thotgh somewhat decentralised empire.,

Politics were very important in classical Mediterranean
civilization, from the Greek city-states through the
carly part of the Roman Empire. Indeed, our word
politics comes from the Greek word for city-state, polis,
which correctly suggests that intense political interests
were part of life in a city-state in both Greece and
Rome. The “good life™ for an upper-class Athenian
or Roman included active participation in politics and
frequent discussions about the affairs of state. The
local character of Mediterrancan politics, whereby

the typical city-state governed a surrounding territory
of several hundred square miles, contributed to this
intense preoccupation with politics. Citizens felt that
the state was theirs, that they had certain rights and
obligarions without which their government could
not survive. In the Greek ciry-states and also under
the Roman republic, citizens actively participated in the
military, which further contributed to this sense of
political interest and responsibility. Under the Roman
Empire, of course, political concerns were restricted
by the sheer power of the emperor and his officers.
Even then, however, local city-states rerained consid-
erable autonomy in Italy, Greece, and the castern
Mediterrancan—the empire did not try to administer
most local regions in great detail. And, the minority
of people throughout the empire who were Roman
citizens were intensely proud of this privilege.

Strong political ideals and interests created
some similaritics between Greco-Roman society and
the Confucian values of classical China, although the
concept of active citizenship was distinctive in
the Mediterranean cultures. However, Greece and
Rome did not develop a single or cohesive set of
political institutions to rival China’s divinely sanc-
tioned emperor or its elaborate burcaucracy. So in
addition to political intensity and localism as char-
acteristics of Mediterranean civilization, we must
note great diversity in political forms. Here the com-
parison extends to India, where various political
forms—including participation in governing coun-
cils—ran strong. Later societies, in reflecting on
classical Mediterranean civilization, did select from
a number of political precedents. Monarchy was not
a preferred form; the Roman republic and most
Greek city-states had abolished early monarchies as
part of their prehistory. Rule by individual strong-
men was more common, and our word fyranny comes
from this experience in classical Greece. Many
tyrants were effective rulers, particularly in promot-
ing public works and protecting the common peo-
ple against the abuses of the aristocracy. Some of the
Roman generals who seized power in the later days
of the republic had similar characteristics, as did the
Hellenistic kings who succeeded Alexander in rul-
ing regions of his empire.

Greeee. Democracy (the word is derived from the
Greek demos, “the people™) was another important
political alternative in classical Mediterranean society.
The Athenian city-state traveled furthest in this direction,
before and during the Peloponnesian Wars, after carlier
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expericnces with aristocratic rule and with several
tyrants. In fifth-century Athens, the major decisions of
state were made by general assemblies in which all cid-
zens could participate—although usually only a minor-
ity attended. This was direct democracy, not rule through
clected representatives. The assembly met every ten
days. Exccutive officers, including judges, were chosen
for brief terms to control their power, and they were
subject to review by the assembly. Furthermore, they
were chosen by lot, not elected—on the principle that
any citizen could and should be able to serve. To be
sure, only a minority of the Athenian population were
active citizens. Women had no rights of political partic-
ipation. And half of all adult males were not citizens at
all, being slaves or foreigners. This, then, was not exactly
the kind of democracy we envision today. But, it did
clicit widespread popular participation and devotion,
and certainly embodied principles that we would recog-
nize as truly democratic. The Athenian leader Pericles,
who led Athens during its decades of greatest glory
between the final defeat of the Persians and the agony of
war with Sparta, described the system this way:

The administration is in the hands of the many
and not of the few. Bur while the law secures
equal justice to all alike in their private disputes,
the claim of excellence is also recognized; and
when a citizen is in any way distinguished he is
preferred to the public service, not as a matter of
privilege but as the reward of merit. Neither is
poverty a bar, but a man may benefit his country
whatever be the obscurity of his condition.

During the Peloponnesian Wars, Athens even demon-
strated some of the potential drawbacks of democracy.
Lower-class citizens, eager for government jobs and
the spoils of war, often encouraged reckless military
actions that weakened the state in its central dispute
with Sparta.

Neither tyranny nor democracy, however, was
the most characteristic political form in the classical
Mediterrancan world. The most widely preferred
political framework centered on the existence of aris-
tocratic assemblies, whose deliberations established
guidelines for state policy and served as a check on
executive power, Thus, Sparta was governed by a
singularly militaristic aristocracy, intent on retaining
power over a large slave population. Other Greek
city-states, although [ess bent on disciplining their
clites for rigorous military service, also featured aris-
tocratic assemblies. Even Athens during much of its
democratic phase found leadership in many aristo-

crats, including Pericles himscelf, The word aristac-
racy, which comes from Greek terms meaning “rule
of the best,” suggests where many Greeks—particu-
larly, of course, aristocrats themselves—thought real
political virtue lay.

Rome. The constitution of the Roman republic, until
the final decades of dissension in the first century B.C.E.,
which led to the establishment of the empire, tried to
reconcile the various elements suggested by the Greek
political experience, with primary reliance on the prin-
ciple of aristacracy. All Roman citizens in the republic
could gather in periodic assemblies, the function of
which was not to pass basic laws but rather to ¢lect var-
ious magistrates, some of whom were specifically
entrusted with the task of representing the interests of
the common people. The most important legislative
body was the Senate, composed mainly of aristocrats,
whase members held virtually all executive offices in the
Roman state. Two consuls shared primary executive
power, but in times of crisis the Senate could choose a
dictator to hold emergency authority until the crisis had
passed. In the Roman Senate, as in the aristocratic
asscmblies of the Greek city-states, the ideal of public
service, featuring eloquent public speaking and argu-
ments that sought to identify the general good, came
closest to realization.

The diversity of Greek and Roman political forms,
as well as the importance ascribed to political partici-
pation, helped generate a significant body of political
theory in classical Mediterranean civilization. True
to the aristocratic tradition, much of this theory dealt
with appropriate political ethics, the duties of citizens,
the importance of incorruptible service, and key polit-
ical skills such as oratory. Roman writers like Cicero,
himself an active senator, expounded eloquently on
these subjects. Some of this political writing resem-
bled Confucianism, although there was less emphasis
on hicrarchy and obedience or bureaucratic virtues,
and more on participation in deliberative bodies that
would make laws and judge the actions of executive
officers. Classical Mediterrancan writers also paid
great attention to the structure of the state itself,
debating the virtues and vices of the various political
forms. This kind of theory both expressed the politi-
cal interests and diversity of the Mediterranean world
and served as a key heritage to later societics.

The Roman Empire was a different sort of palit-
ical system from the earlier city-states, although it
preserved some older institutions, such as the Senate,
which became a rather meaningless forum for debates.
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Of ncecessity, the empire developed organizational
capacities on a far larger scale than the ciry-states; it
is important to remember, however, that considerable
local autonomy prevailed in many regions. Only in
rare cases, such as the forced dissolution of the inde-
pendent Jewish state in 63 C.E. after a major local
rebellion, did the Romans take over distant areas
completely. Careful organization was particularly evi-
dent in the vast hierarchy of the Roman army, whose
officers wiclded great political power even over the
emperors themselves.

In addition to considerable tolerance for local
customs and religions, plus strong military organi-
zation, the Romans emphasized carefully crafted laws
as the one factor that would hold their vast territo-
rics together. Greek and Roman republican leaders
had already developed an understanding of the
importance of codified, equitable law. Aristocrartic
leaders in eighth-century Athens, for example, spon-
sored clear legal codes designed to balance the
defense of private property with the protection of
poor citizens, including access to courts of law
administered by fellow citizens. The carly Roman
republic introduced its first code of law, the Twelve
Tables, by 450 n.C.E. These carly Roman laws were
intended, among other things, to restrain the upper
classes from arbitrary action and to subject them, as
well as ordinary people, to some common legal prin-
ciples. The Roman Empire carried these legal inter-
ests still further, in the belief that law should evolve
to meet changing conditions without, however, flue-
tuating wildly. The idea of Roman law was that rules,
objectively judged, rather than personal whim should
govern social relationships; thus, the law steadily
took over matters of judgment carlier reserved for
fathers of families or for landlords. Roman law also
promoted the importance of common-sense fairness,
In one case cited in the law texts of the empire, a
slave was being shaved by a barber in a public square;
two men were playing ball nearby, and one acciden-
tally hit the barber with the ball, causing him to cut
the slave’s throat. Who was responsible for the
tragedy: the barber, catcher, or pitcher? According
to Roman law, the slave—for anyone so foolish as to
be shaved in a public place was asking for trouble and
bore the responsibility himself.

Roman law codes spread widely through the
empire, and with them came the notion of law as the
regulator of social life. Many non-Romans were given
the right of citizenship—although most ordinary
people outside Rome itself preferred to maintain their

local allegiances. With citizenship, however, came full
aceess to Rome-appointed judges and uniform laws.
Imperial law codes also regulated property rights and
commerce, thus creating some cconomic unity in the
vast empire. The idea of fair and reasoned law, to
which officers of the state should themselves be sub-
ject, was a key political achievement of the Roman
Empire, comparable in importance, although quite
different in nature, to the Chinese elaboration of a
complex burcaucratic structure.

The Greeks and Romans were less innovative in
the functions they ascribed to government than in the
political forms and theories they developed. Most
goveraments concentrated on maintaining systems of
law courts and military forces. Athens and, more
durably and successfully, Rome placed great premium
on the importance of military conquest. Mediter-
ranean governments regulated some branches of com-
merce, particularly in the interest of securing vital
supplies of grain. Rome, indeed, undertook vast pub-
lic works in the form of roads and harbors to facilitare
military transport as well as commerce. And the
Roman state, especially under the Empire, built
countless stadiums and public baths to entertain and
distract its subjects. The city of Rome itself, which at
its peak contained over a million inhabitants, provided
cheap food as well as gladiator contests and other
entertainment for the masses—the famous “bread and
circuses” that were designed to prevent popular dis-
order. Colonics of Romans elsewhere were also given
thearers and stadiums. This provided solace in other-
wise strange lands like England or Palestine. Govern-
ments also supported an official religion, sponsoring
public ceremonies to honor the gods and goddesses;
civic religious festivals were important events that
both expressed and encouraged widespread loyalty to
the state. However, there was little attempt to impose
this religion on everyone, and other religious practices
were tolerated so long as they did not conflict with
loyalty to the stare, Even the later Roman emperors,
who advanced the idea that the emperor himself was
a god as a means of strengthening authority, were nor-
mally tolerant of other religions. They only artacked
Christanity, and then irregularly, because of the Chris-
tians' refusal to place the state first in their devotion.

Localism and fervent political interests, including
a sense of inrense lovalty to the stare; a diversity of
political systems together with the preference for aris-
tocratic rule; the importance of law and the develop-
ment of an unusually claborate and uniform set of
legal principles—these were the chief political legacies
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of the classical Mediterrancan world. The sheer
accomplishment of the Roman Empire itself, which
united a region never before or since brought
together, still stands as one of the great political mon-
uments of world history. This was a distinctive polit-
ical mix. Although there was attention to careful legal
procedures, no clear definition of individuals® rights
existed. Indeed, the emphasis on duties to the state
could lead, as in Sparrta, to an essentially totalitarian
framework in which the state controlled even the rais-
ing of children. Nor, until the peaceful centuries of
the carly Roman Empire, was it an entirely successful
political structure, as wars and instability were com-
mon. Nonetheless, there can be no question of the
richness of this political culture or of its central
importance to the Greeks and Romans themselves.

i1 DEPFH

The Classical
Mediterranean in
Comparative Perspective

The three great classical civilizations lend
themselves to a variety of comparisons. The gen-
eral tone of each differed from the others, rang-
ing from India’s other-worldly strain to China’s
emphasis on government centralization, although
it is important to note the varieties of activities
and interests and the changes that occurred in
each of the three societies. Basic comparisons
include several striking similarities. Each classical
society developed empires. Each relied primarily
on an agricultural economy. Greco-Roman inter-
est in secular culture bears some resemblance to
Confucian emphasis in China, although in each
case religious currents remained as well. But
Greco-Roman political values and institutions dif-
fered from the Confucian emphasis on deference
and bureaucratic training. Greek definitions of sci-
ence contrasted with those of India and China,
particularly in the emphasis on theory. Several
focal points can be used for comparison.

Each classical civilization emphasized a clear
social hierarchy, with substantial distance between
clites and the majority of people who did the man-
ual and menial work. This vital similarity between
the civilizations reflected common tensions between
complex leadership demands and lifestyles and the

limited economic resources of the agricultural econ-
omy. Groups at the top of the social hierarchy
judged that they had to control lower groups care-
fully to ensure their own prosperity. Each classical
society generated ideologies that explained and jus-
tified the great social divisions. Philosophers and reli-
gious leaders devoted great attention to this subject.

Within this common framework, however,
there were obvious differences. Groups at the top
of the social pyramid reflected different value sys-
tems, The priests in India, the bureaucrats in
China, and the aristocrats in Greece and the
Roman Republic predominated. The status of
merchants varied despite the vital role commerce
played in all three civilizations.

Opportunities for mobility varied also. As we will
sec in Chapter 8, India’s caste system allowed move-
ment within castes, if wealth was acquired, but little
overall mobility. This was the most rigid classical
social structure because it tied people to their basic
social and occupational position by birth. China’s
bureaucratic system allowed a very small number of
talented people from below to rise on the basis of
education, but most bureaucrats continued to come
from the landed aristocracy. Mediterranean society,
with its aristocratic emphasis, limited opportunities
to rise to the top, but the importance of acquired
wealth (particularly in Rome) gave some nonaristo-
crats important economic and political opportuni-
ties. Cicero, for example, came from a merchant
family. Various classes also shared some political
power in city-state assemblies; the idea of citizens
holding basic political rights across class lines was
unusual in classical civilizations.

Each classical civilization distinctively defined
the position of the lowest orders. India’s untouch-
ables performed duties culturally evaluated as
demeaning but often vital. So did China’s “mean
people,” who included actors. As Greece and then
Rome expanded, they relied heavily on the legal
and physical compulsions of slavery to provide
menial service and demanding labor. Greece and
Rome gave unusual voice to farmers when they
maintained their own property but tended to scorn
manual labor itself, a view that helped justify and
was perpetuated by slavery. Confucianism urged
deference but offered praise for peasant work.

Finally, each classical civilization developed a dif-
ferent cultural glue to help hold its social hierarchy
together. Greece and Rome left much of the task of
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managing the social hierarchy to local authorities;
community bonds, as in the city-states, were meant
to pull different groups into a sense of common pur-
pose. They also relied on military force and clear
legal statements that defined rights according to sta-
tion. Force and legal inequalides played important
roles in China and India as well, but there were addi-
tional inducements, We will see that India’s Hin-
duism helped justify and sustain the hierarchy by
promising rewards through reincarnation for those
who submitted to their place in any given existence.
Chinese Confucianism urged general cultural values
of obedience and self-restraine, creating some agree-
ment—despite varied religions and philosophies—
on the legitimacy of social ranks by defining how
gentlemen and commoners should behave,

In no case did the social cement work perfectly;
social unrest surfaced in all the classical civiliza-
tions, as in major slave rebellions in the Roman
countryside or peasant uprisings in China. At the
same time, the rigidity of classical social structures
gave many common people some leeway. Elites
viewed the masses as being so different from them-
selves that they did not try to revamp all their
beliefs or community institucions.

Differences in approach to social inequality nev-
ertheless had important results. China and particu-
larly India generated value systems that might
convince people in the lower classes and the upper
ranks that there was some legitimacy in the social
hierarchy. Greece and Rome attempted a more dif-
ficult task in emphasizing the importance of aristoc-
racy while offering some other elements a share in
the polidcal system. This combination could work
well, although some groups, including slaves and
women, were always excluded. It tended to deteri-
orate, however, when poorer citizens lost property.
Yet no sweeping new social theory emerged to offer
a different kind of solace to the masses until Chris-
tianity began to spread. It is no accident, then, that
Indian and Chinese social structures survived better
than Mediterranean structures did, lasting well
beyond the classical period into the 20th century.

Questions: Why did the classical civilizations seem
to need radical social inequalities? What was the
relationship between wealth and social position in
each classical civilization? If India used religion to
compensate for social inequalities, what did China
and the Mediterranean use?

RELIGION
AND CULTURE

28 Greck and Roman culture did ser divectly
generate a major veligion, thongh Christian-
ity arose in the classical Mediterranean con-
text, Esmphasis on plitlosophy and science and
a strong artistic tradition described classical
Mediterrancan culture,

The Greeks and Romans did not create a significant,
world-class religion; in this, they differed from India
and to some extent from China. Christianity, which
was to become one of the major world religions, did
of course arise during the Roman Empire. It owed
some of its rapid geographical spread to the case of
movement within the huge Roman Empire. How-
ever, Christianity was not really a product of Greek
or Roman culture, although it would ultimately be
influenced by this culture. It took on serious histori-
cal importance only as the Roman Empire began its
decline, The characteristic Greco-Roman religion was
a much more primitive affair, derived from a beliefin
the spirits of nature elevated into a complex set of
gods and goddesses who were seen as regulating
human life. Greeks and Romans had different names
for their pantheon, but the objects of worship were
essentially the same: A creator or father god, Zeus or
Jupiter, presided over an unruly assemblage of gods
and goddesses whose functions ranged from regulat-
ing the daily passage of the sun (Apollo} or the oceans
{Neptune) to inspiring war (Mars) or human love and
beauty (Venus). Specific gods were the patrons of
other human activitics such as metalworking, the
hunt, even literature and history. Regular ceremonies
to the gods had real political importance, and many
individuals sought the gods® aid in foretelling the
future or in ensuring a good harvest or good health.

In addition to its political functions, Greco-
Roman religion had certain other features. It tended
to be rather human, of-this-world in its approach. The
doings of the gods made for good story-telling; they
read like soap operas on a superhuman scale. Thus,
the classical Mediterrancan religion early engendered
an important literary tradition, as was also the case in
India. {Indced, Greco-Roman and Indian religious
lore reflected the common lheritage of Indo-European
invaders.) The gods were often used to illustrate
human passions and foibles, thus serving as symbols
of a serious inquiry into human nature. Unlike the
Indians, however, the Greeks and Romans became
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interested in their gods more in terms of what they
could do for and reveal about humankind on this
carth, than the principles that could elevate people
toward higher planes of spirituality.

This dominant religion also had a number of lim-
itations. Its lack of spiritual passion failed to satisfy
many ordinary workers and peasants, particularly in
times of political chaos or economic distress. “Mys-
tery” religions, often imported from the Middle Ease,
periodically swept through Greece and Rome, pro-
viding secret rituals and fellowship and a greater sense
of contact with unfathomable divine powers. Even
more than in China, a considerable division arose
berween upper-class and popular belief.

The gods and goddesses of Greco-Roman religion
left many upper-class people dissatisfied also. They pro-
vided stories about how the world came to be, but lit-
tle basis for a systematic inquiry into nature or human
society. And while the dominant religion promoted
political loyaley, it did not provide a basis for cthical
thought either. Hence, many thinkers, both in Greece
and Rome, sought a separate model! for ethical behav-
jor. Greek and Roman moral philosophy, as issued by
philosophers like Aristotle and Cicero, typically stressed
the importance of moderation and balance in human
behavior as opposed to the instability of much politi-
cal life and the excesses of the gods themselves. Other
ethical systems were devised, particularly during the
Hellenistic peried. Thus, Stoics emphasized an inner
moral independence, to be cultivated by strict disci-
pline of the body and by personal bravery. These eth-
ical systems, established largely apart from religious
considerations, were major contributions in their own
right; they would also be blended with later religious
thought, under Christianity.

The idea of a philosophy separate from the offi-
cial religion, although not necessarily hostile to it,
informed classical Mediterranean political theory,
which made little reference to religious principles. It
also considerably emphasized the powers of human
thought. In Athens, Socrates (born in 469 B.C.E.)
encouraged his pupils to question conventional wis-
dom, on the grounds that the chief human duty was
“the improvement of the soul.” Socrates himself ran
afoul of the Athenian government, which thought that
he was undermining political loyalty; given the choice
of suicide or exile, Socrates chose the former. How-
ever, the Socratic principle of rational inquiry by means
of skeptical questioning became a recurrent strand in
classical Greek thinking and in its heritage to later soci-
cries. Socrates’ great pupil Plato accentuated the

positive somewhat more strongly by suggesting that
human reason could approach an understanding of the
three perfect forms—the absolutely True, Good, and
Beautiful—which he believed characterized nature.
Thus, a philosophical tradition arose in Greece,
although in very diverse individual expressions, which
tended to deemphasize the importance of human spir-
ituality in favor of a celebration of the human ability to
think. The result bore some similarities to Chinese
Confucianism, although with greater emphasis on
skeptical questioning and abstract speculations about
the basic nature of humanity and the universe.

Greek interest in rationality carried over an
inquiry into the underlying order of physical nature.
The Greeks were not outstanding empirical scien-
tists. Relatively few new scientific findings emanated
from Athens, or later from Rome, although phileso-
phers like Aristotle did collect large amounts of bio-
logical data. The Greek interest lay in speculations
about nature’s order, and many non-Westerners
believe that this tradition continues to inform what
they see as an excessive Western passion for secking
basic rationality in the universe. In practice, the
Greek concern translated into a host of theories,
some of which were wrong, about the motions of the
planets and the organization of the elemental princi-
ples of earth, fire, air, and water, and into a consid-
erable interest in mathematics as a means of
rendering nature’s patterns comprehensible. Greek
and later Hellenistic work in geometry was particu-
larly impressive, featuring among other achievements
the basic theorems of Pythagoras. Scientists during the
Hellenistic period made some important empirical
contributions, especially in studies of anatomy; med-
ical treatises by Galen were not improved on, in the
Western world, for many centuries. The mathemati-
cian Euclid produced what was long the world’s
most widely used compendium of geometry. Less
fortunately, the Hellenistic astronomer Prolemy
produced an ¢laborate theory of the sun’s motion
around a stationary carth. This new Hellenistic
theory contradicted much carlier Middle Eastern
astronomy, which had recognized the carth’s rota-
tion; nonctheless, it was Prolemy’s theory that was
long taken as fixed wisdom in Western thought.

Roman intellectuals, actively examining ethical
and political theory, had nothing to add to Greek and
Hellenistic science. They did help to preserve this tra-
dition in the form of textbooks that were administered
to upper-class schoolchildren, The Roman genius was
more practical than the Greek and included engineer-
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Figure 4.1 This Roman
painting features a young
woman in an unusual
role, as a student of the
early Greek poet Sappho.

ing achievements such as the great roads and aque-
ducts that carried water to cities large and small,
Roman ability to construct elaborate arches so that
buildings could carry great structural weight was
unsurpassed anywhere in the world. These feats, too,
would leave their mark, as Rome’s huge edifices long
served as a reminder of ancient glories. But ultimately,
it was the Greck and Hellenistic impulse to extend
human reason to nature’s principles that would result
in the most impressive legacy.

In classical Mediterranean civilization itself, how-
ever, scicnce and mathematics loomed far less large than
art and literature in conveying key cultural values. The
official religion inspired themes for artistic expression
and the justification for temples, statues, and plays
devored to the glories of the gods. Nonetheless, the
human-centered qualities of the Grecks and Romans
also registered, as artists emphasized the beauty of real-

istic portrayals of the human form and poets and play-
wrights used the gods as foils for inquirics into the
human condition. Early Greek poets included a woman
author, Sappho (around 600 B.C.E.) (Figure 4.1).

All the arts received some attention in classical
Mediterrancan civilizaton. Performances of music and
dance were vital parts of religious festivals, bur their
precise styles have unfortunately not been preserved.
Far more durable was the Greek interese in drama, for
plays, more than poetry, took a central role in this cul-
ture. Greek dramatists produced both comedy and
tragedy, indeed making a formal division between the
two approaches that is still part of the Western tradi-
tion, as in the labeling of current television shows as
cither form. On the whole, in contrast to Indian writ-
ers, the Greeks placed the greatest emphasis on tragedy.
Their belief in human reason and balance also involved
a sensc that these virtues were precarious, so a person
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could easily become ensnared in situations of powerful
emotion and uncontrollable consequences. The Athen-
jan dramatist Sophocles, for example, so insightfully
portrayed the psychological flaws of his hero Ocdipus
that modern psychology long used the term Oedipus
complex to refer to a potentially unhealthy relationship
between a man and his mother.

Grecek literature contained a strong epic tradition
as well, starting with the beautifully crafted tales of
the Ilind and Odyssey, attributed to the poct Homer,
who lived in the cighth century B.C.E. Roman
authors, particularly the poct Virgil, also worked in
the epic form, secking to link Roman history and
mythology with the Greek forerunner. Roman writ-
ers made significant contributions to poetry and to
definitions of the poctic form that would long be
used in Western literature. The overall Roman liter-
ary contribution was less impressive than the Greek,
but it was substantial enough both to provide impor-
tant examples of how poetry should be written and
to furnish abundant illustrations of the literary rich-
ness of the Latin language.

In the visual arts, the emphasis of classical
Mediterrancean civilization was sculpture and archi-
tecture. Greek artists also excelled in ceramic work,
whereas Roman painters produced realistic (and
sometimes pornographic) decorations for the homes
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of the wealthy. In Athens’ brilliant fifth century—the
age of Pericles, Socrates, Sophocles, and so many
other intensely creative figures—sculprors like Phidias
developed unprecedented skill rendering simultane-
ously realistic yer beautiful images of the human
form, from lovely goddesses to muscled warriors and
athletes. Roman sculptors, less innovative, continued
this heroic-realistic tradition. They molded scenes of
Roman conquests on triumphal columns and cap-
tured the power but also the human qualities of
Augustus Caesar and his successors on busts and full-
figure statues alike.

Greek architecture, from the cighth century
B.C.E. onward, emphasized monumental construc-
tion, square or rectangular in shape, with columned
porticos (Figure 4.2). The Greeks devised three
embellishments for the tops of columns supporting
their massive buildings, cach more ornate than the
next: the Doric, the lonic, and the Corinthian. The
Greeks, in short, invented what Westerners and others
in the world today still regard as “classical” architec-
ture, although the Greeks themselves were influenced
by Egyptian models in their preferences. Greece, and
later Italy, provided abundant stone for ambitious
temples, markets, and other public buildings. Many
of these same structures were filled with products of
the sculptors’ workshops. They were brightly painted,

Figure 4.2 Varied column designs marked the progression of Greek architecture from the
square Doric simplicity of the Parthenon {left), through the lonic {the outer columns in image
at right), fo the more ornate Corinthian {center column in image at right).
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although over the centuries the paint would fade so
that later imitators came to think of the classical style
as involving unadorned (some might say drab) stone.
Roman architects adopted the Greek themes quite
readily. Their engineering skill allowed them to con-
struct buildings of even greater size, as well as new
forms such as the free-standing stadium. Under the
cmpire, the Romans learned how to add domes to
rectangular buildings, which resulted in some wel-
come architectural diversity. At the same time, the
empire’s taste for massive, heavily adorned monu-
ments and public buildings, while a clear demonstra-
tion of Rome’s sense of power and achievement,
moved increasingly away from the simple lines of the
carly Greek temples.

Classical Mediterranean art and architecture were
intimately linked with the society that produced them.
There is & temptation, because of the formal role of
classical styles in later societies, including our own, to
attribute a stiffiness to Greek and Roman art that was
not present in the original. Greek and Roman struc-
tures were built to be used. Temples and markerplaces
and the public baths that so delighted the Roman
upper classes were part of daily urban life. Classical art
was also flexible, according to need. Villas or small
palaces—built for the Roman upper classes and typi-
cally constructed around an open courtyard—had a
light, even simple quality rather different from that of
temple architecture. Classical dramas were not merely
cxamples of high art, performed in front of a cultural
clite. Indeed, Athens lives in the memory of many
humanists today as much because of the large audi-
ences that trooped to performances of plays by authors
like Sophocles, as for the creatvity of the writers and
philosophers themselves. Literally thousands of people
gathered in the large hillside theaters of Athens and
other cities for the performance of new plays and for
associated music and poctry competitions. Popular
taste in Rome, to be sure, scemed less elevated. Repub-
lican Rome was not an important cultural center, and
many Roman leaders indeed feared the more emo-
tional qualities of Greek art. The Roman Empire is
known more for monumental athletic performances
chariot races and gladiators—than for high-quality
popular theater. However, the fact remains that, even
in Rome, elements of classical art—the great monu-
ments if nothing more—were part of daily urban life
and the pursuit of pleasure. Roman styles were also
blended with Christianity during the later Empire (Fig-
ure 4.3) providing another lasting expression.

ECONOMY AND
SOCIETY IN THE
MEDITERRANEAN

a8 Greck and Roman economies featured commer-
cinl agriculture, trade and slavery. Patviarchal
Sfumily structure was characteristic,

Politics and formal culture in Greece and Rome were
mainly affairs of the cities—which means that they
were of intense concern only to a minority of the
population. Most Greeks and Romans were farmers,
tied to the soil and often to local rituals and festivals
that were rather different from urban forms. Many
Greek farmers, for example, annually gathered for a
spring passion play to celebrate the recovery of the
goddess of fertility from the lower world, an ¢vent
that was seen as a vital preparation for planting and
that also suggested the possibility of an afterlife—a
prospect important to many people who endured a
life of hard labor and poverty. A substantial popula-
tion of free farmers, who owned their own land,
flourished in the carly days of the Greek city-states
and later around Rome. However, there was a con-
stant tendency, most pronounced in Rome, for large
landlords to squeeze these farmers, forcing them to
become tenants or laborers or to join the swelling
crowds of the urban lower class. Tensions between
tyrants and aristocrats or democrats and aristocrats in
Athens often revolved around free farmers” attempts
to preserve their independence and shake off the
heavy debts they had incurred. The Roman republic
declined in part because too many farmers became
dependent on the protection of large landlords, even
when they did not work their estates outright, and so
no longer could vore freely.

Farming in Greece and in much of Italy was
complicated by the fact that soil conditions were not
ideal for grain growing, and yet grain was the staple
of life. First in Greece, then in central Italy, farmers
were increasingly tempted to shift to the production
of olives and grapes, which were used primarily for
cooking and wine making. These products were well
suited to the soil conditions, bur they required an
unusually extensive conversion of agriculture to a mar-
ket basis. That is, farmers who produced grapes and
olives had to buy some of the food they needed,
and they had to sell most of their own product in
order to do this. Furthermore, planting olive trees or
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Commerce and Society

9::]: commerce expanded along with the
colonies. In this painting on the interior of
the Arkesilas Cup, dating from 560 B.C.E., the king
of Cyrenc, a Greek colony in northern Affrica, is
shown supervising the preparation of hemp or flax for
export. What does the picture suggest abour the
naturc and extent of social hierarchy? How can cos-
tumes be used in this kind of assessment? What is the
king most concerned with? Whar kinds of technology
are suggested? Can you think of other types of evi-
dence to usc in analyzing this kind of colonial com-
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mercial economy?

grape vines required substantial capital, for they
would not bear fruit for at least five years after plant-
ing. This was one reason why so many farmers went
into debt. It was also one of the reasons that large
landlords gained increasing advantage over indepen-
dent farmers, for they could enter into market pro-
duction on a much larger scale if only because of their
preater access to capital.

The rise of commercial agriculeure in Greece and
then around Rome was one of the prime forces lead-
ing to cfforts to establish an empire. Greek city-states,
with Athens usually in the lead, developed colonies in
the Middle East and then in Sicily mainly to gain
access to grain production; for this, they traded not
only olive oil and wine but also manufactured prod-
ucts and silver. Rome pushed south, in part, to
acquire the Sicilian grain fields and later used much
of North Africa as its granary. Indeed, the Romans
encouraged such heavy cultivation in North Africa
that they promoted a soil depletion which helps
account for the region’s reduced agricultural fertility
in later centuries,

The importance of commercial farming obvi-
ously dictated extensive concern with trade. Privace
merchants operated most of the ships that carried

agricultural products and other goods. Grecek city-
states and ultimately the Roman state supervised the
grain trade, promoting public works and storage facil-
ities and carefully regulating the vital supplies. Other
kinds of trade were vital also. Luxury products from
the shops of urban artists or craftsworkers played a
major role in the lifestyle of the upper classes. There
was some trade also beyond the borders of Mediter-
ranean civilizarion itself, for goods from India and
China. In this trade, interestingly, the Mediterranean
peoples found themselves at some disadvantage, for
their manufactured products were less sophisticated
than those of castern Asia; thus, they typically
exported animal skins, precious metals, and even
exotic African animals for Asian zoos in return for the
spices and artistic products of the cast.

For all the importance of rade, merchants enjoyed
a somewhat ambiguous status in classical Mediter-
rancan civilization. Leading Athenian merchants were
usually foreigners, mostly from the trading peoples of
the Middle East—the descendants of Lydians and
Phoenicians. Merchants had a somewhat higher status
in Rome, clearly forming the second most prestigious
social class under the landed patricians, but here, tog,
the aristocracy frequentdy disputed the merchants’
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Figure 4.3 This sarcophagus, or tomb, from the 4th century shows Christ and the apostles
in typical Roman dress.

rights, Overall, merchants fared better in the Mediter-
rancan than in China, in terms of official recognition,
but worse than in India; classical Mediterranean soci-
ety certainly did not set in motion a culture that dis-
tinctly valued capitalist money-making.

Slavery was another key ingredient of the classical
cconomy. Philosophers such as Aristotle produced
claborate justifications for the necessity of slavery ina
proper society. Athenians used slaves as household ser-
vants and also as workers in their vital silver mines,
which provided the manpower for Athens’ empire and
commercial operations alike. Sparta used slaves exten-
sively for agricultural work. Slavery spread steadily in
Rome from the final centuries of the republic. Since
most slaves came from conquered territories, the need
for slaves was another key clement in military expan-
sion, Here was a theme visible in earlier civilizations in
the eastern Mediterrancan, and within later societies
in this region as well, which helps explain the greater

importance of military forces and expansion in these
areas than in India or China. Roman slaves performed
household tasks—including the tutoring of upper-
class children, for which cultured Greek slaves were
highly valued. They also worked the mines, for pre-
cious metals and for iron; as in Greece, slave labor in
the mines was particularly brutal, and few slaves sur-
vived more than a few vears of such an existence.
Roman estate owners used large numbers of slaves for
agricultural work, along with paid laborers and tenant
farmers. This practice was another source of the steady
pressure placed upon free farmers who could not cas-
ily compete with unpaid forced labor.

Partly because of slavery, partly because of the
overall orientation of upper-class culeure, neither
Greece nor Rome was especially interested in tech-
nological innovations applicable to agriculture or
manufacturing. The Greeks made important advances
in shipbuilding and navigation, which were vital for
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QOCUMENTI

Rome and a Values Crisis

ome’s increasing contact with the eastern

Mediterranean, particularly Greece, brought
important debates about culture. Many conservatives
deplored Greek learning and argued chat it would cor-
rupt Roman virtue. Cicero, a leading politician in the
Senate and a major Latin writer, here defends Greek lit-
erature, using Hellenistic justifications of beauty and
utility. Cicero played a major role in popularizing Greek
culture during the 1st century B.C.E. His comments also
reflect the concerns that Greek culture inspired a source
of change.

Do you think that I could find inspiration for my daily
speeches on so manifold a varicty of topics, did ! not cul-
tivate my mind with study, or that my mind could endure
so great a strain, did not study to provide it with relax-
ation? 1 am a votary of literature, and make the confes-
sion unashamed; shame belongs rather to the bookish
recluse, who knows not how to apply his reading to the
good of his fellows, or to manifest its fruits to the eyes of
ali. But what shame should be mine, gentlemen, who
have made it a rule of my life for all these years never to
allow the sweets of a cloistered case or the seductions of
pleasure or the enticements of repose to prevent me from
aiding any man in the hour of his need? How then can ]
justly be blamed or censured, if it shall be found thae 1
have devoted to literature a portion of my leisure hours
no longer than others without blame devote to the pur-
suir of material gain, to the celebration of festivals or
games, to pleasure and the repose of mind and body, to
protracted banqueting, or perhaps to the gaming-board
or to ballplaying? I have the better right to indulgence
herein, because my devotion to letters strengthens my
oratorical powers, and these, such as they are, have never
failed my fricnds in their hour of peril. Yer insignificant
though these powers may seem to be, I fully realize from
what source I draw all that is highest in them. Had I not
persuaded myself from my youth up, thanks to the moral
lessons derived from a wide reading, that nothing is to
be greatly sought afier in this life save glory and honour,
and that in their quest all bodily pains and all dangers of
death or exile shoutd be lightly accounted, T should never
have borne for the safety of you all the brunt of many a
bitter encounter, or bared my breast ta the daily onsets
of abandoned persons. All literature, all philosophy, alt
history, abounds with incentives to noble action, incen-
tives which would be buried in black darkness were the
light of the written word not flashed upon them, How
many pictures of high endeavor the great authors of
Greece and Rome have drawn for our use, and
bequeathed to us, not only for our contemplation, but

for our emulation! These I have held ever before my
vision throughout my public carcer, and have guided the
workings of my brain and my soul by meditating upon
patterns of excellence,

But let us for the moment waive these solid advan-
tages; let us assume that enterminment is the sole end of
reading; even so, I think you would hold that no mental
employment is so broadening to the sympathics or so
enlightening to the understanding. Other pursuits
belong not 1o all times, all ages, all conditions; but this
gives stimulus to aur youth and diversion to our old age;
this adds a charm to success, and offers a haven of con-
solation to failure. In the home it delights, in the world
it hampers not. Through the night watches, on all our
journcying, and in out hours of country ease, it is an
unfailing companion.

If anyone thinks that the glory won by the writing
of Greek verse is naturally less than that accorded to the
poct who writes in Latin, he is entircly in the wrong.
Greek literature is read in nearly every nation under
heaven, while the vogue of Latin is confined to its own
boundaries, and they are, we must grant, narrow. Sceing,
therefore, that the acovities of our race know no barrier
save the fimits of the round earth, we ouglit to be ambi-
tious that whithersoever our arms have penetrated there
also our fame and glory should extend,; for the reason that
lirerature exalts the nadon whose high deeds it sings, and
at the same time there can be no doubt that those who
stake their lives to fight in honour™s cause find therein a
lofty incentive to peril and endeavor. We read that
Alexander the Great carried in his train numbers of ¢pic
poets and historians. And ver, standing before the tomb
of Achilles at Sigeum, he exclaimed, “Fortunate youth, to
have found in Homer an herald of thy valor!” Well might
he so exclaim, for had the Hiod never existed, the same
mound which covered Achilles’ bones would also have
overwhelmed his memory.

Questions: What kind of objections to Greek
learning is Cicero arguing against? Which of his
arguments had the most lasting appeal to those
who were reshaping Roman culture? Can you think
of similar debates about foreign culture in other
times and places in history? How would you use
this document to reconstruct the debate Cicero was
participating in and why it scemed important?

Source: Cicero, Pro Archia Peera. Translated by N H.
Watts. Loeb Classical Library. Cicero, Pro Archia
(Harvard University Press, 1965), 12-14, 16, 23-24.
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their trading economy. Romans, less adept on the
water, developed their skill in engineering to provide
greater urban amenities and good roads for the swift
and casy movement of troops. But, a technology
designed to improve the production of food or
manufactured goods did not figure largely in this
civilization, which mainly relied on the earlier
achievements of previous Mediterranean socicties,
Abundant slave labor probably discouraged concern
for more efficient production methods. So did a sense
that the true goals of humankind were artistic and
political. One Hellenistic scholar, for example,
refused to write a handbook on engineering because
“the work of an engincer and everything that minis-
ters to the needs of life is ignoble and vulgar.” As a
consequence of this outlook, Mediterrancan socicty
lagged behind both India and China in production
technology, which was one reason for its resulting
unfavorable balance of trade with eastern Asia,

Both Greek and Roman society emphasized the
imporrance of a tight family structure, with a husband
and father firmly in control. Women had vital eco-
nomic functions, particularly in farming and artisan
families. In the upper classes, especially in Rome,
women often commanded great influence and
power within a houschold. But in law and culture,
women were held inferior. Families burdened with
too many children sometimes put female infants to
death because of their Jow status and their potential
drain on the family ¢conomy. Pericles stated common
beliefs about women when he noted, “For a woman
not to show more weakness than is natural to her sex
is a great glory, and not to be talked about for good
or for evil among men.” Early Roman law stipulated
that “the husband is the judge of his wife. If she
commits a fault, he punishes her; if she has drunk
wine, he condemns her; if she has been guilty of adul-
tery, he kills her.” (Later, however, such customs were
held in check by family courts composed of members
of both families.) Here was a case where Roman legal
ideas modified traditional family controls. If divorced
because of adultery, a Roman woman lost a third of
her property and had to wear a special garment that
sct her apart like a prostitute. On the other hand, the
oppression of women was probably less severe in this
civilization than in China. Many Greek and Roman
women were active in business and controlled a por-
tion, even if only the minority, of all urban property.

Because of the divisions within classical Mediter-
ranean socicty, no casy generalizations about culture
or achievement can be made. An cighteenth-century
English historian called the high point of the Roman
Empire, before 180 C.E., the period in human history
“during which the condition of the human race was
most happy or prosperous.” This is doubtful, given
the technological accomplishments of China and
India. And certainly, many slaves, women, and ordi-
nary farmers in the Mediterranean world itself might
have disagreed with this viewpoint. Few farmers, for
example, actively participated in the political struc-
tures or cultural opportunities that were the most
obvious mark of this civilization. Many continued to
work largely as their ancestors had done, with quite
similar tools and in very similar poverty, untouched
by the doings of the great or the bustle of the cities
except when wars engulfed their lands.

We are tempted, of course, exclusively to remem-
ber the urban achievements, for they exerred the
greatest influence on larer ages that recalled the glo-
ries of Greece and Rome. The distinctive features of
classical Mediterranean social and family structures
had a less enduring impact, although ideas about slav-
ery or women were revived in subsequent periods.
However, the relatively unchanging face of ordinary
life had an important influence as well, as many farm-
ers and artisans long maintained the habits and out-
look they developed during the great days of the
Greek and Roman empires, and because their separa-
tion from much of the official culture posed both a
challenge and opportunity for new cultural move-
ments such as Christianity.

Conclusion
Toward the Fall of Rome

Classical Mediterranean society had one final impact on
world history through its rather fragmentary collapse.
Unlike China, classical civilization in the Mediterrancan
region was not simply disrupted, only to revive. Unlike
India, there was no central religion, derived from the civi-
lization itsclf, to serve as link between the classical period
and what followed. Furthermore, the fall of Rome was not
uniform; in essence, Rome fell more in some parts of the
Mediterranean than it did in others. The result, among
other things, was that no single civilization ultimately rose
to claim the mantle of Greece and Rome. Ar the same time,
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there was no across-the-board maintenance of the classical
Mediterrancan institutions and values in any of the civi-
lizations that later claimed a relationship to the Greek and
Roman past. Greece and Rome would live on, in more than
idle memory, but their heritage was unquestionably more
camplex and more selective than proved to be the case for
India or China.
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The Classical Period:
Directions, Diversities,
and Declines by 500 c.k.

The conversion of kings, such as Clovis, king of the Franks, helped inspire

wider conversions and gave the clergy some symbolic power over the state.
This relief shows Clovis being converted to Christianity.
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he basic themes of the three great classical civilizations involved

expansion and integration. From localized beginnings in northern

China, the Ganges region, or the Aegean Sea, commercial, political,
and cultural outrcach pushed civilization through the Middle Kingdom and
beyond, through the Indian subcontinent, and into the western Mediter-
ranean. The growth set in motion deliberate bue also implicit attempts to
pull the new civilizations together in more than name. Correspondingly, the
most telling comparisons among the three classical civilizations—identify-
ing similaritics as well as differences—involve this same process of integra-
tion and some of the problems it encountered.

Throughout the classical world, integration and expansion faltered
between 200 and 500 ¢.E. Decline, even collapse, began to aftlict civiliza-
tion first in China, then in the Mediterranean, and finally in India. These
developments signaled the end of the classical era and ushered in important
new themes in world history that would define the next major period. The
response of major religions to political decline formed a leading direction
for world history to come.

Classical civilizations (including Persia) had never embraced the bulk
of the territory around the globe, although they did include the majority of
the world’s population. Developments outside the classical orbit had rhythms
of their own during the classical period, and they would gain new promi-
nence as the great civilizations themselves faltered. This describes the third
historical theme—along with basic comparisons and the process of decline
and attendant religious responses—that must be addressed in moving from
the classical period to world history’s next phase.
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1000 5.c.E.
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. 400 Polynesions reach Howai cwitvral period
476 Collopse of Rome T00 Shintoism unified into single
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EXPANSION AND
INTEGRATION

a& Common themes for the classical civilizations
involve tervitorial expansion and related
efforts to integrate the new rerritories. Inte-
gration inelnded a mixture of central politi-
cal values and institutions, common cultures
and socinl values, and commervcial links.

The heritage of the classical civilizations involves a
host of new ideas, styles, technologies, and institu-
tions. Many of these arose as part of the broad process
of adjusting to the expansion of civilization. Thus, it
was not enrirely accidental that in scarcely more than
a century, between about 550 and 400 B.C.E., semi-
nal thinkers arose in all three civilizadons—Confucius
and Lao-zi, Buddha, and Socrates. The thinkers had
no contact with each other, and their specific ideas
varied widely. However, all three were inspired by the
common need to articulate central values in their
respective societics, as part of a larger process of gen-
crating a shared culture on the basis of which their
cxpanding socicties might operate.

China, India, and the Mediterranean set about the
tasks of uniting their expanding civilizadons in differ-
cent ways. China emphasized greater centralization, par-
ticularly in politics, generating a political culture to
match. India and the Mediterrancan remained more
localized and diverse. India, however, used key religious
values, and particularly the spread of Hinduism, to
cement its civilization even across political boundaries.
Mediterrancan culteral achievements spread widely
also, but involved less of the population—one reason
why the region proved more vulnerable to fragmenta-
tion after its political unity collapsed under Rome.

Integration involved two basic issues, the most
obvious of which was territorial. China had to reign
in its new southern regions, and the government

devoted considerable artention to settling some
northerners in the south, promoting a common lan-
guage for the clire, and other rechniques. The south-
ward spread of the caste system and ultimately
Hinduism in India addressed territorial issues. Rome
combined considerable local autonomy and tolerance
with common laws, the expansion of citizenship to
clites across the empire, and a tight commercial net-
work that created interdependencies berween grain-
growing regions and the olive-and-grape regions.

The second challenge to integration was social.
All three classical civilizations fostered great inequal-
itics between men and women and between upper
and lower classes, The nature of the inequalities var-
ied, from Mediterrancan slavery to the Indian caste
system to the Confucian sense of hicrarchy; these dif-
ferences were significant. Nevertheless, the assump-
tion of inequality as normal was common to all three
societies. Most leading thinkers—Buddha was an
exceprion—did not oppose inequalides, writing openly
of the need for deference and even (in the case of the
Mediterrancan) for slavery,

All the classical civilizations made some eftforts to
maintain a basic social cohesion while acknowledging
inequality. None took the modern, Western-inspired
route of arguing for opportunities of upward mobil-
ity. Confucianism stressed mutual respect between
upper and lower classes, along with special deference
on the part of the lower social orders. Shared values
about family and self-restraint provided some further
links across the social hierarchy. Mediterranean aris-
tocrats treated some locals as clients, offering them
protection; they also supported civic rituals intended
to foster loyalty. India offered a religion that was
shared by all social classes and gave the hope of future
incarnation to the lower castes. None of these
approaches consistently united the society. Lower-
class risings, even slave rebellions, were part of the
classical experience as well. On balance, however,
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some techniques may have worked better than oth-
ers. Again, as the Roman Empire fell, many elements
of the lower classes quickly turned their attention to
other interests. This suggests that here, too, the inte-
gration of Mediterrancan society was slightly more
tenuous than that of the classical civilizations of Asia.

BEYOND THE CLASSICAL
CIVILIZATIONS

e Outside the classical civilizarions importane
developnient vccurred in other pares of the
world. Significant civilisations operated in
the Americas and also in Afrien ontside the
fmmediate classical orbit. Agriculture and
other developments vcenrved in northern
Europe and northern Asin. Nomadic secictics
played o vital vole, particularly in Central
Asia, in linking and occasionally disrupting
classical civilizations.

Although the development of the three great civi-
lizations is the central thread in world history dur-
ing the classical period, significant changes also
occurred in other parts of the world. On the borders
of the major civilizations, as in northeastern Africa,
Japan, and northern Europe, these changes bore
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some relationship to the classical world, although
they were partly autonomous. Elsewhere, most
notably in the Americas, new cultures evolved in an
entirely independent way. In all cases, changes dur-
ing the classical period ser the stage for more impor-
tant links in world history later on. Southeast Asia
gained access to civilization during the classical
period mainly through its contacts with India.
Regional kingdoms had already been established,
and agricultural ¢conomies were familiar on the
principal islands of Indonesia as well as on the main-
land. Participation in wider trade patterns developed
through the efforts of Indian merchants. Hindu and
particularly Buddhist religion and art also spread
from India. Here was a case of the outright expan-
sion of civilization without the creation of a fully
distinctive or unified culture,

A similar case of expansion from an established
civilization affected parts of sub-Saharan Africa;
indeed, in this case the interaction had begun well
before the rise of Greece and Rome. By the year 1000
B.C.E., the independent kingdom of Kush was flour-
ishing along the upper Nile. It possessed a form of
writing derived from Egyptian hicroglyphics (and
which has not yet been fully deciphered) and mas-
tered the use of iron. Briefly, around 750 B.C.E., armics
from Kush conquered Egypt itself {(Figure 5.1). Major

Figure 5.1 This tomb painting
from about 1300 s.C.E.

highlights black-skinned
people from the rising
b, kingdom of Kush, who
TG inferacted increasingly
e '1:' B¢ =~ with Egyplian society and
e = at one point controlled
bl =8 S5% Egypt directly.
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Nomads and Cross-

Civilization Contacts

and Exchanges

Through much of recorded human history,
nomadic peoples have been key agents of contact
between sedentary, farming peoples and town
dwellers in centers of civilization across the globe,

Nomadic peoples pioneered all the great over-
land routes that linked the civilized cores of Eura-
sia in ancient times and the Middle Ages. The
most famous were the fabled silk routes that ran
from western China across the mountains and
steppes of central Asia to the civilized centers of
Mesopotamia in the last millennium B.C.E. and to
Rome, the Islamic heartlands, and western Europe
in the first millennium and a half C.E. (Map 5.1).

Chinese rulers at one end of these trading
networks, and Roman emperors and later

Islamic sultans at the other end, often had to
send rheir armies to do battle with hostile
nomads, whose raids threatened to cut off the
flow of trade. But perhaps more often, pastoral
peoples played critical roles in establishing and
expanding trading links. For periodic payments
by merchants and imperial burcaucrats, they
provided protection from bandits and raiding
parties for caravans passing through their graz-
ing lands. For further payments, nomadic peo-
ples supplied animals to transport both che
merchants’ goods and the food and drink
needed by those in the caravan parties. At times,
pastoralists themselves took charge of transport
and trading, but it was more common for the
trading operations to be controlled by special-
ized merchants. These merchants were based
either in the urban centers of the civilized cores
or in the trading towns that grew up along the
Silk Road in central Asia, the oases of Arabia,
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and the savanna zones that bordered on the
north and south the vast Sahara desert in Africa.

Until they were supplanted by the railroads and
steamships of the Industrial Revolution, the over-
land trading routes of Eurasia and the Americas,
along with comparable networks established for
sailing vessels, were the most important channels
for contacts berween civilizations. Religions such
as Buddhism and Islam spread peacefully along the
trading routes throughout central Asia, Persia, and
Africa. Artistic motifs and styles, such as those
developed in the cosmopolitan Hellenistic world
created by Alexander the Great’s conquests, were
spread by trading contacts in northern Africa,
northern India, and western China.

Inventions that were vital to the continued
growth and expansion of the civilized cores were
carried in war and peace by traders or nomadic peo-
ples from one center to another, For example, cen-
tral Asian steppe nomads who had been converted
to Islam clashed with the armies of the Chinese
Empire in the 8th century C.E. The victorious Mus-
lims found craftspeople among their prisoners who
knew the secrets of making paper, which had been
invented many centuries earlier by the Chinese. The
combination of nomadic mobility and established
trading links resulted in the rapid diffusion of paper-
making techniques to Mesopotamia and Egypt in
the 8th and 9th centuries and across northern Aftica
to Europe in the centuries that followed.

Nomadic warriors also contributed to the
spread of new military technologics and modes of
warfare, particularly across the great Eurasian
land mass, Sedentary peoples often adopted the
nomads’ reliance on heavy cavalry and hit-and-run

cities were built. The Kushites seem to have estab-
lished a strong monarchy, with claborate ceremonies
illustrating a belief that the king was divine. The king-
dom of Kush was defeated by a rival kingdom called
Axum by about 300 B.C.E.; Axum ultimately fell to
another regional kingdom, Ethiopia. Axum and Ethi-
opia had active contacts with the eastern Mediter-
rancan world until after the fall of Rome. They traded
with this region for several centuries. The activities
of Jewish merchants brought some conversions to
Judaism, and a small minority of Ethiopians have
remained Jewish to the present day. Greek-speaking

tactics. Saddles, bits, and bow and arrow designs
developed by nomadic herders were avidly imi-
tated by farming societies. And defense against
nomadic assaults inspired some of the great engi-
neering feats of the preindustrial world, most
notably the Grear Wall of China (discussed in
Chapter 2). It also spurred the development of
gunpowder and cannons in China, where the
threat of nomadic incursions persisted well into
the 19th century.

In addition, nomadic peoples have served as
agents for the transfer of food crops between dis-
tant civilized cores, even if they did not usually
themselves cultivate the plants being exchanged.
In a less constructive vein, nomadic warriors have
played a key role in transmitting diseases. In the
best-documented instance of this pattern, Mongol
cavalrymen carried the bacterium that causes the
strain of the plague that came to be known as
the Black Death from central Asia to China in the
14th century. They may also have transmitted it to
the West, where it devastated the port cities of the
Black Sea region and was later carried by merchant
ships to the Middle East and southern Europe.

Questions: What other groups played roles as inter-
mediaries berween civilizacions in early global his-
tory? What features of the nomads’ culture and
society rendered them ideal agents for transmit-
ting technology, trade goods, crops, and discases
between different cultural zones? Why have the
avenues of exchange they provided been open
only for limited time spans and then blocked for
years or decades at a time? What agents of trans-
mission have taken the place of nomadic peoples
in recent centuries?

merchants also had considerable influence, and it
was through them that Christianity was brought to
Ethiopia by the fourth century €.E. The Ethiopian
Christian Church was, however, cur off from main-
stream Christianity thereafter, flourishing in iso-
lation to modern times. And Ethiopia could boast,
into the late vwentieth century when it was abol-
ished, of having the oldest continuous monarchy
anywhere in the world.

It is not clear how much influence, if any, the
kingdoms of the upper Nile had on the later history
of sub-Saharan Africa. Knowledge of ironworking
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certainly spread, facilitating the expansion of agricul-
ture in other parts of the continent. Patterns of
strong, ceremonial kingship—sometimes called divine
kingship—would surface in other parts of Africa later,
but whether this occurred through some contact with
the Kushite tradition or independently is not known.
Knowledge of Kushite writing did not spread, which
suggests that the impact of this first case of civiliza-
tion below the Sahara was somewhat limired.

For most of Africa below the Sahara, but north
of the great tropical jungles, the major development
up to 500 C.E. was the further extension of agricul-
ture itsclf. Well-organized villages arose, often very
similar in form and structure to those that still exist,
Farming took carliest root on the southern fringes
of the Sahara, which was less arid than it is today.
Toward the end of the classical era, important
regional kingdoms were forming in western Africa,
leading to the first great state in the region—Ghana.
Because of the barriers of dense vegetation and the
impact of African discases on domesticated animals,
agriculture spread only slowly southward. However,
the creation of a strong agricultural cconomy did pre-
pare the way for the next, more long-lasting and influ-
ential wave of African kingdoms, far to the west of the
Nile. New crops, including root crops and plantains
introduced through trade with Southeast Asia about
100 c.E., helped African farmers push into new arceas.

Advances in agriculture and manufacturing also
occurred in other parts of the world besides sub-
Saharan Africa. In northern Europe and Japan, there
was no question, as yet, of elaborate contacts with the
great civilizations, no counterpart to the influences
that affected parts of Southeast Asia and the upper
Nile valley. Japan, by the year 200 c.E., had estab-
lished extensive agriculture. The population of the
islands had been formed mainly by migrations from
the peninsula of Korea, over a 200,000-year span.
These migrations had ceased by the year 200. In
Japan, a regional political organization based on tribal
chiefs evolved; cach tribal group had its own god,
thought of as an ancestor. A Chinese visitor in 297
described the Japanese as law-abiding, fond of drink,
expert at agriculture and fishing; they observed strict
social differences, indicated by tattoos or other body
markings. Japan had also developed considerable
ironworking; interestingly, the Japanese seem to have
skipped the stage of using bronze and copper tools,
moving directly from stone tools to iron. Finally,
regional states in Japan became increasingly sophisti-
cated, each controlling somewhat larger territories.

In 400 c.E., one such state brought in scribes from
Korea to keep records—this represented the intro-
duction of writing in the islands.

Japan’s religion, called Shintoism, provided for
the worship of political rulers and the spirits of
nature, including the all-important god of rice. Many
local shrines and ritwals revolved around Shinto
beliefs, which became unified into a single national
religion by 700 c.t. However, this was a simple reli-
gion, rather different in ritual and doctrine from the
great world religions and philosophics developing
in the classical civilizations, Something like national
politics arose only around 400 C.E., when one
regional ruler began to win the loyalty and trust of
other local leaders; this was the basis for Japan’s
imperial house, with the emperor worshipped as a
religious figure. Such growing political sophisticadon
and national cultural unity were just emerging by
600 c.E., however. And, it was at this point that
Japan was ready for more elaborate contacts with
China—a process that would move Japan squarcly
into the orbit of major civilizations.

Much of northern Europe lagged behind Japan’s
pace. Teutonic or Celtic peoples in what is roday
Germany, England, and Scandinavia, and Slavic peo-
ples in much of Eastern Europe, were loosely orga-
nized into regional kingdoms. Some, in Germany
and England, had succumbed to the advances of the
distant Roman Empire, but after Rome’s decline the
patterns of regional politics resumed. There was no
written language, except in cases where Latin had
been imported. Agriculture, often still combined
with hunting, was rather primitive. Scandinavians were
developing increasing skill as sailors, which would
lead them into wider trade and pillage in the cen-
turies after 600 C.E. Religious beliefs featured a host
of gods and rituals designed to placate the forces of
mature. This region would change, particularly
through the spread of the religious and intellectual
influences of Christianity, However, these shifts still
lay in the future, and even conversions to Christian-
ity did not bring northern and castern Europe into
the orbit of a single civilization. Until about 1000
C.E., northern Europe remained one of the most
backward areas in the world.

Yet another portion of the world was developing
civilization by 600 ¢.E.—indeed, its progress was
greater than that of much of Europe and Affica. In
Central America, an Indian group called the Olmecs
developed and spread an early form of civilization
from about 800 until 400 8.C.E. The Olmecs seem to
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have lacked writing, but they produced massive, pyra-
mid-shaped religious monuments.

The first American civilization was based on
many centuries of advancing agriculture, expanding
from the early cultdvation of corn. Inidally, in the wild
state, corn ears were scarcely larger than strawberries,
but patient breeding gradually converted this grain
into a staple food crop. In the Andes areas of South
America, root crops were also grown, particularly
the potato. The development of American agriculture
was limited by the few domesticated animals avail-
able—turkeys, dogs, and guinea pigs in Central
America. Nevertheless, Olmec culture displayed many
impressive achicvements. It explored artistic forms in
precious stones such as jade. Religious statues and
icons blended human images with those of animals.
Scientific research produced accurare and impres-
sive calendars. Olmec culture, in its religious and
artistic emphases, powerfully influenced later Indian
civilizadons in Centrat America. The Olmecs themselves
disappeared without a clear trace around 400 B.C.E.,
but their successors soon developed a hieroglyphic
alphabet and built the first great city—Teotihuacan—
in the Americas, as a center for trade and worship.
This culture, in turn, suffered setbacks from migra-
tions and regional wars, but from its base developed
a still fuller American civilization, starting with the
Mayans, from about 400 C.E. onward.

In essence, the Olmecs and their successors had
provided for the Central American region the equiva-
lent of the river valley civilizations in Asia and the Mid-
dle East, although many centuries later (Map 5.2). A
similar carly civilization arose in the Andes region in
present-day Peru and Bolivia, where careful agriculture
allowed the construction of elaborate cities and reli-
gious monuments. This culture would lead, later, to the
civilization of the Incas. The two centers of carly civi-
lization in the Americas developed in total isolation
from developments elsewhere in the world. As a result,
they lacked certain advantages that come from the abil-
ity to copy and reacrt to other socicties, including such
basic technologies as the wheel or the capacity to work
iron. However, the carly American Indian cultures were
considerably ahcad of most of those in Europe during
the same period. And, they demonstrate the common,
although not invariable, tendency of humans to move
from the establishment of agriculture to the creation of
the more claborate trappings of a civilized society.

Another case of isolated development featured
the migration of agricultural peoples to new island
territories in the Pacific. Polynesian peoples had

reached islands such as Fiji and Samoa by 1000
B.C.E. Further explorations in giant ocutrigger canocs
led to the first sertlement of island complexes such as
Hawaii by 400 c.E., where the new settlers adapred
local plants, brought in new animals (notably pigs),
and imported a highly stratified caste system under
powerful local kings.

Agriculrure, in sum, expanded into new areas
during the classical period; early civilizations, or carly
civilizations contacts, were also forming. These devel-
opments were not central to world history during the
classical period itself, but they folded into the larger
human experience thereafter.

The herding peoples of central Asia also con-
tributed to world history, partcularly toward the end
of the classical period. Some nomadic groups gained
new contacts with established civilizatons, like China,
which brought changes in political organization as well
as some new goals for conquest. Central Asian herders
played a vital role in trade routes benween east Asia and
the Middle East, transporting goods like silk across
long distances. Other herding groups produced impor-
tant technological innovations, such as the stirrup,
which allowed mounted horsemen to aim weapons bet-
ter. The herding groups thus enjoyed an important his-
tory of their own and also provided important contacts
amonyg the civilizadons that they bordered. Finally, per-
haps because of internal population pressure as well as
new appetites and opportunities, herding groups
invaded the major civilizations directly, helping to bring
the classical period as a whole to an end.

DECLINE IN CHINA
AND INDIA

3% A combination of internal weakness and
invasion led to important changes, first in
China, then in India.

Between 200 and 600 c.E., all three classical civi-
lizations collapsed entirely or in part. During this
four-century span, all suffered from outside inva-
sions, the result of growing incursions by groups
from central Asia. This renewed wave of nomadic
expansion was not as sweeping as the carlier Indo-
European growth, which had spread over India and
much of the Mediterranean region many centuries
before, but it severely tested the civilized regimes.
Rome, of course, fell directly to Germanic invaders,
who fought on partly because they were, in turn,
harassed by the fierce Asiatic Huns. The Huns
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Mop 5.2 Civilizations of Central and South America

themselves swept once across Italy, invading the city
of Rome amid great destruction. It was another Hun
group from central Asia who overthrew the Guptas
in India, and similar nomadic tribes had earlier top-
pled the Chinese Han dynasty. The central Asian
nomads were certainly encouraged by a growing
realization of the weakness of the classical regimes.
For Han China as well as the later Roman Empire
suffered from serious internal problems long before
the invaders deale the final blows, And, the Guptas

in India had not permanently resolved that area’s
tendency to dissolve into political fragmentation.
By about 100 c.k., the Han dynasty in China
began to enter a serious decline. Confucian intellectual
activity gradually became less creative, Politically, the
central government’s control diminished, burcaucrats
became more corrupt, and local landlords took up
much of the slack, ruling their neighborhoods accord-
ing to their own wishes. The free peasants, long heav-
ily taxed, were burdened with new taxes and demands
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of service by these same landlords. Many lost their
farms and became day laborers on the large estates.
Some had to sell their children into service. Social
unrest increased, producing a great revolutionary
effort led by Daoists in 184 .E. Daoism now gained
new appeal, shifting toward a popular religion and
adding healing practices and magic to carlier philo-
sophical beliefs. The Daoist leaders, called the Yellow
Turbans, promised a golden age that was to be
brought about by divine magic. The Yellow Turbans
actacked the weakness of the emperor but also the self-
indulgence of the current burcaucracy. As many as
30,000 students demonstrated against the decline of
government morality. However, their protests failed,
and Chinese population growth and prosperity both
spiraled further downward. The imperial court was
mired in intrigue and civil war.

This dramatic decline paralleled the slighely later
collapse of Rome, as we shall sce. It obviously
explained China’s inability to push back invasions
from borderland nomads, who finally overthrew the
Han dynasty outright. As in Rome, growing political
ineffectiveness formed part of the decline. Another
important factor was the spread of devastating new
cpidemics, which may have killed up to half of the
population. These combined blows not only toppled
the Han, but led to almost three centuries of chaos—
an unusually long span of unrest in Chinese history.
Regional rulers and weak dynasties rose and fell dur-
ing this period. Even China’s cultural unity was
threatened as the wave of Buddhism spread—one of
the only cases in which China imported a major idea
from outside its borders until the rwentieth century.
Northern China, particularly, scemed near collapse.

Nonetheless, China did revive itself near the end
of the sixth century. Strong native rulers in the north
drove out the nomadic invaders. The Sui dynasty
briefly ruled, and then in 618 C.E. it was followed
by the Tang, who sponsored one of the most glori-
ous periods in Chinese history. Confucianism and
the bureaucratic system were revived, and indeed the
bureaucratic rradition became more celaborate. The
period of chaos left its mark somewhat in the con-
tinued presence of @ Buddhist minority and new
styles in art and literarure. But, unlike the case of
Rome, there was no permanent disruption.

The structures of classical China were simply too
strong to be overturned. The burcaucracy declined
in scope and quality, but it did not disappear during
the troubled centuries. Confucian values and styles of
life remained current among the upper class. Many

of the nomadic invaders, seeing that they had noth-
ing berter to offer by way of government or culture,
stmply tried to assimilate the Chinese traditions. China
thus had to recover from a serious setback, but it did
not have to reinvent its civilization.

The decline of classical civilization in India was less
drastic than the collapse of Han China. The ability of
the Gupta emperors to control local princes was
declining by the fifth century. Invasions by nomadic
peoples, probably Hun tribes similar to those who
were pressing into Europe, affected some northern
portions of India as carly as 500 C.E. During the next
century, the invaders penetrated much deeper, destroy-
ing the Gupta empire in central India. Many of the
invaders were integrated into the warrior caste of
India, forming a new ruling group of regional princes.
For several centurices, no native ruler attempted to
build a large Indian state. The regional princes, col-
lectively called “Rajpur,” controlled the small stares
and emphasized military prowess. Few political events
of more than local significance occurred.

Within this framework, Indian culture continued
to evolve. Buddhism declined further in India proper.
Hindu beliefs gained ground, among other things
converting the Hun princes, who had originally wor-
shipped gods of battle and had no sympathy for the
Buddhist principles of calm and contemplation.
Within Hinduism, the worship of a mother goddess,
Devi, spread widely, encouraging a new popular emo-
tionalism in religious ritual. Indian economic pros-
perity also continued at high levels.

Although Indian civilization substantially main-
tained its position, another threat was to come, after 600
C.E., from the new Middle Eastern religion of Islam.
Arab armics, fighting under the banners of their god
Allah, reached India’s porous northwestern frontier dur-
ing the seventh century, and while there was initally lit-
tle outright conquest on the subcontinent, Islam did
win some converts in the northwest., Hindu leaders
reacted to the arrival of this new faith by strengthening
their emphasis on religious devotion, at the expense of
some other intellectual interests. Hinduism also under-
went further popularizaton; Hindu texts were written
in vernacular languages such as Hindi, and use of the
old classical language, Sanskrit, declined. These reac-
tions were largely successtul in preventing more than a
minority of Indians from abandoning Hinduism, but
they distracted from further achievements in science and
mathematics. Islam also hit hard at India’s interna-
tional ¢conomic position and affected its larger impact
throughour Asia. Arab traders soon wrested control
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of the Indian Ocean from Tamil merchants, and India,
though still prosperous and productive, saw its com-
mercial dynamism reduced. In politics, regionalism con-
dnued to prevail. Clearly, the glory days of the Guptas
were long past, although classical traditions survived
particularly in Hinduism and the caste system,

DECLINE AND FALL
IN ROME

B8 Decline in Rome was partienlarly complex.
Its canses bave been much debared, Develop-
ments varied between the easteran and western
portions of the Empire, as the Mediterrancan
region pulled apart,

The Roman Empire exhibited a grear many symptoms
of decay after abour 180 ¢.E. There was statistical evi-
dence in the declining population in addidon to grow-
ing difficulties in recruiting effective armies. There
were also political manifestations in the greater bru-
tality and arbitrariness of many Roman emperors—
victims, according to one commentator at the time, of
“lustful and cruel habits.” Tax collection became
increasingly difficalt, as residents of the empire fell on
hard times. The governor of Egypt complained thar
“the once numerous inhabirants of the aforesaid vil-
lages have now been reduced 1o a few, because some
have fled in poverty and others have died . . . and for
this rcason we are in danger owing to impoverishment
of having to abandon the tax-collectorship.”

Above all, there were human symptoms. Inscrip-
tions on Roman tombstones increasingly ended with
the slogan, “I was not, I was, I am not, I have no
more desires,” suggesting a pervasive despondency
over the futility of this life and despair at the absence
of an afterlife.

The decline of Rome was more disruptive than
the collapse of the classical dynastics in Asia. For this
reason, and because memories of the collapse of this
great empire became part of the Western tradition, the
process of deterioration descrves particular attention.
Every so often, Americans or Western Europeans con-
cerned about changes in their own society wonder if
there might be lessons in Rome’s fall that apply to the
uncertain future of Western civilization today,

We have seen that the quality of political and eco-
nomic life in the Roman Empire began to shift after
about 180 c.E. Political confusion produced a series of
weak emperors and many disputes over succession to

the throne. Intervention by the army in the sclection
of emperors complicated political life and contribured
to the deterioration of rule from the top. More impor-
tant in initiating the process of decline was a series of
plagues that swept over the empire. As in China, the
plagues’ source was growing international trade, which
brought discases endemic in southern Asia to new
arcas like the Mediterrancean, where no resistance had
been established even to contagions such as the
measles. The resulting diseases decimated the popula-
tion. The population of Rome decreased from a mil-
lion people ro 250,000. Economic life worsened in
consequence. Recruitment of troops became more dif-
ficulr, so the empire was increasingly reduced to hiring
Germanic soldiers to guard its frontiers. The need to
pay rroops added to the demands on the state’s bud-
get, just as declining producton cut into tax revenues.

Here, perhaps, is the key to the process of
decline: a set of general problems, triggered by a cycle
of plagues that could not be prevented, resulting in a
rather mechanistic spiral that steadily worsened.
However, there is another side to Rome’s downfall,
although whether as a cause or result of the initial dif-
ficultics is hard to say. Rome’s upper classes became
steadily more pleasure-secking, turning away from the
political devotion and ¢conomic vigor that had char-
acterized the republic and early empire. Culeural life
decayed. Aside from some truly creative Christian
writers—the fathers of Western theology—there was
very little sparkle to the art or literature of the later
empire. Many Roman scholars contented themselves
with writing textbooks that rather mechanically sum-
marized earlier achievements in science, mathematics,
and literary style. Writing rextbooks is not, of course,
proof of absolute intellectual incompetence—at feast,
not in all cases—but the point was that new knowl-
edge or artistic styles were not being generated, and
even the levels of previous accomplishment began to
slip. The later Romans wrote textbooks about rhetoric
instead of displaying rhetorical talent in actual polit-
cal life; they wrote simple compendiums, for example,
about animals or geometry, that barely captured the
essentials of what carlier intellectuals had known, and
often added superstidous beliefs that previous gener-
ations would have scorned. This cultural decline,
finally, was not clearly due o disease or economic col-
lapse, for it began in some ways before these larger
problems surfaced. Something was happening to the
Roman elite, perhaps because of the deadening effect
of authoritarian political rule, perhaps because of a
new interest in Juxuries and sensual indulgence.
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Revealingly, the upper classes no longer produced
many offspring, for bearing and raising children
scemed incompatible with a life of pleasure-secking.
Rome’s fall, in other words, can be blamed on
large, impersonal forces that would have been hard for
any society to control or a moral and political decay
that reflected growing corruption among socicty’s
leaders. Probably clements of both were involved.
Thus, the plagues would have weakened even a vig-
orous society but they would not necessarily have pro-
duced an irreversible downward spiral had not the
morale of the ruling classes already been sapped by an
unproductive lifestyle and superficial values.
Regardless of precise causes, the course of
Roman decay is quite clear. As the quality of imper-
ial rule declined, as life became more dangerous and
¢conomic survival more precarious, many farmers
clustered around the protection of large landlords,
surrendering full control over their plots of land in
the hope of military and judicial protection. The
decentralization of political and economic authority,
which was greatest in the western, or European, por-
tions of the empire, foreshadowed the manorial sys-
tem of Europe in the Middle Ages. The system of
estates gave great political power to landlords and did
provide some local stability. But, in the long run, it
weakened the power of the emperer and also tended
to move the economy away from the elaborate and
successful trade patrerns of Mediterrancean civilization
in its heyday. Many estates tried to be self-sufficient.
Trade and production declined further as a result, and
cities shrank in size. The empire was locked in a
vicious circle, in which responses to the initial deteri-
oration merely lessened the chances of recovery.
Some later emperors tried vigorously to reverse
the tide. Diocletian, who ruled from 284 to 305 C.E.,
tightened up the administration of the empire
and tried to improve tax collection. Regulation of
the dwindling economy increased. Diocletian also
attempted to direct political loyalties to his own per-
son, exerting pressure to worship the emperor as god.
This was what prompted him to persecute Christians
with particular viciousness, for they would not give
Caesar preference over their God. The emperor Con-
stantine, who ruled from 312 to 337 C.E., experi-
mented with other methods of control. He set up a
second capital city, Constantinople, to regulate the
castern half of the empire more efficiently. He tried to
use the religious force of Christianity to unify the
empire spiritually, extending its toleration and adopt-
ing it as his own faith. These measures were not with-

out result. The castern empire, ruled from Constan-
tinople (now the Turkish city of Istanbul), remained
an cffective political and economic unit. Christianity
spread under his official sponsorship, although there
were some new problems linked to its success,

None of these measures, however, revived the
empire as a whole. Division merely made the weak-
ness of the western half worse. Attempts to regulate
the economy reduced economic initiative and low-
cred production; ultimately, tax revenues declined
once again. The army deteriorated further. And,
when the Germanic invasions began in earnest in the
400s, there was scant basis to resist. Many peasants,
burdened by the social and ¢conomic pressures of
the decaying empire, actually welcomed the barbar-
ians. A priest noted that “in all districts taken over by
the Germans, there is one desire among all the
Romans, that they should never again find it neces-
sary to pass under Roman jurisdiction.” German
kingdoms were established in many parts of the
empire by 425 C.E., and the last Roman emperor in
the west was displaced in 476 c.E. The Germanic
invaders numbered at most 5 percent of the popula-
tion of the empire, but so great was the carlier
Roman decline that this small, poorly organized
force was able to put an end to one of the world’s
great political structures (Map 5.3).

The collapse of Rome ¢choed mightily through
the later history of Europe and the Middle East.
Rome’s fall split the unity of the Mediterranean lands
that had been so arduously won through Hellenistic
culture and then by the Roman Empire itself. This
was one sign that the end of the Roman Empire was
a more serious affair than the displacement of the last
classical dynasties in India and China. For Grecece
and Rome had not produced the shared political cul-
ture and bureaucratic traditions of China that could
allow revival after a period of chaos. Nor had
Mediterrancan civilization, for all its vinality, yet
found a common religion that appealed deeply
enough, or satisfied enough needs, to maintain unity
amid political fragmentation. Christianity’s appeal
would fill this gap, but it came too late to save the
empire. Ultimately, a deep rift in this world devel-
oped—Dbetween Christian and Muslim—that has not
been healed to this day.

However, Rome’s collapse, although profound,
was uneven. In effect, the fall of Rome divided the
Moediterrancean world into three zones, which formed
the starting points of three distinct civilizations that
would develop in later centuries (Map 5.4).
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Map 5.3 Germanic Kingdoms After the Invasions, Nomadic tribes converged mainly on the
weslern part of the Roman Empire, mvad:ng Rome itself and its European oulposts. Was
this the cause or result of greater weakness in the West than in the empire’s eastern territory?

In the eastern part of the empire, centered now
on Constantinople, the empire in a sense did not fall.
Civilization was more deeply entrenched here than in
some of the Western European portions of the
empire, and there were fewer pressures from invaders.
Empcrors continued to rule Greece and other parts
of southeast Europe, plus the northern Middle East.
This castern empire—Ilater to be known as the Byzan-
tine i
rather than a balanced result of the entire span of ¢las-
sical Mediterrancan civilization, Thus, although its
language was Greek, it maintained the authoritarian
tone of the late Roman rulers. But, the empire itself
was vibrant, artistically creative, and acrive in trade.
Bricfly, especially under the emperor Justinian (who
ruled from 527 to 565 C.E.), the castern emperors
tried to recapture the whole heritage of Rome. How-
ever, Justinian was unable to maintain a hold in Italy
and even lost the provinces of North Africa. He did

issuc one of the most famous compilations of Roman
law, in the code that bore his name. But, his was the
last effort to restore Mediterranean unity.

The Byzantine Empire did not control the whole
of the northern Middle East, even in its greatest days.
During the late Hellenistic periods and into the carly
centuries of the Roman Empire, a Parthian empire had
flourished, centered in the Tigris-Euphrates region but
spreading into northwestern India and to the borders
of Rome’s holdings along the Mediterrancan. Parthian
conquerors had taken over this portion of Alexander
the Great’s empire. They produced lictle culture of
their own, being content to rely on Persian styles,
but they long maintained an effective military and
bureaucratic apparatus, Then, around 227 C.E., a Per-
sian rebellion displaced the Parthians and created a
new Sassanid empire that more directly revived the
glories of the carlier Persian empire. Persian reli-
gious ideas, including the religion of Zoroastrianism,
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Mop 5.4 The Mediterranean, Middle East, Europe, and North Africa, c. 500 C.€. After

the fall of Rome, the former empire split into three distinct zones.

revived, although there was some conversion to Chris-
tianity as well. Persian styles in art and manufacturing
experienced a brilliant resurgence. Both the Parthian
and the Sassanid empires served as bridges beoween the
Mediterranean and the East, transmitting goods and
some artistic and literary styles between the Greek-
speaking world and India and China. As the Roman
Empire weakened, the Sassanids joined the attack, at
times pushing into parts of southeastern Europe. Ulti-
mately, however, the Byzantine Empire managed to
create a stable fronder, The Sassanid empire preserved
the important strain of Persian culture in the eastern
part of the Middle East, and this continued to influ-
ence this region as well as India. The Sassanids them-
selves, however, were finally overthrown by the surge
of Arab conquest that followed the rise of Islam, in
the seventh century C.E.

Rome’s fall, then, did not disrupt the northern
Middle East—the original cradle of civilization—as
much as might have been expected. Persian rule sim-
ply continued in one part of the region, until the
Arab onslaught, which itself did not destroy Persian
culture. Byzantium maintained many of the traditions
of the later Roman Empire, plus Christianity, in the

western part of the Middle East and in Greece and
other parts of southeastern Europe,

The second zone that devolved from Rome’s fall
consisted of North Africa and the southeastern shores
of the Mediterranean. Here, a number of regional
kingdoms briefly succeeded the empire. And while
Christianity spread into the area—indeed, one of the
greatest Christian theologians, Augustine, was a
bishop in North Africa—its appearance was not so
uniformly triumphant as in the Byzantine Empire or
Western Europe. Furthermore, separate beliefs and
doctrines soon split North African Christianity from
the larger branches, producing most notably the
Coptic Church in Egypt, which still survives as a
Christian minority in that country. Scon this region
would be filled with the still newer doctrines of Islam
and a new Arab empire.

Finally, there was the western part of the
empire—Italy, Spain, and points north. Here is where
Rome’s fall not only shattered unities but also
reduced the level of civilization itself. Crude, regional
Germanic kingdoms developed in parts of Italy,
France, and ¢lsewhere. Cities shrank still further, and
especially outside Iraly, trade almost disappeared. The
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only clearly vital forces in this region emanated not
from Roman traditions but from the spread of Chris-
tianity. Even Christianity could not sustain a sophis-
ticated culture of literature or art, however, In the
mire of Rome’s collapse, this part of the world forgot
for several centuries what it had previously known.

In this western domain, what we call the fall of
Rome was scarcely noted at the time, for decay had
been progressing, for so many decades that the failure
to name a new emperor meant little. There was some
comprehension of loss, some realization that the pre-
sent could not rival the past. Thus, Christian scholars
were soon apologizing for their inability to write well
or to understand some of the doctrines of the earlier
theologians like Augustine. This sense of inferiority
to classical achievements would long mark the culture
of this western zone, even as times improved.

THE NEW
RELIGIOUS MAP

a® The period of classical decline saw the rapid
cxpansion of Buddbism and Christinnity.
Thiis refigions change bad wider enlture, social
and political tuplications. Islam wonld svon
be added to the new magp of world religions.

The end of the classical period is not simply the story
of decay and collapse. This same period, from 200 to
600 C.E., saw the effective rise of many of the world’s
major religions. The devastating plagues caused new
interest in belief systems that could provide solace
amid rising death rates. From Spain to China, grow-
ing political instability clearly prompted many people
to seek solace in joys of the spirit, and while the reli-
gious surge was not entirely new, the resulting
changes in the religious map of Europe and Asia and
the nature and intensity of religious interests were sig-
nificant new forces. Christianity, born two cencuries
before Rome’s collapse began, became a widespread
religion throughout the Mediterranean region as the
empire’s political strengeh weakened. Buddhism,
alchough launched still earlier, saw its surge into cast-
ern Asia furthered by the growing problems of clas-
sical China. Thus, two major faiths, different in many
ways but similar in their emphasis on spiritual life and
the importance of divine power, reshaped major por-
tions of Europe and Asia precisely as the structures of
the classical period declined or disappeared. Finally,
shortly afier 600 C.E., an entirely new religion, Islam,

surfaced and became the most dynamic force in world
history during the next several centuries. In sum, the
religious map of the world, although by no means
completed by 500 C.E., was beginning to take on dra-
matic new contours. And, this means thae while civi-
fization in many ways declined, it was also being
altered, taking new directions as well as losing some
older strengths, Never before had single religions
spread so widely, crossing so many cultural and polit-
ical boundaries.

The newly expanding religions shared some gen-
eral fearures. Christianity, Buddhism, and Hinduism
(as well as Islam later on) all emphasized intense
devotion and picety, stressing the importance of spir-
itual concerns beyond the daily cares of carthly life,
All three offered the hope of a better existence afeer
this life had ended, and each one responded o new
political instability and to the growing poverty of
people in various parts of the civilized world.

The spread of the major religions meant that
hundreds of thousands of people, in Asia, Europe,
and Africa, underwent a conversion process as the
classical period drew to a close. Radically changing
beliefs is an unusual human experience, symptomatic
in this case of the new pressures on established polit-
ical structures and on ordinary life. At the same time,
many people blended new beliefs with the old, in a
process called syncretism. This meant that the reli-
gions changed too, sometimes taking on the features
of individual civilizations ¢ven while maintaining
larger religious claims,

Despite these important common features, the
major religions were themselves very different. Hin-
duism, as we have seen, retained its belief in reincar-
nation and its combination of spiritual interest in
union with the divine essence and exrensive rituals
and ceremonies. The religion did experience greater
popular appeal after the fall of the Guptas, associated
with the expanded use of popular languages and with
the worship of the mother goddess Devi.

Buddhism

Buddhism was aleered more substantially, as it trav-
¢led mainly beyond India’s borders, becoming only a
small minority faith in India itself. The chiefagents of
Buddhist expansion and leadership were monks, for
Buddhism tended to divide the faithful among a
minority who abandoned carthly life in favor of spir-
itual dedication and the larger number who condin-
ued to work in the world while doing the best they



CHAPTER 5 The Clussical Period: Directions, Diversifies, and Declines by 500 ce. 101

could to meet their spiritual obligations. Some cen-
turies after Buddha’s death, a doctrine of bodhisattvas
developed, which held that some people could attain
nirvana through their own meditation while choos-
ing to remain in the world as saints and to aid others
by prayer and example. Buddhism increasingly shifted
from an original ¢mphasis on cthics to become a
more cmotional cult stressing the possibility of pop-
ular salvation. The role of the bodhisattvas, in broad-
ening the prospects of salvation for ordinary people
by leading them in prayer and advising on spiritual
matters, was crucial in this transformation.

Buddhism evolved further as the religion spread
seriously to China after the fall of the Han dynasty,
when the idea of a celestial afterlife proved almost
irresistible. Monasteries in India and the Himalaya
Mountains continued to serve as spiritual centers for
Chinese Buddhism, but the religion developed strong
roots in East Asia directly, spreading through China
and from there to Korea and Japan. The East Asian
form of Buddhism, called Mahayana, or the Greater
Vehicle, retained basic Buddhist beliefs. However, the
c¢cmphasis on Buddha himself as god and savior
increased in the Mahayana version. Statues devoted
to Buddha as god countered the carlier Buddhist hos-
tility to religious images. And, the religion improved
its organization, with priests, temples, creeds, and rit-
vals. Buddhist holy men, or bedhisartras, remained
important. Their souls after death resided in a kind of
superheaven, where they could receive prayers and aid
people. Intense spirituality continued to inform Bud-
dhist faith as well. But, prayers and rituals could now
help ordinary people to become holy. Buddha him-
self became a god to whom one could appeal for
solace, “the great physician for a sick and impure
world.” East Asian Buddhism also spurred new artis-
tic interests in China and, later, in Japan, including
the pagoda style of temple design and the statues
devored to Buddha himself.

Buddhism had a fascinating impact on women
in China, largely among families who converted. On
the face of things, Buddhism should have discupted
China’s firm belief in patriarchal power, because
Buddhists believed that women, like men, had souls.
Indeed, some individual women in China captured
great attention because of their spiritual accomplish-
ments. But, Chinese culture generated changes in
Buddhism within the empire. Buddhist phrases like
“husband supports wife” were changed to “husband
controls his wife,” whercas “the wife comforts the

husband”—another Buddhist phrase from India—
became “the wife reveres her husband.” Here was a
vital case of cultural blending, or syncretism. Finally,
many men valued pious Buddhist wives, because
they might benefir the family’s salvation and because
Buddhist activity would keep their wives busy, calm,
and out of mischicf. Buddhism was perhaps appeal-
ing to Chinese women because it led to a more
meaningful life, but it did not really challenge patri-
archy. A biography of one Buddhist wife put it this
way: “Ar times of crisis she could be tranquil and
satisfied with her fate, not letting outside things agi-
tate her mind.”

Buddhism was not popular with all Chinese.
Confucian leaders, particularly, found in Buddhist
beliefs in an afterlife a diversion from appropriate
political interests. They disliked the notion of such
intense spirituality and also found ideas of the holy
life incompatible with proper family obligations.
More important, Buddhism was seen as a threat
that might distract ordinary people from loyalty to
the emperor. When imperial dynasties revived in
China, they showed some interest in Buddhist
picty for a time, but ultimately they attacked the
Buddhist faith, driving out many missionarics. Bud-
dhism remained a minority current in China, and
many villages worshipped in Buddhise shrines. Thus,
China’s religious composition became increasingly
complex, but without overturning carlier cultural
directions. Daocism reacted to Buddhism as well, by
improving its organization and emphasizing practi-
cal benefits obtainable through magic. It was ar this
point that Daoism developed a clear hold on many
peasants, incorporating many of their beliefs in the
process. Buddhism had a greater lasting influence in
the religious experience of other parts of East Asia,
notably Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, than in China
itself. And, of course, Buddhism had also spread to
significant parts of Southeast Asia, where it
remained somewhat truer to earlier Buddhist con-
cepes of individual meditation and ethics.

In the world roday, some 255 million people
count themselves as Buddhists. Most live in the areas
of East and Southeast Asia, where the religion had
taken root by 500 c.k. Buddhism did not, by itself,
dominate any whole civilization; rather, it lived along-
side ather faiths. However, it provided major addi-
tions to Asia’s religious map and an important
response to changing conditions in the troubled cen-
turies after the classical period had ended.



102 PART II The Classicol Period, 1000 6.C.E.~500 C.E.

QO0OCUM®MENT

The Popularization of Buddhism

hinese Buddhism, unlike most Chinese beliefs,

spread among all regions and social groups.
Although it divided into many sects that disagreed over
details of theology and rituals by commenting on earlicr
Buddhist scriptures (the Sutras), many ordinary Chinese
belicvers cared lictle for such details and were more con-
cerned with direct spiritual benefits. Often they arranged
to have Buddhist scrmons copied, as a means of obtain-
ing merit, while adding a note of their own. The follow:
ing passages come from such notes, written mainly in the
6th century. They suggest the various reasons people
might go through the challenging process of converting
to a new religion.

Recorded on the 15th day of the fourth month of 531.

The Buddhist lay disciple Yuan Jung—having lived
in chis degenerate era for many years, fearful for his life,
and yearning for home—now makes a donation of a
thousand silver coins to the Three Jewels [che Buddha,
the Law, and the Monastic Order]. This denation is
mace in the name of the Celestial King Vaisravana. In
addition, he makes a donation of a thousand to ransom
himself and his wife and children [from their carthly
existence], a thousand more to ransom his servants, and
a thousand more to ransom his domestic animals. This
money is to be used for copying sutras. It is accompa-
nicd by the prayer that the Celestial King may atain
Buddhahood; that the disciple's family, servants, and
animals may be blessed with long life, may atrain
cnlightenment, and may all be permitted to return to
the capital.

Dated the 29¢h day of the fourth month of 550,

Happiness is not fortuitous: Pray for it and it will
respond. Results are not born of thin air: Pay heed w0
causes and results will follow., This explains how the Bud-
dhist disciple and nun Tao-jung—because her conduct in
her previous life was not correct—came to be born in her
present form, a woman, vile and unclean.

Now if she does not honor the awesome decree of
Buddha, how can future consequences be favorable for
her? Thetefore, having cut down her expenditures on
food and clothing, she reverently has had the Nirvana
Sutra copied once. She prays that those who read it care-
fully will be exalted in mind to the highest realms and that
those who communicate its meaning will cause others to
be so enlightened.

She also prays that in her present existence she
will have no further sickness or suffering, that her par-
ents in seven other incarnations (who have already died
or will die in the future) and her present family and
close relatives may experience joy in the four realms
[earth, water, fire, and air], and that whatever they seck
may indecd come to pass. Finally, she prays that all
those endowed with knowledge may be included
within this prayer.

Recorded on the 28th day of the fifth month of 583.

The Army Superintendent, Sung Shao, having suf-
fered the heavy sorrow of losing both his father and
mother, made a vow on their behalf to read one section
cach of [many] sutras. He prays that the spirits of his par-
ents will someday reach the Pure Land [paradise] and will
thus be forever freed from the three unhappy states of
existence and the cight calamitics and that they may cter-
nally listen to the Buddha’s teachings.

He also prays that the members of his family, both
great and small, may find happiness at will, that bless-
ings may daily rain down upon them while hardships
disperse like clouds. He prays that the imperial high-
ways may be open and free of bandits, that the state
may be preserved from pestilence, that wind and rain
may obey their proper seasons, and thar all suffering
creatures may quickly find release. May all these prayers
be granted!

The preceding incantation has been translated and
circulated.

IF this incantation is recited 7, 14, or 21 times daily
(after having cleanscd the mouth in the morning with a
willow twig, having scattered flowers and incense before
the image of Buddha, having knelt and joined the palms
of the hands), the four grave sins, the five wicked acts,
and all other transgressions will be wiped away. The pre-
sent body will not be afflicted by untimely calamities;
one will at last be born into the realm of immeasurably
long life; and reincarnation in the female form will be
escaped forever.

Now, the Sanskrit text has been reexamined and
the Indian Vinayva monk Buddhasangha and other
monks have been consulted; thus we know that the
awesome power of this incantation is beyond compre-
hension. If it is recited 100 times in the evening and
again at noon, it will destroy the four grave sins and
five wicked acts. It will pluck out the very roots of sin
and will ensure rebirth in the Western Regions. If, with
sincerity of spirit, one is able to complete 200,000
recitations, perfect intelligence will be born and there
will be no relapses. If 300,000 recitations are com-
pleted, one will see Amita Buddha face to face and will
cerrainly be reborn into the Pure Land of tranquility
and bliss.

Copicd by the disciple of pure faith Sun Szu-chung
on the 8th day of the fourth month of 720.

Questions: Why did Buddhism spread widely in
China by the 6th century? How did popular Bud-
dhism compare with original Buddhist teachings
{see Chapter 22 How did Chinese Buddhists define
holy life? How do these documents suggest some of
the troubles China faced after the collapse of the
Han dynasty?
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Christianity

Christianity moved westward, from its original cen-
ter in the Middle East, as Buddhism was spreading
east from India. Although initially less significant than
Buddhism in terms of the number of converts, Chris-
tianity would ultimately prove to be one of the two
largest faiths worldwide. And, it would play a direct
role in the formation of two postclassical civilizations,
those of Eastern and Western Europe. Despite impor-
tant similaritics to Buddhism in its emphasis on
salvation and the guidance of saints, Christianity dif-
fered in crucial ways. It came to place more emphasis
on church organization and structure, copying from
the example of the Roman Empire itself. Even more
than Buddhism, it placed a premium on missionary
activity and widespread conversions. More, perhaps,
than any other major religion, Christianity stressed the
exclusive nature of its truth and was intolerant of com-
peting beliefs. Such fierce confidence was not the least
of the reasons for the new religion’s success.
Christianity began in reaction to rigidities that
had developed in the Jewish priesthood during the
two centuries before the birth of Jesus Christ. A host
of reform movements sprang up, some of them
preaching the coming of a Messiah, or savior, who
would bring about a Last Judgment on humankind.
Many of these movements also stressed the possibil-
ity of life after death for the virtuous, which was a
new clement in Judaism. Jesus of Nazareth, believed
by Christians to be the son of God sent to earth to
redeem human sin, crystallized this radical reform
movement. Combining extraordinary gentleness of
spirit and great charisma, Jesus preached widely in
Israel and gathered a group of loyal disciples around
him. Initially, there seems to have been no intent on
his or his followers’ part to found a new religion,
After Jesus® crucifixion, the disciples expected his
imminent return and with it the end of the world.
Only gradually, when the Second Coming did not
transpire, did the disciples begin to fan out and,
through their preaching, attract growing numbers of
supporters in various parts of the Roman Empire.
The message of Jesus and his disciples seemed
clear: There was a single God who loved human-
kind despite earthly sin. A virtuous life was one ded-
icated to the worship of God and fellowship among
other believers; worldly concerns were secondary, and
a life of poverty might be most conducive to holiness.
God sent Jesus (called “Christ” from the Greek word
for God’s annointed) to preach his holy word and
through his sacrifice to prepare his followers for the

widespread possibility of an afterlife and heavenly
communion with God. Belicef, good works, and the
discipline of fleshly concerns would lead to heaven;
rituals, such as commemorating Christ’s Last Supper
with wine and bread, would promote the same goal.

Christianity’s message spread ar an opportune
time. The official religion of the Grecks and Romans
had long seemed rather sterile, particularly to many
of the poor. The Christian emphasis on the beauty of
a simple life and the spiritual equality of all people,
plus the fervor of the carly Christians and the satisfy-
ing rituals they created, captured growing attention.
The great reach of the Roman Empire made it rela-
tively casy for Christian missionaries to travel widely
in Evrope and the Middle East, to spread the new
word, although as we have scen, they also reached
beyond, to Persia, Axum, and Ethiopia. Then when
conditions began to deteriorate in the empire, the
solace this otherworldly religion provided resulted in
its even wider appeal. Early Christian leaders made
several important adjustments to maximize their con-
versions. Under the guidance of Paul, not one of the
original disciples bur an early convert, Christians
began to see themselves as part of a new religion,
rather than part of a Jewish reform movement, and
they welcomed non-Jews. Paul also encouraged more
formal organization within the new church, with local
groups selecting elders to govern them; soon, a sin-
gle leader, or bishop, was appointed for cach city.
This structure paralleled the provincial government
of the empire. Finally, Christian doctrine became
increasingly organized, as the writings of several dis-
ciples and others were collected into what became
known as the New Testament of the Christian Bible.

During the first three centuries after Christ, the
new religion competed among a number of castern
mystical religions. It also faced, as we have seen, peri-
odic persecution from the normally tolerant imperial
government. Even so, by the time Constantine con-
verted to Christianity and aceepted it as the one true
legitimate faith, perhaps 10 percent of the empire’s
population had accepted the new religion. Constan-
tine’s conversion brought new troubles to Christian-
ity, particularly some interference by the state in
matters of doctrine. However, it became much casier
to spread Christianity with official favor, and the con-
tinued deterioration of the empire added to the impe-
tus to join this amazingly successful new church. In
the castern Mediterrancan, where imperial rule
remained strong from its center in Constantinople,
state control of the church became a way of life, But
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in the West, where conditions were far more chaotic,
bishops had a freer hand. A centralized church orga-
nization under the leadership of the bishop of Rome,
called “Pope” from the word papa, or father, gave the
Western Church unusual strength and independence.

By the time Rome collapsed, Christianity had
thus demonstrated immense spiritual power and
developed a solid organization, although one that dif-
fered from East to West. The new church faced a
number of controversies over doctrine but managed
to promote certain standard beliefs as against several
heresies. A key tenet involved a complex doctrine of
the Trinity, which held that the one God had three
persons—the Father, the Son {Christ), and the Holy
Ghost. Experience in fighting heresies promoted
Christian interest in defending a single belief and
strengthened its intolerance for any competing doc-
trine or faith. Early Christianity also produced an
important formal theology, through formative writ-
ers such as Augustine. This theology incorporared
many clements of classical philosophy with Christian
belief and aided the church in its attempts to gain
respectability among intellectuals. Theologians like
Augustine grappled with such problems as freedom
of the will: If God is all-powerful, can mere human
beings have free will? And if not, how can human beings
be justly punished for sin? By working out these issues
in claborate doctrine, the carly theologians, or church
fathers, provided an important role for formal, ratio-
nal thought in a religion that continued to emphasize
the primary importance of faith. Finally, Christianity
was willing to accommodate some earlier polytheistic
traditions among the common people. The celebra-
tion of Christ’s birth was thus moved to coincide
with winter solstice, a classic example of syncretism,
which allowed the new faith to benefit from the
power of selective older rituals.

Like all successful religions, Christianity com-
bined a number of appeals. It offered blind devo-
tion to an all-powerful God. Christian faith was
valued over intellectual rationales for religious prac-
tices. However, Christianity also developed its own
complex intellectual system. Mystical holy men and
women flourished under Christian banners, partic-
ularly in the Middle East. In the West, soon after
the empire’s collapse, this impulse was partially dis-
ciplined through the institution of monasticism,
first developed in ITtaly under Benedict, who started
a monastery among, Italian peasants whom he lured
away from the worship of the sun god Apollo. The

Benedictine Rule, which soon spread to many other
monasteries and convents, urged a disciplined life,
with prayer and spiritual fulfillment alternating with
hard work in agriculture and study. Thus, Chris-
tianity attempted to encourage but also to disci-
pline intense piety, and to avoid a complete gulf
between the lives of saintly men and women and
the spiritual concerns of ordinary people. Chris-
tianity’s success and organizational strength obvi-
ously appealed to political feaders. But, the new
rcligion never became the creature of the upper
classes alone. Its popular message of salvation and
satisfying rituals continued to draw the poor, more
than most of the great classical belief systems; in
this regard, it was somewhat like Hinduism in
India. Christianity also provided some religious
unity among different social groups. It even held
special appeal for women. Christianity preached the
equality of men’s and women's souls. Unlike Islam,
for example, it also ¢ncouraged men and women to
worship together, though scholars have suggested
that in some religious activities, such as pilgrimages,
it was more constraining on women.

Christianity promoted a new culture among its
followers, The rituals, the otherworldly emphasis, the
interest in spiritual equality—these central themes
were far different from those of classical Medicer-
rancan civilizations. Christianity modified classical
beliefs in the central importance of the state and of
political loyalties. Although Christians accepted the
state, they did not put it first. Christianity also worked
against other classical institutions, such as slavery, in
the name of brotherhood. Christianity may have fos-
tered greater respectability for disciplined work than
had been the case in the Mediterranean civilization,
where an aristocratic c¢thic dominared. Western
monasteries, for example, set forth rigid work routines
for monks. Certainly, Christianity sought some
changes in classical culture beyond its central religious
message, including greater emphasis on  sexual
resteaint. But Christianity preserved important classi-
cal values as well, in addition to an interest in solid
organization and some of the themes of classical phi-
losophy. Church buildings retained Roman architec-
tural styles, although often with preater simplicity if
only because of the poverty of the later empire and
subsequent states. Latin remained the language of the
church in the West, Greek the language of most
Christians in the castern Mediterrancan. Through the
patient librarianship of monks, monasticism played an
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Religious Geography

( j he distnibution of the world’s major religions

calls for knowledge both of numerical data

and geography. This map and table, using contem-

porary data, also suggest which aspects of the world’s

religious distribution were beginning to solidify at the

end of the late classical period and which aspects
depended on developments yet to come.

Questions: Where are the greatest concentrations of
the four major religions roday? Which religions affect
the largest landmasses! Which affect the largest
numbers of people? Which aspects of modern
religious geography follow from the patterns of
religious dissemination under way by the end of the
classical period? Which cannot be explained by these
late-classical developments? If you had been well
informed about world religions and classical history
in the 5th century, and magically gained knowledge
about religions’ distribution in the 21st century,

which features would you find most surpsising in
light of logical Sth-century predictions?

S

Religions and Their Distribution

in the World Today

Relygion Distribution*

Christianity 1.9 billion
Roman Catholic (1 billion)
Protestant {458 million)
Eastern Orthodox (173 million)
Other (195 million})

Islam 1 billion

Hinduism 751 million

Buddhism 334 million

Shintoism 3 million

Daoism 31 million

Judaism 18 million

*Figures for several religions have been reduced over the
past 50 years by the impact of communism in Eastern
Europe and parts of Asia.
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Maijor Religions of the Modern World

= Buddhism L1 Traditional and Tribel
== Chinesa Religions =1 Tribal and Christian
[ Shinto and Buddhism I Tribal, Christian and Muslim
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immensely valuable role in preserving classical as well
as Christian learning.

When the Roman Empire fell, Christian history
was still in its infancy. The Western Church would
soon spread its missionary zeal to northern Europe,
and the Eastern Church would reach into the Slavic
lands of the Balkans and Russia. By then, Christian-
ity was already established as a significant world reli-
gion—one of the few ever generated. A world
religion is defined as a faith of unusual durability and
drawing power, one whose complexity wins the devo-
tion of many different kinds of people. Major world
religions, like Christianity and Buddhism, do indeed
show some ability 1o cut across different cultures, to
win converts in a wide geographic area and amid con-
siderable diversity.

Islam

One final world religion remained. Islam, Jaunched
carly in the seventh century, would initially surpass
Christianity as a world faith and has remained Chris-
tianity’s most tenacious rival, With Islam, the roster
of world religions was essentially completed. Changes
would follow, but no totally new religion of major
significance arose—unless one counts some of the
secular faiths, like communism, that appeared in
the last century, The centuries after Christianity’s
rise, the spread of Buddhism, and the inception of
Islam would see the conversion of most of the civi-
lized world to one or another of the great faiths, pro-
ducing a religious map that, in Europe and Asia and
even parts of Africa, would not alter greatly until our
own time. The table on page 105 shows the distrib-
ution of religions in the world today.

The spread of major religions—Hinduism in
India, Buddhism in East and Southeast Asia, a more
popular Daoism in China, Christianity in Europe and
parts of the Mediterrancan world, and ultimately
Islam—was a vital result of the changes in classical
civilizations brought on by attack and decay. Despite
the important diversity among these great religions,
which included fierce hatreds, particularly berween
Chiristian and Muslim, their overall development sug-
gests the way important currents could run through
the civilized world, crossing political and cultural bor-
ders—thanks in pare to the integrations and contacts
built by the classical civilizations. Common difficul-
tics, including invading forces that journeyed from
central Asia and contagious epidemics that knew no
boundarics, help explain paraltel changes in separate

civilizations. Trade and travel also provided common
bonds. Chinese travelers learned of Buddhism through
trading cexpeditions to India, whereas Ethiopians
learned about Christianity from Middle Eastern
traders. The new religions spurred a greater interest
in spiritual matters and resulted in a greater tendency
to focus on a single basic divinity instead of a multi-
tude of gods. Polytheistic beliefs and practices con-
tinued to flourish as part of popular Hinduism and
popular Daoism, and they were not entirely displaced
among ordinary people who converted to Christian-
ity, Buddhism, or Islam. But the new religious surge
reduced the hold of literal animism in much of Asia
and Europe, and this too was an important develop-
ment across boundaries.

CONCLUSION

The World Around 500 C.E.

Developments in many parts of the world by 500 C.x. pro-
duced three major themes for world history in subsequent
centuries. First, and particularly in the centers of classical civ-
ilization, there was a response to the collapse of classical
forms. Societies in China, India, and around the Mediter-
ranean faced the task of reviving or reworking their key insti-
tutions and values after internal decline and external invasion.
Sccond, in these arcas but also in other parts of Africa,
Europe, and Asia, was the need to react to the new religious
map that was taking shape, to integrate new religious insti-
tutions and values into established civilizations or, as in
northern Europe, to use them as the basis for a civilization
that had previously been lacking. Finally, increased skill in
agriculture and che creation of carly civilizations or new con-
tacts—like the Japanese import of writing—prepared parts
of Europe, Africa, Asia, and the Americas for new develop-
ments in the centuries to come. The centers of classical civi-
lization would srill hold a dominant position in world history
after 500 ¢.E., but their monopoly would be increasingly
challenged by the spread of civilization to other arcas,

Further Readings

The fall of the Roman Empire has generated rich and inter-
esting debate. For recent interpretations and discussion of
catlier views, see A. H. M. Jones, The Declinc of the Ancient
World {1966); ]. Vogt, The Decline of Rome {1965); and F.
W. Walbank, The Awfid Revolution—The Decline of the
Roman Empire tn the West (1960}, On India and China in
decline, worthwhile sources include R. Thaper, History of
India, Vol. 1 {1966); R. C. Majumdar, ¢d., The Classical
Ane (1966); Raymond Dawson, Imperial China (1972);].



