AP World History Summer Assignment

Welcome to AP World History — this will be an exciting college class experience and we are looking forward to having
you share in that.

We are excited for this coming year and hope you are too. In order to prepare for August 29%" this is the required
summer assignment.

Unfortunately, Washington schools start three weeks later than many other parts of this country. Since everyone in the
U.S. takes the AP exam on the same day, this puts us three weeks behind. Our goal is to make up some of that time by
having you do the reading for units 1 and 2 so we can spend more time in class skill building and reviewing these units.

We recommend that you do not start this assignment until the last 2 weeks in August so the material is fresh in your
mind as you come into school.

PLEASE READ THE FOLLOWING INSTRUCTIONS BEFORE STARTING ASSIGNMENT
For the assignment you will:

1) Read and highlight {must use a color or multiple colored highlighters) the entire reading.

2) Detailed annotation for EACH small paragraph for the entire reading — {a detailed annotation means that you
should be able to go back over that page and read your annotations only and it would provide an adeguate but
detailed enough summary of that page that you would not have to read all the typed text again. Annotations are
NOT questions — but detailed take-away's of the important parts of the reading). For example in the first
paragraph that begins ‘The creation of fire-starters’ to “could be sustained” an example of an adequate
annotation would be: “Early humans were able to use fire and other tools to migrate from small hunter
gatherer groups to the first cities where they developed the use of agriculture to sustain more life.” We have
given you plenty of space on each page to allow for detailed annotations - do NOT write on a separate piece of
paper.

*Make sure you put your name on the front page of this assignment and know this is due the first day of school at the
beginning of your period — there will be no exceptions to this due date and it is imperative that you have this valuabie
background knowledge prior to this course beginning.*

If you have any questions, feel free to email Ms. Murray at : Claire.Murray@vansd.org or Mr. Glassett at:
Lucas.Glassett@vansd.org

Good luck and we will see you all soon.



Chapter 1

&)

Pecos River, an early human inhabitant of what is today
West Texas inserted the bloom stalk of a yucca plant into
ie of several holes worn into a fire-starting stick and, holding

)ne day about 10,000 years ago, in a rock shelter near the

e stalk upright, twirled it between her hands, as depicted in the

tist's recreation on the next page. After much effort on the part

the young woman, as shown here, the friction between the
inning stalk and the stick produced wisps of smoke, then sparks,
en glowing embers, The woman used the embers to set fire to a
1all pile of dried yucca leaves that she had gathered nearby.
icca leaves have thin tendrils which, when dry, catch fire readily.
irefully tended, the leaves could be used to kindle a steady fire
at provided not only warmth, but the means for cooking a meal.
1d, importantly, stalks, fire-sticks, and leaves could easily be car-
:d by migratory groups of early humans.

Several yucca-based fire-starter Xits, some including bows
ied in the place of hands to turn the yucca stalk, have been
und across the American Southwest. These Neolithic (New
cne Age) kits send us a number of messages about early world
story. Most obviously, .early men and women were tool users.
iey nat only deliberately selected branches, stones, and other

“atural objects from the environment, they crafted them into
eapons, utensils, and tools that could be used to ward off ani-
al and human enemies, hunt, trap, fish, prepare food, and con-
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struct shelters. This capacity to fashion tools distinguishes human
beings from all other animals. Although a number of other ani-
mals, including apes, are tool users, only human beings construct
their toals. By this time, humans had known how to make and use
fire for thousands of years—another discavery unique to humans.
The use of fire for cooking allowed early humans to eat a wider
variety of foods, particularly anima! protein.

The tooimakers of the American Southwest lived far from

~eastern Africa, where human beings first evolved. Just decades

ago, it was believed that the first humans migrated from north-
east Asia into what is now Alaska only 12,000 years ago. Vastly
improved archeological techniques have recently revealed that
the crossing had been made at least as early as 25,000 B.c and
that the migrants spread out guickly, probably traveling both
overland and by boat along the Pacific Coast, from Alaska to Chile.

Finally, we know our early ancesters could falk. Human be-
ings had developed what some call the "speech gene” about
70,000 years eariier, vastly improving the species' capacity to
communicate, beyond the sounds and gestures common to a
aumber of animal groups. Neolithic humans were what we some-
times call “primitive," but they had already experienced a number
of fundamental changes and, in some places, they were paised to
introduce some more.

The creation of fire-starters and other tools, including weapons, proved‘critical to the survival of
early humans and to the development of ever larger communities and eventually whole societies. In
the chapter that follows we will trace the successive stages of the early material and social develop-
ment of the human species. We will explore the technological and organizational innovations that
made it possible for what became the great majority of humans to move from tiny bands of wan-
dering hunters and gatherers to sedentary village dweliers and then the builders of walled cities
with populations in the thousands. More than any other factor, these transformations were made
possible by the development of agriculture that increased and made more secure the supply of food
by which more and more humans could be sustained.

The domestication of animals and the shift to agriculture was accompanied by major changes
in the roles and relationships between men and women and patterns of childrearing, Théy also led



) increasing social stratification, new forms of political organization, increasingly elaborate means
f artistié expression, and more lethal ways of waging war, During these millennia of transition
aniving communities occupied only small pockets of the earth’s land area and only rarely ventured
ut on the sea or large rivers. Pastoral peoples who depended on herds of domesticated animals for
eir livelthood occupied a far greater share of the space where there was 2 humén presence. An un-
1sy balance between the peoples who followed these two main adaptations to the diverse ¢cosys-
sms in which humans proved able to survive was a dominant feature of the history of the species

nd the planet until five or six centuries.

Juman Life in the Era of Hunters and Gatherers

he human species has accomplished a great deal in a relatively short period of time. There are sig-
ificant disagreements over how long an essentially human species, as distinct frorn other primates,
as existed. However, a figure of 2 or 2.5 million years seems acceptable, This is approximately
/4000 of the time the earth has existed. That is, if one thinks of the whole history of the earth to -
ate as a 24-hour day, the human species began at about 5 minutes before midnight. Human beings
ave existed for less than 5 percent of the timee mammals of any sort have lived. Yet in this brief span
f time—by earth-history standards—humankind has spread to every landmass (with the excep-
ion of the polar regions) and, for better or worse, has taken control of the destinies of countless
ther species.

To be sure, human beings have some drawbacks as a species, compared to other existing mod-
Is. They are unusually aggressive against their own kind: While some of the great apes, notably
himpanzees, engage in periodic wars, these conflicts can hardly rival human violence. Human ba-
ies are dependent for a long period, which requires some special child-care arrangements and
ften has limited the activities of many adult women. Certain ailments, such as back problems re-
ulting from an upright stature, also burden the spedies. And, insofar as we know, the human
pecies is alone in its awareness of the inevitability of death—a knowledge that imparts some
inique fears and tensions.

Distinctive features of the human species account for considerable achievement as well. Like
sther primates, but unlike most other mammals, peeple can manipulate objects fairly readily be-
:ause of the grip provided by an opposable thumb on each hand. Compared to other primates,
wman beings have a relatively high and regular sexual drive, which aids reproduction. Being omni-
rores, they are not dependent exclusively on plants or animals for food, which helps explain why
hey cdn live in so many different climates and settings. The unusual variety of their facial expres-
sions aids communication and enhances social life. The distinctive human brain and a facility for
slaborate speech are.even more important: much of human history depends on the knowledge, in-
ventions, and social contracts that resulted from these assets. Features of this sort explain why many
uman cultures, including the Western culture that many Americans share, promote a firm separa-
don between human and animal, seeing in our own species a power and rationality, and possibly a
spark of the divine, that “lower” creatures fack.

Although the rise of humankind has been impressively rapid, its early stages can also be viewed
15 painfully long and slow. Most of the two million plus years during which our species has existed
are described by the term Paleolithic (Old Stone) Age. Throughout this long time span, which runs
until about 14,000 years ago, human beings learned only simple tool use, mainly through employing
suitably shaped rocks and sticks for hunting 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, remnants of tools from early settlements,
also indicates some increases in average size. A less apelike species, whose larger brain and erect
stance allowed better tool use, emerged between 500,000.and 750,000 years ago; it is celled, appropri-
ately enough, Homo erectus. Several species of Homo erectus developed and spread in Africa, then to
Anin nmd Turenme teaching a population size of perhaps 1.5 milion 100,000 years ago.

_ate Paleolithic Developments

~onsiderable evidence suggests that more advanced types of humans killed off or displaced many

sompetitors over time, which explains why there is only one basic human type throughout the:
world today, rather than a number of rather similar human species, as among monkeys and apes.

There was also a certain amount of intermarriage. The newest human breed, Homo sapiens
sapiens, of which all hamans in the world today are descendants, originated about 240,000 years

190, also in Africa. The success of this subspecies means that no major changes in the basic human
shysique or brain size have occurred since its advent. :

Even after the appearance of Homo sapiens sapiens, human life faced important constraints.
People who hunted food and gathered nuts and berries could not support large numbers or elaboraté
societies. 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, partly because women breast-fed in-
fants for several years to limit their own fertility, On the other hand, people did not have to work very
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vegetables, worked harder, but there was significant equality between
the sexes based on common economic contributions.

Paleolithic people gradually improved their tool.use, beginning
with the crude shaping of stone and wooden implements. Speech de-
veloped with Home erecius 100,000 years ago, allowing more group
cooperation and the transmission of technical knowledge. By the
tater 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 (Bigure 1.2}. Goddesses often played a prominent
role in the religious pantheon. Thus, the human species came to de-
velop cultures—that is, systems of belief that helped explain the envi-
ronment and set up rules for various kinds of social behavior. The
development of speech provided rich Janguage and symbols for the
transmission of calture and its growing 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 eartl’s surface. The
species originated in eastern Africa; most of the earliest types of cave filled with thousands of complex and beautiful Stone Age paintings ke thi
human remains come from this region, in the present-day countries  gne. Most of the paintings are of animals, some of which were extinct by the tin
of Tanzania, Kenya, and Uganda. But gradual migration, doubtless  they were painted. No ong knows for sure why Stone Age artists painted these
caused by the need to find scarce food, steadily pushed the human  pictures, but they remain a powerful reminder of the sophlstn:atlon of so-calied
reach to other areas. Key discoveries, notably fire and the use of ani-  primitive peoples.
mal skins for clothing—both of which enabled people to live in -
colder climates-—facilitated the spread of Paleclithic groups. The first people moved out of Africa
about 750,000 years ago. FHuman remains (Peking man, Java man) dating from 600,000 and 350,000
years ago have been found in China and southeast Asia, respectively. Humans inhabited Britain
250,000 years ago. They first crossed to Ausiralia 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 now believe that humans crossed what
was then a land bridge from Siberia to Alaska about 30,000 years ago, with several subsequent migra-
tion waves unfil warmer chimates and rising ocean levels eliminated the land bridge by 8000 B.C.2*

F:gure 1.2 in Lascaux, France, in 1940, four boys happened upon a jong-hidc

Many of the new arrivals quickly spread out, reaching the tip of the South American continent possi-
bly within a mere thousand years. Settlers from China reached Taiwan, the Philippines, and Indone-
sia 4500 to 3500 years ago. '

In addition, soon after this time~-roughly 14,000 years ago--the last great ice age ended,
which did wonders for living conditions over much of the Northern Hemisphere. Human develop-
ment began to accelerate. In the Mesolithic (Middle Stone) Age, a span of several thousand years,
from about 12,000 to 8000 B.C.E., human ability to fashion stone tools and other implements im-
proved greatly. People learned to sharpen and shape stone, to make better weapons and cutting
edges. Animal bones were used to make needles and other precise tools. People built log rafts and
dugouts, which improved fishing, and manufactured pots and baskets for food storage. Mesolithic
people domesticated more animals, such as cows, which again improved food supply. Population
growth accelerated, which also resulted in more conflicts and wars. Skeletons from this penod show
frequent bone breaks and skull fractures caused by weapons.

In time, better tool use, somewhat more elaborate social organization, and still more popula’uon
pressure led people in many parts of the world to the final Stone Age-~the Neolithic (New Stone) Age
(Map 1.1). From Neolithic people, in turn, came several more dramatic developrnents that changed
the nature of human existence—sthe invention of agriculture, the creation of cities, and other fore--
shadowings of civilization, which ended the Stone Age altogether throughout much of the world.

The Neolithic Revolution

Agriculture generated a variety of important changes in human cultures. Hizman achievements
during the various ages of stone are both fascinating and fundamental, and some points are hotly
debated. Our knowledge of Stone Age society is of course limited, although archeologists have been
creative in their interpretations of tool remains and other evidence, such as cave paintings and bur-
ial sites, that Stone Age people produced in various parts of the world. What people accomplished
during this long period of prehistory remains essential to humen life today; our ability to make



1 manipulate tools thus depemds directly on what Our dI0ne Age ANCESTOTS LEalled abouL puyst-
Inattet. :

However, it was the invention of agriculture that most clearly moved the human species to-
#d more elaborate social and cultural patterns of the sort that people today would find recogniz-
le. With agriculture, human beings were able to settle in one spot and focus on particular
ynomic, political, and religious goals and activities. Agriculture also spawned.a great increase in
» sheer number of people in the world—from sbout 6 to 8 million across the earth’s surface dur-
3 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 har-
st—was probably triggered by two results of the ice age’s end. First, population increases, stem-
inig from improved climate, prompted people to search for new and more reliable sources of food.
cond, the end of the ice age saw the retreat of certain big game animals, such as mastodons.
yman hunters had to turn to smaller game, such as deer and wild boar, in many forested areas.
imting’s overall yield declined. Here was the basis for new interest in other sources of food. There
evidence that by 9000 B.C.E,, in certain parts of the world, people were becoming increasingly de-
ndent on regular harvests of wild grains, berries, and nuts. This undoubtedly set the stage for the
Iiberate planting of seeds (probably accidental to begin with) and the improvement of key grains
rough the selection of seeds from the best plants.

As farming evolved, new animals were also domesticated. Particularly in the Middle East
Wd parts of Asia, by 9000 B.C.E. pigs, sheep, goats, and cattle were being raised. Farmers used
ese animals for meat and skins and soon discovered dairying as well. These results not only
mtributed to the development of agriculture but also served as the basis for nomadic herding

wieties.

‘he Geography of Early Agriculture

arming was initially developed in the Middle Fast, in an arc of terzritory running from present-day
yurkey to Iraq and Israel. This was a very fertile area, more fertile in those days than at present.

srains such as barley and wild wheat were abundant. At the same time, this area was not heavily '

srested, and animals were in short supply, presenting a challenge to hunters. In the Middle Fast,
ke development of agriculture may have begun as early as 10,000 B.C.E, and it gained ground rap-
dly after 8000 B.C.E. Graduelly during the Neolithic genturies, knowledge of agriculture spread 1o
ither centers, including parts of India, north Africa; and Burope. Agriculture also developed inde-
sendently; for example, with the rise of rice cultivation in southeast Asia, from which it spread to

“hina. Thus, within a few thousand years agricultore had spread to the parts of the world that -

vould produce the first humnan civilizations (Map 1.2). We will see that agriculture spread later to
nuch of Africa south of the Mediterranean coast, reaching west Africa by 2000 B.C.E., although here
00 there were additional developments with an emphasis on local grains and also root crops such
15 yams. Agriculture had to be invented separately in the Americas, based on corn cultivation,
where it was also a slightly later development {about 5000 B.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 ia the Mid-
Jle 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 sys-
temns of hunting and gathering. A “revolution” that took over a thousand yeass, and then several
thousand more to spread to key population centers in Asia, Europe, and Africa, is hardly dramatic

bv modern standards.
»atterns of Change

‘he concept of revolution is, however, appropriate in demonstrating the magnitude of change in-
rolved. Harly agriculture could support far more people per square mile than hunting ever could; it
Iso allowed people to settle more permanently i one area. The system was nonetheless not easy.
{griculture required more regular work, at least of men, than hunting did. Hunting groups today,
such as the pygmies of the Kalahari Desert in southwest Africa, work an average of 2.5 hours a day,
ilternating long, intense hunts with periods of idleness. As much as agricultare was demanding, it

was also rewarding. Agriculture supported larger populations, and with better food supplies and a
more settled existence, agricultural peoples could afford to build houses and villages. Domesticated
animals provided not only hides but also wool for more varied clothing.

We know next to nothing of the debates that must have raged when people were first con-
fronted 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 suggests that gathering-and-hunting
peoples resisted agriculture as long as they could. Gradually, of course, agriculture did gain ground.
Tts 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 agricultusal societies suffered from
more contagious diseases because of denser population concentrations. Hunting-and-gathering
peoples lacked resistance and often died when agriculturists who had developed irmmunity to these
diseases carried 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. Enportant small societies in southern Africa, Australia, the islands of
southeast Asia, and even northern fapan were isolated for so long that news of this economic Sys-
tem simply did not reach them. The light-skinned hunting tribés of northern Japan flourished until
about a hundred years ago. Northern Buropeans and southern Africans converted to agriculture
earlier, about 2000 years ago, but well after the Neolithic revolution had transformed other parts of
their continents. Agriculture was initiated in the Americas as early 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 America 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; herding, rather than grain-
growing, became the basic socioeconomic system of this part of the world. Prom this area would
come waves of tough, nomadic invaders whose role in linking major civilizations was a vital force in
world history until 2 few centuries ago.

Further Technological Change

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 more rapid change in human societies. Greater wealth and larger populations freed some
people for other specializations, from which new ideas or techniques might spring. Agriculture it-
self depended on control over nature that could be facilitated by newly developed techniques and
objects. For example, during the Neolithic period, farming people needed storage facilities for
grains and seeds, which promoted the development of basket-making and pottery. The first potter’s
wheel came into existence around 6000 B.C.E., and this, in turn, encouraged faster and higher-
quality pottery production. Agricultural needs also encouraged 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 agricultural societies—
societies, that is, in which most people are farmers and in which the production of food is the
central economic activity. Nonagricultural groups, like the nomadic herders in central Asia, made
their own mark, but their greatest influence ustally occurred in interactions with agricultural
peoples. Many societies remain largely agricuitural today. The huge time span we have 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 recordkeeping histori-
ans prefer. In fact, since we now know how to use surviving tools and burial sites as records, the
prehlstorlc—lustorlc distinction means less than it once did. The preagrlculmral—agncultural dis-
tinction is more central. Fairly soon after the development of agriculture—although not, admit-
tedly, right away—significant human change began to occur in decades and centuries, rather
than in the sizeable 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, societies in the Middle East sexved as its birthplace. The discovery of metal tools dates back to
about 4000 5.C.E. Copper was the first metal with which people learned how to work, although a
more resilient metal, bronze, soon entered the picture. In fact, the next basic age of human existence
was the Bronze Age. By about 3000 B.C.E., metalworking had become so commonplace in the Mid-
dle Fast that the use of stone tools dissipated, and the long stone ages were over at last—although,
of course, an essentially Neolithic technology persisted in many parts of the world, even among

‘some agricultural peoples.

Metalworking was exlzemeiy usefil to agricultural or herding societies. Metal hoes and other
tools allowed farmers to work the ground moze efficiently. Metal weapons were obviously superior
to those made from stone and wood. Agricultural peoples had the resources to free up a small num-
ber of individuals as toolmakers, who would specialize in this activity and exchange their products
with farmers for food. Specialization of this sort did not, however, guarantee rapid rates of inven-
tion; indeed, many specialized artisans seemned very conservative, eager to preserve methods that
had been inherited. But specialization did improve the conditions or climate for discovery, and the
invention of metalworking was a key result. Like agriculture, knowledge of metais 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
manufacturing artisans benefited from better tools. Woodworking, for example, became steadily
more elaborate as metal replaced stone, bone, and fire in the cutting and connecting of wood. We
are still iving in the metal ages today, although we rely primarily on iron-whose working was in-
troduced around 1500 B.C.E. by herding peoples who invaded the Middle East—rather than copper

and hronze.

Civilization

Agnicurture encouraged the formation of larger as well as more stablé human cornmyunities than
- had existed before Neolithic times. A few Mesolithic groups had formed villages, particularly where



" hunting peoples moved in relatively 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 agri-
culture, these constraints changed. To be sure, some agricuitural peoples did move around. A sys-
tem called slash and burn agriculture existed in many parts of the world, including portions of the
American South, until about 150 years ago. Here, people would burn off trees in an area, farm in-
tensively for a few years until the soil was depleted, and then mave on—often returning to eariier
sites every 2030 yeazs. Herding peoples also moved in tribal bands, with strong kinship ties. The
rise of nomadic herding economies was a vital development in Central Asia, the Middle Bast, the
Sudan and elsewhere,

Settled Societies

The major agricultural regions, however, involved more permanent settlements. 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 farrns. Small groups simply could not regulate a river’s flow or build and
maintain frrigation’ ditches and sluices. Irrigation and defense encouraged villages——groupings of
several hundred people——as the characteristic pattern of residence in almost all agricultural societies
from Neolithic days until our own century. Neclithic settflements spread widely in agricultural sod-
eties. New ones continued to be founded as agriculture spread to regions such as northern Furope, as
late as 1500 B.C.E. {Figure 1.3).

One Neolithic village, Catal Hiiyiik (kah-THAL HOHY-uhk) in
southern Turkey, has been elaborately studied by archeologists. It was
founded about 7000 B.CE 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 time on their rooftops in order to experience daylight and make so-
cial contacts—many broken bones attest to frequent fafls. Some houses
were Javishly decorated, mainly with hunting scenes. Religious images,
both of powerful male hunters and “mother goddesses™ devoted to agri-
cultural fertility, were common, and some people in the village seem to
have had special religious responsibilities. The village produced almost all
the goods it consumed. Somne trade was conducted with hunting peoples
who lived in the hills surrounding the village, but apparently it was initi-
ated more to keep the peace than to produce economic gain (Figure 1.4). .
By 5500 B.C.E., important production activities developed in the village,
including those of skilled toolmakers and jewelers. With time also came
links with other comuunities. Large villages like Catal Hilytik rided over
smaller communities. This meant that some families 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., Gatal Hityiik had become part of a civilization. Al-
though many of the characteristics of civilization had existed by 6000 or
5000 B.CE. in this Middle Eastern region, the origins of civilization,
strictly speaking, approximately date to only 3500 B.C.E. The first civi-
lization arose in the Middle East along the banks of the Tigris and Bu-
phrates rivers. Another center of civilization started soon thereafter in

jure 1.3 Skara Brae, located in the Orkney Islands off the coast of
itland, is an excellent example of a late Neclithic settlement. It dates from
)0 B.C.E. Houses included special storage areas for grain, water, and other

entials. Most were centered on clay or stone hearths that were ventilated . X ;
ough a hale in the roof or buiit into the wall. More dependabie and varied northeast Africa (Egypt), and a third b‘f around 2500 B.CE. aiong the

 supplies and sturdy houses greatly enhanced the security and comfort banks of the Indus River in northwestern India. These three early cen-

the people who lived in these settlements. Better conditions spurred ters of civilization had some interaction. The fourth and fifth early civi-
her birth rates and lowered martality rates, at least in times when crop lization centers, a bit later and considerably more separate,-arose in
Ids were high.. . China and Central America.

Defining Civilization

Unlike an agricultural society, which can be rather precisely defined, civilization is a more subjec-
tive construct. Some scholars prefer to define civilizations only as societies with enough economic
surpluses to form divisions of labor and a social hierarchy involving significant inequalities, This is
2 very inclusive definition, and under it most agricultural societies and even some groups like
North American Indians who combined 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 societies (whether hunting or agricultural) involves the emergence of formal
political organizations, or states, as opposed to dependence on family or tribal ties. Most civiliza-

tions produce political units capable of ruling large regions, and some characteristically produce
huge kingdoms or empires. (('-a



The word civilization itself comes from the Latin term for city, and in truth most civilizations
lo depend on the existence of significant cities. In agricultural civilizations, most people do not live
n cities. But cities are crucial because they amass wealth and power, and they allow the rapid ex-
hange of ideas among relatively large numbers of people, thereby encouraging intellectual thought
nd artistic expression. Cities also promote specialization in manufacturing and trade and encour-
ge the emergence of centers of political power,

Most civilizations developed writing, starting with the emergence of cuneiform (kyoo-NAY-
th-form} (writing based on wedgelike characters) in the Middle East around 3500 5.C.E. Societies
hat employ writing can organize more elaborate political structures because of their ability to send
nessages and keep records. They can tax more efficiently and make contracts and treaties. Societies
vith writing also generate 2 more explicit intellectual climate because of their ability to record data
nd build on past, written wisdom. (One of the early written records from the Middle East is a
ecipe for making beer—a science of a sort.} Some experts argue that the very fact of becoming lit-
rate changes the way people think, encouraging them to consider the world as a place that can be
inderstood by organized human inquiry, or “rationally,” and less by a host of spiritaal beliefs. In all
gncuitural civilizations—that i is, in all human history wntil less than 200 0 years ago—-only a minoxity

of people was literate, and usually that was a small minority. Nonetheless, the existence of writing
did make a difference in such societies.

Since civilizations employ writing and are by definition unusually well organized, it is not
surprising that almost all recorded history is about what has happened to civilized societies. We
simply know the most about such societies, and we often are particularly impressed by what they
sroduce in the way of great art or powerful nulers. It is also true that civilizations tend to be far
nore populous than nomadic or hunting-and-gathering societies. Therefore, the history of civiliza-
ion generally covers the history of most people.

But the history of civilization does not include everybody. Few huating or nomadic peoples
sould generate a civilization—they lacked the stability and resources, and, with the exception of a
imited number of signs and symbols, they never developed writing, unless it came from the out-
iide. Furthermore, some agricultural peoples did not develop a full civilization, if our definition of
ivilization goes beyond the simple acquisition of economic surplus to formal states, cities, and
writing. Portions of west Africa, 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
10madic peoples, characteristically looked down on any society lacking in civilization. The ancient
reeks coined the word barbarian to describe such cases—indeed, they were prone to regard all
10n-Greeks as barbarians. As a result of labels like this, it is easy to think of much human history as
livided between civilizations and primitive nomads.

Such a distinction is incorrect, however, and it does not follow from the real historical meaning of
tvilization. In the first place, like agriculture, civilization brings losses as well as gains. As Catal Hisyiik
noved toward civilization, distinctions Based on social class and wealth increased. Civilizations often
rave firmer class or caste divisions, including slavery, than do “simypler” sodieties. They also often pro-
note greater separation between the rulers and ruled, monarchs and subjects. Frequently, they are quite
varlike, and there is greater inequality between men and women than in hunter-gatherer societies.
Nith civilization, more fully patriarchal structures emerged. In cities, male superiority was even clearer
han in agriculture, as men did most of the manufacturing and assaumed political and religious leader-
hip, thus relegating women to subordinate roles. “Civilization,” then, is not a synonym for “good”

By the same token, nomadic or-hunter-gatherer societies may be exceptionally well regulated,
vith complex and imaginative cultures. Many such societies, in fact, have more regulations—in
vart, because they depend on rules transmitted by word of mouth—than civilized societies. Some
f the societies most eager to repress anger and aggression in hurnan dealings, such 2s Zuni Indians
n the American Southwest, are based at least in part on hunting and gathering. Although some
wnting-gathering societies treat old people cruelly, others display more respect and veneration to-
vard elders than most civilizations do. Many nomadic societies may be shocked by the doings of
ivilized peoples. For example, American Indians were appalled at the insistence of European set-
lers on spanking their children, a behavior they regarded as vicious and unnecessary. A fascinating,
Ithough probably unanswerable, question involves determining whether or not the civilization
orm has left more oz less good ih its wake.

It is also important to note that many nomadic peoples contributed greatly to world history.
Vhile many remaining hunting-and-gathering peoples became increasingly isolated, except in
arts of the Americas, nomadic herding economies continued to flourish in many places. They de-
ended on the domestication of animals and on key technological improvements, for example in
iding equlpment and weaponry. Precisely because they traveled widely, nomadic peoples could
lay vital roles in world trade and in developing contacts among more settled areas, Nomadic
roups in central Asia would play a particularly great role in world history; but groups in the Mid-
le East and Africa were significant as well,

{4



Desgpite the importance of alternatives, it remains true that the development of civilization
most chviously continued the process of technological change and political organization. Civiliza-
Hons also generated the largest populations and the most elaborate artistic and intellectual forms. Tt
is in this context that the term has real meaning and in which it legitimately commands the atten-
tion of most historians. )

Civilizations also increased himan impact on the environment. For example, the first center

of copper production in Europe, along the Danube valley, led to such deforestation that the fuel

supply was destroyed, and the industry collapsed after about 3000 e.C.E. The extensive agriculture

needed to support Indus River cities opened the land to erosion and flooding because of overuse of
the soil and removal of trees. )

Having started in 3500 5.C.E., civilization developed in its four initial centers—the Middie East,
Egypt, northwestern India, and northern China—over thé following 2500 years. (An early civiliza-
tion would also emerge in Central America, though slightly later in time.) These ar¢as covered only a
tiny portion of the inhabited parts of the wotld, although they were the most densely populated.
Such early civilizations, all clustered in key river valleys, were in a way pilot tests of the new form of
social organization. Only after about 1000 .C.E. did a more consistent process of development and-
spread of civilization begin—and with it came the main threads of world history. Hlowever, the great
civilizations unquestionably built on the achievements of the river valley pioneers, and so some un-
derstanding of this contribution to the list of earlyhuman accornplishrnents is essential,

Tigris—Buphrates Civilization

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

Itis not surprising then, given its lead in agriculture, metalworking, and village structure, that
the Middle East generated the first example of hufnan civilization. Indeed, the first civilization,
founded in the valley of the Tigris and Buphrates rivers in a part of the Middle Rast long called
Mesopotamia (Map 1.3), forms one of only a few cases of a civilization developed absolutely from
scratch—and with no examples from anyplace else to imitate. {Chinese civilization and civilization
n Central America also developed independently.} By 4000 B.CE., the farmers of Mesopotamia
were familiar with bronze and copper and had already 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 coordination among communities, and this in turn-
served as the basis for complex political structures.

By about 3500 8.C.E,, a people who had recently invaded this region, the Sumerians, devel-
oped a cuneiform alphabet, the first known case of human writing. Their alphabet at first used dif-
ferent pictures to represent various objects but soon shifted to the use of geometric shapes to
symbolize spoken sounds. The early Sumerian alphabet may have had as many as 2000 such sym-
bols, but this number was later reduced to about 300. Even so, writing and reading remained com-
plex skills, which only a few had time to master. Scribes wrote on clay tablets, using styluses shaped
quite like the modern ballpoint pen.

Sumerian art developed steadily, as statues and painted frescoes were used to adorn the tem-
ples of the gods. Statues of the gods also decorated individual homes.

Sumerian science aided a complex agricultural society, as people sought A

to learn more about the movement of the sun and stars—thus founding a() -
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the science of astronomy—and improved their mathematical knowl-
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a system of numbers based on units of 10, 60, and 360 that we still use .,,_/’\"? ) Emf,w
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in calculating circles and hours. In other words, Sumerians and their
successors in Mesopotamia created patterns of observation and abstract
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thought about nature that a number of civilizations, including our own, Sea  {

stili rely on, and they also introduced specific systems, such as charts of _ _,} g

major constellations, that have been current at least among educated T3 e .

people for 5000 years, not only in the Middle Fast, but by later imitation . ARABIGN -

in India and Europe as well. : (f PETERT :

Sumerians developed complex religious rituals. Rach city had a PV T s ‘R}T ,
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other deities. Massive towers, called ziggurats (ZIG-1th-rat), formed the . o ITOBLCE a/lvl <
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first monumental architecture in this civilization. Professional priests




believed in many powerful gods, for the nature on which their agriculture depended often seemed
swift and unpredictable. Prayers and offerings to prevent floods as well as to protect goqd heali:l'l‘
were a vital part of Sumerian life. Sumerian ideas about the divine force in natural. o._b}ects——l‘n
rivers, trees, and mountains—were CONMINON among early agricultural peoples, A religion of this
sort, which sees gods in many aspects of nature, is known as polytheism. More specifically, Sumer-
ian religious notions, notably their ideas about the gods’ creation of the ea.rth from water and about
the divine punishment of humans through floods, later influenced the writers of ’_fhe Olfi "I‘esta'ment
and thus continue to play arole in Jewish, Christian, and Muslim cultures. Suzl_lenan religions %dfaas,
which had a decidedly gloomy cast, also included a belief in an afterlife of -pumshmentfan original
version of the concept of hell. ' . '

Sumerian polli)tical structures stressed tightly organized city-states, .ruled 't?y a king who
claimed divine authority. The Sumerian state had carefully defined boundaries, unlike ﬂ'l-i: ‘le_ss f.or—
mal territories of precivilized villages in the region. Here is a key early example of how cx_vﬂzzatmn
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 Sumerian politics. Kings and the noble class, along with the priest-
hood, controlled considerable land, which was worked by slaves. Thus began a tradition of slavery
that would long mark Middle Fastern societies, Warfare 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 earn money and even buy their freedom.
The Sumerians added to their region’s agricultural prosperity not

only by using wheeled carts but also by learning about fertilizers and by
adopting silver as a means of exchange for buying and selling—an early
form of money. However, the region was also hard to defend and proved a
canstant temptation to outside invaders from Sumerian times to the pres-
ent. The Sumerians themselves fell 1o a people called the Akkadians, who
continued much of Sumerian culture. Another perjod of declirie was fol-
lowed 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 fa-
mous early code of law, boasting of his purpose: “to promote the welfare of
the people, I, Hammurabi, the devout, god-fearing prince, cause justice to.
prevail in the land by destroying the wicked and the evil, that the strong
might not oppress the weak” Hammurabi’s code established rules of proce-
dure for courts of law and regulated property rights and the duties of fam-
ily members, setting harsh punishrnents 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 hunt-
ing and herding groups. Indo-European peoples pressed in from the north,
starting about 2100 5.C.E. In the Middle East itself, invasions by Semnitic
peoples from the south were more important, and Semitic peoples and lan-
guages increasingly dominated the region. The new arrivals adopted the
culture of the conquered peoples as their owrn, so the key features of the ciy-
ilization persisted. But large political units declined in favor of smaller city-
states or regional kingdoms, particulatly during the centuries of greatest
tirmoil, between 1200 and 900 B.C.E. Thereafter, new invaders, first the As-
syrians and then the Persians, created large new erpires 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 produced a quite differ-
ent society and culture. Less open to invasion, Egypt retained a unified state
throughout most of its history. The king, or pharach, possessed immense
powet. The Bgyptian economy was more fully government-directed than its
Mesopotamian counterpart, which had a more independent business class.
Government contrel may have been necessary because of the complexity of
eoordinating irrigation along the Nile, It nonetheless resulted in godifke
status for the pharachs, who built splendid tombs for themselves—the
pyramids—from 2700 5.C.E. onward. During periods of weak rule and oc-

casional invasions, Egyptian society suffered a decline, but revivals kept the
framework of Revotian civilization intact until after 1000 Rom (Man 1833
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Figure 1.5 This detail from
Egyptian tomb art shows a
husbkand and wife harvesting

grain, As dictated by patriarchal

values, the husband takes the
lead in the wark and the wife
foltows, but in Egypt, unlike
Mesopotamia, men and women

were depicted working fogether.

At key points, Egyptian influence 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 Bgypt and invaded it at some point.
Neither Egyptian science nor the Egyptian alphabet was as elaborate
as its Mesopotamian equal, although mathematics was more advanced in
this civilization. Egyptian art was exceptionally kively; cheerful and colorful

pictures decorated not only the tombs—where the belief in an af--
terlife made people want to be surrounded by objects of beauty—
but alsv palaces and furnishings. Egyptan architectural forms
were also quite influential, not only in Egypt but in other parts of
the Mediterranean as well. Egyptian mathematics produced the
idea of a day divided into 24 hours, and here too Egypt influenced
the development of later Mediterranean cultures (Figure 1.5).

Indian and Chinese River Valley Civilizations

River valley civilizations developed in two other centers. A pros-
perous urban civilization emerged along the Indus River by 2500
B.C.E, supporiing several large cities, including Harappa and
Mohenjo Daro (moh-HEN-joh-DA-roh), whose houses even
had running water. Indus River peoples had trading contacts with
Mesopotainia, but they developed their own distinctive alphabet
and artistic forms. Infiltrations by Indo-Europeans, however, plus
natural calamities, resulted in such destruction that it makes it
hard to speak with confidence about either the nature of this cul-
ture or its subsequent infleence on India. Harappan writing, for

) - example, has yet to be deciphered. It remains true that civilization
never-had to be fully retuvented in India. The Indo-Furopean migrants combined their religious and
political ideas with those that had taken root in the early cities. In recent times, Indians’ pride in their:
early civilized history has become an important part of their national identity.

The Great Cities of the Indus Valley

Though hundreds of miles apart, Harappa, Mohenjo Daro, and other urban centers were remark- .
ably similar in layout and construction. Both were built on a square grid pattern that was divided by
main roads into 12 precisely measured segments. Each city was surrounded by walls, which ex-
tended a mile from east to west and one-half mile from nortk to south. The buildings and the city

-walls were usually made of standardized kiln-dried bricks. Coordinated construction on such a

massive scale might have meant an effective central government that could organize and supervise
the daily tasks of large numbers of laborers. ’

The existence of a strong ruling class is also indicated by the presence of large, well fortified
citadels in each capital city, These citadels may have served as sanctuaries for the cities’ populations in
times of attack and as community centers in times of peace. The citadel at Mohenjo Daro included a
very large building that may have been a palace, Both citadels contained what are believed to have been
audience and assembly halls or places of worship as well as public bathing tanks. The elaborately deco-
rated bath at Mohenjo Daro was surrounded by a cloister, which opened onto many small rooms that
may have housed priests. Large granaries near each of the citadels suggest that the state stored grain for
ceremonial purposes, times of shortage, and possibly the regulation of grain production and sale.

The great cities and many towns of the Harappan complex were supported by a rather advanced
agricultural system based on the cultivation of wheat, rye, peas, and possibly rice. Cotton was widely
cultivated, and numerous domesticated animels were reared. It is likely that irrigation systems were
built to catch and control waters from the monsoon and the rivers, and that fish caught in the rivers
were a dietary staple. Local goods were carried by riverboats and ox carts, reproduced in clay models.

The cities of Harappa were major trading centers. Jade from China and precious jewels from
what later became Burma have been unearthed at various Indus sites. Stone seals produced in the
Indus region, such as those shown in Figure 3.5, have been found in the urban ruins of other an-
cient civilizations such zs Sumer in Mesopotamia. In addition to realistic depictions of animals and
human figures, the seals contain a complex writing system that no one has ever deciphered. The fact
that Harappan merchants used large numbers of the seals to ensure that crates and urns were not
opened during transport suggests that trade was highly developed.in the Indus valley civilization.

Despite these overseas contacts, Harappan peoples appeat to have been conservative and

highly resistant to innovations introduced from the outside. They cast tools and weapons in bronzé, m



ut most of their implements were inferior to those of Mesopotamian peoples, with whom they
ad contact. Their weapons were even more primitive and would have left them vulnerable to inva-
ions by peoples more adept at warfaze.

Harappan soclety appears to have been dominated by a powerful priestly class, which ruled
:om the citadel of each capital. The priests would have derived this control from their role as interme-
iaries between the Harappan populace and a number of gods and goddesses, who controlled fertility.
epresentations of mother goddesses appear to have been objects of worship for the common people,
thereas a horned god was apparently favored by the priests and upper classes. The presence of these
gures in Sumer and other urban sites in the Persian Gulf region suggests fhiat large quantities of vari-
us commodities were traded in the region spanning Mesopotamia and ’rhe ‘Indus River valley.

It is likely that a combination of factozs led to Harappa's demise. There is evidence of severe
ooding at Mohenjo Daro and other sites. Short-term natural disasters, including severe earthquakes,
1ay have compounded the adverse effects of long-term climatic changes. Shifts in the monsoon pat-
»rn and changes in temperature may have begun the process of desertification that eventually trans-
srmed the region into the arid steppe that it has been for most of recorded history. Rapid changes in
ottery types suggest sudden waves of migrants into the region. It is possible that the Harappans were
y0 weak militarily to prevent these incoming peoples from settling down or taking over their towns
nd cities. In many cases these centers of urban life had already been abandoned in response to natu-
il calamities, particularly flooding. A marked decline in the quality of building and town planning
aggests that the priestly elite may have lost control over the artisans and laborers. .

Some of the migrants were bands of Aryan herders who entered the Indus region over an ex-
:nded period of time rather than in militant waves. But the Aryan pastoralists may have con-
ziously destroyed or neglected the dikes and canals on which the agrarian life of the Harappan
eoples had once depended. Cattle raising would then have replaced crop cultivation, further un-
ermining the economic basis of the civilization, That there was a good deal of violent condlict in
1is transition cannot be ruled out. Groups of skeletons with smashed skulls or in postures of fiight
:om floods or foreign invaders have been found on the stairways at some sites, Thus, environmen-
il changes and related administrative decline may have combined with the effects of nomadic mi-
rations to undermine south Asia’s first civilization.

tarly Civilization in China

ivilization along the Yellow River in China developed in considerable isolation, although some
verland trading contact with India and the Middle East did develop. Huang he civilization was the
abject of much later Chinese legend, which praised the godlike kings of early civilization, starting
iith the mythic ancestor of the Chinese, P’an Ku. The Chinese had an unusually elaborate concept

f their remote origins, and they began eatly to record a part-fact, part-fiction history of their early.

ings. What is clear is the following: First, an organized state existed that carefully regulated irriga-
on in the fertile but flood-prone river valley. Second, by about 2000 B.C.E. the Chinese had pro-
uced an advanced technology and developed an elaborate intellectual life. They had learned how
1o ride horses and were skilled in pottery; they used bronze well and by 1000 5.C.E. had in-
troduced iron, which they soon learned to work with coal. Their writing progressed from
scratches of lines on bone to the invention of ideographic symbols. Science, particularly
astronorny; arose early. Chinese art emphasized delicate designs, and the Chinese claim an
early interest in music (Figure 1.6}.

By 1500 B.C.E., one of the tribes in the north China, the Shang, conquered most of
the other tribes and established a kingdom that would lay the foundations of Chinese civi-
lization. Until recent decades we knew little more about the Shang than about their Xia
predecessors. But extensive excavation of Shang sites at Anyang (ahn-yahng), Zhengzhou
(jehng-joh), and elsewhere have given us insights into many aspects of Shang cuiture and
society. In some respects they were very much like the Aryans, who were conquering
northern India during this same period. Like the Aryans, the Shang were warlike nomads.
They fought on horseback and from chariots with deadly bronze weapons. Non-Shang
subject peoples provided the foot soldiers that made up the bulk of their armies. Like
those of Aryan India and Homeric Greece, Shang battles were wild clashes between massed
soldiers that hinged on hand-to-hand combat between a few charpions on each side. But
unlike the Aryans and ancient Greeks, the Shang warriors were ruled by strong kings, who
drew on their vassals’ energies and military prowess to build an extensive empire.



. The Shang monarch was seen as the intermediary between the supreme being,
Shangdi (shahng-dee), and ordinary mortals. His kingdom was viewed as the center of the
world, and he claimed dominion over all humankind. Shang rulers directed the affairs of
state and bore ritual responsibilities for the fertility of their kingdom and the well-being of
their subjects. In the springtime, they participated in special ceremonies that included a
syrbolic mating with fernale fertility spirits. In times of drought and famine, Shang rulers,

s perhaps designated surrogates, were obliged to perform ritual dances in the nude. The dancer—
presumnably the surrogate—was later burned alive to placate the spirits whose anger had caused the
natural calamities. )

Shang monarchs were served by a sizeable bureaucracy in the capital city at Anyang and the sur-
counding areas. But most of the peasant and artisan populations of the kingdom were governed by vas-
sal yetainers: subordinate leaders serving the king and great lords and usually bound to them by
personal ties. These officials were recruited from the former ruling famnilies and the aristocratic classes
of the many subordinate states. The vassals depended on the produce and Iabor of the commeoners in
these areas to support their families and military forces. In return for grants of control over varying
mumbers of peasants, warrior aristocrats collected tribute (usually in the form of agricultural produce),
which went to support the monarch and his court. They supplied soldiers for the king’s armies in times
of war, and they kept the peace and administered justice among the peasants and townspeople.

Like the elites of many early civilizations, the Sharig rulers and nobility were preoccupied
with rituals, oracles, and sacrifices. In addition to the fertility functions of the ruler, the entire elite
was involved in persnading spirits to provide good crops and large families. Shang artistic expres-
sion reached its peak in the ornately carved and expertly cast bronze vessels that were used to make
these offerings. Offerings included fine grain, incense, wine, and animals, but Shang records also tell
of water festivals at which rifual contests were waged between rival boats, each attempiing to sink
the other. Those-ahoard the losing craft drowned when it capsized, and they were offered up to the
deities responsible for fertility and good harvests.

Concern for abundant harvests and victory in war led the Shang elite to put great stock in the
predictions of shamans, or priests, who served as oracles—sacred people who could prophesy. the
future. Much of Shang artistic expression went into producing the ritual objects used by the oracles.
Warriors about to go into battle, officials embarking®on long journeys, or families negotjating mar-
riage alliances routinely consulted these oracles to ensure that their efforts would turn out well.
This reliance on the shamans strongly influenced beliefs and behavior.in the Shang era.

The actual procedures followed by the shamans who presided over these rituals gave rise to
perhaps the single most important element in Chinese culture—writing, Since pre-Shang times,
Chinese oracles had based their predictions on readings taken from animal bones or tortoise shells.
A bone or shell was drilled with a hole and seared with a red-hot iron poker. The bone or shell
«cracked, and the patterns of the cracks were interpreted by a shaman or priest. Over time the prac-
tice evolved of inscribing the bones and shells with painted designs that became part of the patterns

e shamans read. These designs gradually were standardized and came to form the basis of a writ-
m Chinese language. '

Like the hieroglyphics of the ancient Egyptians, early Chinese characters were pictographic.
hus, they readily conveyed the ideas they were intended to express. The original character for the
11, for example, was a circle with a dot in the center, the character for a tree was a single tree, and 2
srest was a set of three trees, Combinations of characters made it possible for the Chinese efite to
snvey increasingly complex ideas. The character for emperor, for example, combined elements of
1¢ ideographs for king, heaven, earth, and harmony.

Over time the number of characters increased substantially. By the end of the Shang period,
©ere were an estimated 3000 characters. A well educated scholar in the modern era would need to
aaster some 8000 characters. The way they are written also changed significantly. Many characters
sere simplified, and most were stylized so that they are less pictographic. The bones or bronze ves-
els o which the characters were originally carved gradually gave way to bamboo slips, sitk scrolls,
nd wooden plates, and they in turn were supplanted in the 1st'century C.B. by paper (a critical Chi-
\ese invention). Assorted fine brashes and inks were developed to paint the characters, which
hemselves became a major mode of artistic expression in later periods. ' )

Writing became the key to Chinese identity and the growth of civilization in China. The peo-
Jles of the loess region and the north China plain spoke a bewildering variety of languages, often
mintelligible from one group to the next. They were surrounded by nomadic herders to the north
ind shifting cultivators to the south, whose contacts with and movements into the loess zone fur-
her complicated the linguistic muddle. But the use of increasingly standardized and sophisticated

written characters provided the bond that gave growing numbers of these loess zone peoples a comt-
non identity. This sense of identity was felt most keenly by the elite groups, who monopolized the
1se of the characters, but eventually it fittered down to the cultivating and artisan classes. With the
ot lem e A marmrth af thic identite tha Chinese neovle entered history for the first ime. -



['he Heritage of the River Valley Civilizations

Aany accomplishments of the-river valley civilizations had a lasting impact. Monuments such as
he Egyptian pyramids have long been regarded as one of the wonders of the world. Other achieve-
nents, although more prosaic, are fandamental to world history even today: the invention of the
vheel, the taming of the horse, the creation of usable alphabets and writing implements, the pro-
luction of key mathematical concepts such as square roots, the development of well organized
nonarchies and bureaucracies, and the jnvention of functional calendars and other divisions of
ime. These basic achievernents, along with the awe that the early civilizations continue to inspire,
re vital legacies to the whole of human history. Almost ail the major alphabets in the world today
re derived from the writing forms pioneered in the river valleys, apart from the even more durable
oncept of writing itself. For this reason, almost all later civilizations are built on the massive foun-
lations first constructed in the river valleys. '

Despite these accomplishments, most of the river valley civilizations were in 'decline by 1000
.c.E. The civilizations had fonrished for as many as 2500 years, although of course with periodic dis-
-uptions and revivals. But, particularly in India, the new waves of invasion did produce something of a
sreak in the history of civilization, a dividing line between the river valley pioneers and later cultures.

Heritage of Early Civilizations

This break raises one final question: besides the vital achievements—the fascinating monuments and
he indispensable advances in technology, science, and art—what Jegacies did the river valley civiliza-
ions impart for later ages? The question is particularly important for the Middle East and Egypt. In
[ndia, there is stifl much ignorance about possible links between Indus River accomplishments and
what came later. In China, there is a definite connection between the first civilization and subsequent
Forms. Tndeed, the new dynasty in China, the Zhou, took over from the Shang about 1000 B.CE, ruk-
ing 2 loose coalition of regional lords; recorded Chinese history flowed smoothly at this point. But
what was the legacy of Mesopotamnia and Egypt for later civilizations in or near their centers?
Europeans, even North Americans, are sometimes prone to claim these cultures as the “ori-
gins” of the Western civilization in which we live. These claims should not be taken too literally. It is

not altogether clear that either Egypt or Mesopotamia contributed much to later political tradi-
tions, although the Roman Empire emulated the concept of a godlike king, as evidenced in the {rap-
pings of the office, and the existence of strong city-state governments in the Middle Bast itself
continued to be significant. Ideas about slavery may also have been passed on from these early civi-
lizations. Specific scientific achievements are vital, as the Greeks, for example, carefully studied
Egyptian mathematics. Scholars argue, however, over how much of a connection exists between
Mesopotamian and Egyptian science and later Greek thinking, aside from certain techniques of
measuring time or charting 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 Mediter-
ramean in contrast to China. Mesopotarmians were prone to stress a gap between humankind and
nature, whereas Chinese thinking developed along ideas of basic harmony. It is possible, then, that
some fundamental thinking helped shape later outlooks, but the contingities here are not easy to
assess. Mesopotamian art and Egyptian architecture had a more measurable influence on Greek
styles, and through these, in turn, later Buropean and Muskim ¢ultures. The Greeks thus learned

much about temple building from the Egyptians, whose culture had influenced island civilizations, ‘

such as Crete, which then affected later Greek styles.
New Societies in the Middle East

There was a final conmection between early and later civilizations in the form of regional cuttures that
sprang up under the influence of Mesopotamia and Egypt, along the eastern shores of the Mediter-
-ranean mainly after 1200 B.C.E. Although the great empires from Sumer through Babylon were dis-
rupted and the Egyptian state finally declined, civilization in the Middle Fast had spread widely enough
to encourage a set of smaller cultures capable of surviving and even flourishing after the great empires

became weak, These cultures produced important innovations that would ‘affect later civilizaticns In |

the Middle Bast and throughout the Mediterranean. They also created a diverse array of regional identi-
ties that would continue to mark the Middle Fast even 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 complexity and capacity to survive, they would influence other parts of the world as well.

A people called the Phoenictans, for example, devised a greatly simplified alphabet with 22
letters around 1300 B.C.E.; this alphabet, in turn, became the predecessor of Greek and Latin alpha-
bets. The Phoenicians also improved the Bgyptian numbering system and, as great traders, set up
colony cities in north Africa and on the coasts of Burope. Another regional group, the Lydians, first
introduced coined money.



Iudaism

The most influential of the smaller Middle Eastern groups, however, were the Jews, who gave the
#orld the first clearly developed monotheistic religion. We have seen that early religions, both be-
ore and after the beginnings of civilization, were polytheistic, claiming that many gods and god-
lesses worked to control nature and human destiny. The Jews, a Semitic people influenced by
3abylonian civilization, settled near the Mediterranean around 1200 B.C.E. The Jewish state was
mall and relatively weak, retaining independence only when other parts of the Middle East were in
solitical turmoil. What was distinctive about this culture was its firm belief that a single God guided

he 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 Rible. The Jewish reli-
fon and moral code persisted even as the Jewish state suffered domination by a series of foreign
ulers, from 772 B.C.E. unti} the Romans seized the state outright in: 63 B.C.E. Jewish monotheism

1a8 sustained a distinctive Jewish culture to our own day; it would also serve as a key basis for the

levelopment of both Christianity and Islam as major world religions. .

Because Judaism stressed God’s special compact with the chosen Jewish people, there was no
yremnium placed on converting non-Jews. This belief helps explain the durability of the Jewish faith it-
elf; it also kept the Jewish people in a minority position in the Middle Rast as a whole. However, the
laboration of monotheism had a wide, if not immediate, significance. In Jewish hands, the concept of
50d became less humanlike, more abstract. This represented a basic change in not only religion but
Iso humankind’s overall outlook. God had not only a power but also a rationality far different from

vhat the traditional gods of the Middle East or Egypt possessed, These gods were whimsical and

apricious; the Jewish God was ordetly and just, and individuals would know what to expect if they
beyed God’s rules. God was also linked to ethical conduct, to proper moral behavior. Religion for the
ews was a way of life, not merely a set of rituals and ceremonies. The full impact of this religious
ransformation on Middle Eastern civilization would be realized only later, when Jewish beliefs were
mbraced by other, proselytizing faiths. However, the basic concept of monotheistic religion was one
if the legacies of the end of the first great civilization petiod to the new cultures that would soon arise.

Assessing the Eérly Civilization Period

Overall, the river valley civilizations, flourishing for Tany centuries, created a basic set of tools, in- .

tellectual concepts such as writing and mathematics, and political forms that would persist and
spread to other parts of Europe, Asia, and Africa. Invasion and natural calamities in India, and inva-
sion and political decline in Egypt, marked a fairly firm break between the institutions of these river
valley civilizations and those that would later develop. Hnang he civilization, in contrast, flowed

more fully into the more extensive Chinese civilization that would follow. The Middle Bast, where -
civilization had first been born, provided the most complex heritage of all. Here oo there wasa |

break between the initial series of riverine empires and the civilizations of Greece and Persia that
would later dominate the region, However, the development of smaller cultures, such as that of the
Jews, provided a bridge between the river valley period and later Middle Eastern society, producing
vital new inventions and ideas. The smaller cultures also generated a deeply entrenched network of

regional or minority values and institutions that would continue to make the Middle East a com- -

plex, vibrant, and sometimes troubled part of the world.

One final result of the first, long period of human civilization is certainly clear; a pattern of
division among the world’s peoples. The diffusion of Homo sapiens sapiens set the initial stage.
Small groups of people spread to almost every corner of the world but maintained little contact
with each other thereafter. Separate languages and cultures developed widely. The rise of agriculture
stimulated new links, and the spread of farming and new technologies began to cut into local isola-
tion. Trade soon entered the picture. Although most commerce centered within a region, linking a

city to-its hinterland, a few routes traveled greater distances. By 1000 B.C.E,, Phoenicians traded with

Britain for metals (they bought lead to make bronze), while Chinese silk was reaching Bgypt. Here
we have one of the basic themes of world history: steadily proliferating contacts against a back-
ground of often fierce local identity. ,

The rise of civilization further reduced local autonomy, as kings and priests tried to spread
trade contacts and cultural forms and warred to gain new territory. Civilization itself was an imte-
gra?.ng force at a larger regional level, although, as we have seen m the Middle‘ East, smaller identi-
ties persisted. However, individual civilizations had only sporadic contacts with eact_l c')ther. They,
and their leading instifiitions and cultural forms, developed sepa:ately.lThxlls,'four distinct centers
of civilization developed (five, if the emerging Olmec culture in Mexico 18 included), each with
widely varied patterns, from style of writing to beliefs about nature.




The Classical Per‘_iod,
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Uniting Large Regions
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. (Classical Civilization: China

This chapter focuses on the conditions that gave tise 1o Confucianism as well as the teachings of
rival philosophical systems, such as Legalism, Daoism, and Buddhism. As we shall see, even as late
‘as the end of the 3rd century B.C.E., when Chinese political unity was again restored by the warrior
strongman Shi Huangdi’s kingdom of Qin, Confucian social norms and political prescriptions were
eclipsed by more authoritarian alternatives. But with the rise of the Han dynasty after 207 B.C.E., the
teachings of Confucius and several of his more prominent followers came to provide the ideological
underpinnings of both the Chinese state and society. In subsequent dynasties, the influence of Con-
fucianism waxed and waned, but even after its alleged extinction in the crisis-ridden decades of the -
20th century, it has persisted as a major cultural force to the present day. Confucianism has also ex-
erted a pervasive and enduring influence on other societies throughout Asia, from Japan and Korea
through central Asia and southward into present-day Vietnam, China’s Confucian ideals, scholar-
gentry bureaucracy, technological advancemernts, and prosperous agrarian state captivated major
thinkers in Burope and the United States—from Jesuit missionaries to Thomas Jefferson.

Establishment of Political Order

The Zhou dynasty’s ability to control its vassals broke down in the 8th century B.C.E. and led to a
Jong period of political conflict and social turmoil throughout China. Political structures developed
in key phases, with cultural traditions contributing as well. In both the Yellow and the Yangzi river
basins, many states Tose and fell, each seeking to replace the Zhou as the paramount power in east
Asia. Chinese expansions to the south and west created periodic instability as local peoples tried to
defend themmselves. Internal conflicts left China vulnerableto outside invaders, and between the 8th
and 3rd centuries B.C.E., nomadic peoples often raided the farming areas of the north China plain.
Many of the nomads settled down and eventually assimilated the distinct culture that had been de- -
veloping in the region since the age of the Shang warrior kings. Some of these invaders captured ex-
isting states; others established new dynasties that further intensified the already complex polifical
maneuvers and wars for supremacy.

The yearning for unity and an end to civil strife appeared to be answered in the 3rd century
B.G.E. by the emergence of the warrior strongman Shi Huangdi (shiuh-hwahng-dee). By 221 B.C.E., Shi
Huangdi’s state of Qin (chin) had vanquished all its rivals, and he founded a new imperial dynasty
that promised to bring an end to the centuries of strife. But Shi Huangdi proved to be 2 tyrant. His
death in 210 B.C.E. was the signal for resistance throughout the empire to the rule of his less despotic
and less capable son and his inner circle of advisors. A rapidly spreading révolt, led by two peasants,
tonmlad the Oin dvnasty in 207 B.C.E. and gave rise to its much longer-lived successor, the Han.



The Han era, which lasted, with a briet interruption, for more than 44 years, saw the consol-
dation of Chinese civilization. Unity was established in the old core regions, and Chinese political
:ontrol was greatly extended in all directions. Perhaps more critically, the Han rulers founded the
argest, most effective, and most enduring bureaucracy in the preindustrial world. They oversaw the
Jevelopment of the first civil service examinations and the professionalization of Chinese adminis-
Tation. These institutions helped build a sense of Chinese distinctiveness and identity that was re-
fected in later centuries by Chinese references to themselves as the-“sons of Han.” This identity
proved critical to the survival of Chinese civilization in the centuries of war, foreign invasion, and
internal division that returned when the Han dynasty collapsed in the early 3rd century C.E.

Cultural Traditions

China generated the first of the great cldssical societies. The region’s isolation 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 inva- *

sions of parts of the Middle Fast and particularly India. Hence, the Chinese could build more strongly
on Huang he precedents, inchuding technological advancements, Particularly important was a general,
if somewhat vague, worldview developed by thinkers in the Shang and Zhou dynasties and accepted as
a standard approach in later Chinese thinking. This intellectual heritage stressed the basic harmony of
nature: every feature is balanced by an opposite, every yin by a yang. Thus for hot there is cold, for male,
female. According to this philosophy, an individual should seek a way to refate to this harmony, avoid-
ing excess and appreciating the balance of opposttes. Individuals and human institutions existed within
this world of balanced nature not, as in later Mediterranean philosophy, on the outside. Chinese tradi-
tions about balance, Dao, and yinfyang were intrinsic to diverse philosophies and religions established
in the classical period, and they provided some unity among vazious schools of thought in China.

Despite important cultural continuity, classical China did not simuply maintain earlier tradi-
tions. The formative centuries of classical Chinese history were witness to a great many changes.
The religious and particularly the political habits of the Shang kingdom were substantially modified
as China built the world’s largest classical empire, These new developments led to much diversity,
but also to often painfu} conflict. From them, the Chinese emerged with an unusually well inte-
grated system in which government, philosophy, ecortomic incentives, the family, and the individual
were intended to blend into a harmonious whole,

Patterns in Classical China

Of all the societies in the world today, it is China that has maintained the clearest links fo its classi-
cal past—a past that has been a source of pride but also the cause of some problems of adaptation.
Already in the period of classical Chinese history, a pattern was set in-motion that lasted until the

early part of the 20th century. A family of kings, called a dynasty, would start its rule of China with |

great vigor, developing strong political institutions and encouraging an active economy. Subse-
quently, the dynasty grew weaker and tax revenues declined, while soclal divisions increased in the
larger society. Internal rebellions and sometimes invasioris from the outside hastened the dynasty’s
decline. As the ruling dynasty declined, another dynasty emerged, usually from the family of a suc-
cessful general, invader, or peasant rebel, and the pattern would start anew. Small wonder 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.

The Zhou Dynasty

Three dynastic cycles cover the many centuries of classical China: the Zhou, the Qin, and the Han
(Map 2.1). The Zhou (joh) dynasty lasted from 1029 to 258 B.C.E. Although lengthy, this dynasty
flourished 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 cen-
turies, the Zhou did not establish a powerful government, ruling instead through alliances with
regional princes and noble families. The dynasty initially came into China from the north, dis-
placing 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, Burope, 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
loyalties would remain intact. The supporters, in exchange for land, were supposed to provide the
central government with troops and tax revennes. This was China’s feudal period, with rulers de-
pending on a network of loyalties and obligations o and from their landlord-vassals. Such a



system was, of course, vulnerable to regional disloyalties, and the ultimate decline of the Zhou
dynasty occurred when regional land-owning 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
cultare in their active early centuries. First, they extended the territory of China by encouraging set-
tlers to move into the Yangzi River valley. While the Zhou were too weak to take this territory over
directly, the expanded settlement, from the Huang he to the Yangzi, became China’s core—often

called the “Middle Kingdom.” It provided rich agricultural fands plus the benefits of two different -

agricultures—wheat-growing in the north, rice-growing in the south-—a diversity that encouraged
population growth. The territorial expansion obviously complicated the problems of central rule,
for communication and transport from the capital to the outlying regions were difficult.

Despite limited control over key regions, the Zhou did actually heighten the focus on the cen-
tral government. Zhou rulers claimed direct timks to the Shang rulers. They also asserted that

heaven had transferred its mandate to rule China to the Zhou emperors. This politicat concept of a -

Mandate of Heaven-remained a key justification for Chinese imperial rule from the Zhou onward.
Kaown as Sons of Heavén, the emperors lived in a world of awe-inspiring pommp and ceremony.
The Zhou worked to provide greater cultural unity in their empire. They discouraged some of
the primitive religious practices of the Huang he civilization, banming human sacrifice and vrging
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 pre-
vail over the entire Middle 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 edu-
cated officizls began to rely on the single Mandarin form. Oral epics and stories in Chinese, many
gradually recorded in written form, aided in the development of a common cultural currency.
Increasing cultural unity helps explain why, when the Zhou empire began to fail, scholars
were able to use philosophical ideas to lessen the Impact of growing political confusion. Indeed, the
political crisis spurred efforts to define and articulate Chinese culture, During the late 6th and early
_ 5th centuries B.C.E., the philosopher lnown in the West as Confucius wrote an elaborate statement
on political ethics, providing the core of China’s distinctive philosophical heritage. Other writers
. and religious leaders participated in this great period of cultural creativity, which later reemerged as
a set of central beliefs thronghout the Middle Kingdom. :
Cultural innovation did not, however, reverse the prolonged and painful Zhou downfall. Re-
" gional rulers formed independent armies, ultimately reducing the emperors to little more than fig-
ureheads. Between 402 and 201 B.C.E., a period known aptly enough as the Era of the Warring
States, the Zhou system disintegrated.

The Qin Dynasty

At this point, China might have gone the way of civilizations such as India, where centralized
government 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. The young warrior took the imperial title Qin Shi Huangdi, or “the
tiger” The dynastic name, Qin, conferred on the whole country its name of China. Shi Huangdi
was a brutal ruler, but effective given the circumstances of internal disorder. He understood that
China’s problem lay in the regional power of the aristocrats, and like many later centralizers in
world history, he worked vigorously to undo this force. He ordered nobles to leave their regions
and appear at his court, assuming control of their fendal estates. China was organized into large
provinces ruled by bureaucrats appointed by the empeyor. Shi 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 Shi Fuangdi’s rule, powerful armies crushed re-
gional resistance. o

The First Emperor followed up on centralization by extending Chinese territory and political
control to the south, reaching present-day Hong Kong on the South China Sea and even influencing
northern Vietnam. In the north, to guard against outside invasions and to protect his own expan-
stonist drives. Shi Fiuangdi built the Great Wall, extending over 3000 miles, wide enough for chari-
ots to move along its crest. This wall, probably the largest construction project in human history,
was built by forced labor, conscripted by the central bureaucracy from among the peasantry.



The Qin dynasty was responsible for a number of innovations in Chinese politics and culture.
To determiné the empire’s resources, Shi Huangdi ordered a national census, which provided data
for the calculation 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, com-
pleting the process of creating a single basic langnage in which all educated Chinese could commu-
nicate. The government furthered agriculture, sponsoring new irrigation projects, and promoted
manufacturing, particularly that of silk cloth. The activist government also attacked formal culture,
burning many books. Thinking, according to Shi Huangdi, was likely to be subversive to his auto-
cratic rule.

Although it created many durable features of Chinese government, the Qin dynasty was
short-lived. Shi Huangdi’s attacks on intellectnals and particularly the high taxes needed to support
military expansion and the construction of the Great Wall made him fiercely unpopular. One oppo-
nent 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 men as though he were afraid he
would never get around to them all” On the emperor’s death, in 210 5.G.E., massive revolts orga-
nized by aggrieved peasants broke out. One peasant leader defeated other opponents and in 202
B.C.E. established the third dynasty of classical China, the Han.

The Han Dynasty

The Han dynasty, which lasted over 400 yeass, to 220 C.E.,, 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 dynasties during the first flush of power,
early Han rulers expanded Chinese territory, pushing into 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 Rast, through which trade with the Roman Empire around
the Mediterranean was conducted. The most farnous Han ruler, Wa Ti (140-87 3.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 territory 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 met with ho major disturbances so that, except in times of flood or drought,
every person was well supplied and every family had enotigh to get along on. The granaries i the
cities and the countryside were fiull and the government 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 eat. Even the keepers of the community gates ate fine grain and meat.

Under the Han dynasty, the workings of the state bureaucracy also improved and the govern-
ment was linked to formal training that emphasized the values of Confucian philosophy. Reversing
the Qin dynasty’s policies, Wi Ti urged support for Confucianism, seeing it as a vital supplement to
formal measures on the government’s part. Shrines were established to promote the worship of the
ancient philosopher as a god.

The quality of Han rule declined after about two centuries. Central control weakened, and in-
vasions from central Asia, spearheaded by a nomadic people called the Huns, who had long threat-
ened China’s northern borders, overturned the dynasty entirely. Between 220 and 589 c.E., China
was in a state of chaos. Order and stability were finally restored, but by then the classical or forma-
tive period of Chinese civilization had ended. Well before the Han collapse, however, China had es-
tablished distinctive political structures and cultural values of unusual clarity, capable, as it turned
out, of surviving even three centuries of renewed confusion.

Political Institutions

The Qin and Han dynasties of classical China established a distinctive, and remarkably successful,
kind of government. The Qin stressed central authority, whereas the Han expanded the powers of
the bureaucracy. 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, partic-
ularly in terms of streamlining and expanding bureaucratic systers and procedures, but it never re-
quired fundamental overhaul.



The political framework that emerged as a result of the long centuries of China’s classical pe-
riod had several key elements. Strong local units never disappeared. Like most successful agricul-
tural societies, China relied heavily on tightly knit patriarchal families. Individual families were
linked to other relatives in extended family networks that included brothers, uncles, and any living
grandparents. Among the wealthy land-owning groups, family authority was enhanced by the prac-
tice of ancestor worship, which joined family members through rituals devoted to impartant fore-
bears who had passed into the spirit world. For ordinary people, among whom ancestor worship
was less common, village authority surmounted family rule. Village leaders helped farming families
regulate property and coordinate planting and harvest work. During the Zhou dynasty, and also in
later periods when dynasties weakened, the regional power of great landlords also played an impor-
tant rofe at the village level. Landed nobles provided courts of justice and organized military froops.

Strong local rule was not the most significant or distinctive feature of Chinese government
under the Qin and Han dynasties, however. Shi Iuangdi not only attacked local rulers but also
provided a single law code for the whole empire and established a uniform tax system. He ap-
pointed governors to each district 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 establishment of centralized codes and appointment of officials directly by a central authority,
rather than reliance on arrangements with numerous existing local governments. The effectiveness
of a central government was further enhanced by the delegation of special areas and decisions to
the emperor’s ministers. Some dealt with matters of finance, others with justice, others with mili-
tary affairs, and so on.

Strong Bureaucracy

Able rulers of the Han dynasty resumed the attack on local warrior-landlords. In addition, they re-
alized the importance of creating a large, highly skilled bureaucracy, one capable of carrying cut the
duties of a coraplex state, By the end of the Han period, China had about 130,000 bureaucrats, rep-
resenting 0.2 percent of the population. The emperor Wu Ti established examinations for his bu-
reaucrats—the first example of civil service tests of the sort that many governments have instituted
in modern. times. These examinatiohs covered classits of Chinese literature as well as law, suggest-
ing a model of thé scholar-bureaucrat that would later becorne an important element of China’s
political tradition. Wu Ti also established a school to train men of exceptional talent 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 characters, individuals from lower
ranks of society were occasionally recruited under this system. China's bureaucracy thus provided a
stight check on complete upper-class rule. It also tended to Hmit the exercise of arbitrary power by

the emperor himself, Trained and experienced bureancrats, 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 until the 20th century, outliving 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 society in the world. When it
worked well—and it is important to recall that the system periodically broke down—Chinese poli-
tics represented a remarkable integration of all levels of authority. The edicts of an all-powerful em-
neror were administered by trained scholar-bureaucrats, widely respected for their learning and.

often, their noble birth. Individual families also etnphasized this strong principle of authority, with -

the father in charge, presumably carrying on the wishes of 2 long line of ancestors to which the fam-
ily paid reverence. The Chinese were capable of periodic rebellions, and gangs of criminals regularly
came to disrupt the social scene—indeed, frequently harsh punishments reflected the need of the
government to eradicate such deviant forces. Nevertheless, whether within the family or the central
state, most Chinese in ordinary times believed in the importance of respect for those in power.

Roles of the State

Government traditions established during the classical period included an impressive list of state
functions. Like all organized states, the Chinese government operated military and judicial systems.
Military 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

seriod. Judicial matters—crime and legal disputes—commanded more attention by local govern-
ment authorities.

The government also sponsored much intelleciual life, organizing research in astronomy and
‘he maintenance of historical records. Under the Han rulers, the government pleyed a major role in
sromoting Confucian philosophy as an official statement of Chinese values and in encouraging the
wozship of Confucius himself. The government developed a durable sense of mission as the pri-
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The imperial government was also active in the economy. It directly organized the production
of iron and salt. Tts standardization of currency, weights, and measures facilitated 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 harvests were bad.

"China’s ambitious rulers in no sense directed the daily lives of their subjects; the technology
of an agricultural society did not permit this. Even under the Han, it took over a month for a direc-
tive 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 subjects and also required some an-
nual 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 other government had the organization and staff
to reach ordinary people so directly until virtually modern times, except in much smaller political
units such as city-states. The power of the government and the authority.it commanded in the eyes
of most ordinary Chinese people help explain why its structure survived decline, invasion, and even
rebellion for so many centuries. Invaders like the Huns might topple a dynasty, but they could not
devise a better system to run the country, and so the system and its bureancratic administrators
normally endured.

Religion and Culture

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 earth and the virtues of cbedience 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 loyalties.

Rulers in the Zhou dynasty maintained belief in a god or gods, but little attention was given
to the nature of 2 deity. Rather, Chinese leaders stressed the importance of a harmonious earthly
life, which would maintain proper balance between earth and heaven, Harmony included carefulty
constructed rituals to unify society and prevent individual excess. Among the upper classes, people
were trained in elaborate exercises and military skills such as archery. Commonly, ceremonies ven-
erating 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 in-

'troduced, although the most elaborate tea-drinking rituals developed later omn.

Even before these specific ceremonies arose, however, the basic definition of a carefully or-
dered existence was given more formal philosophical backing, Amid the long collapse of the Zhou
dynasty, many thinkers and religious prophets began to challenge Chinese traditions. From this fer-
mexnt came a restatement of the traditions that ultimately reduced intellectual conflict and estab-
lished a fong-lasting tone for Chinese cultural and social life.

Confucianism

Confucius, or Kong Fuzi (which means Xung the philosopher), lived from roughly 553 to 478 B.C.E.
His life was devoted to teaching, and he traveled through many parts of China preaching his ideas
of political virtue and good government. Confucius was not a religious leader; he believed in a di-
vine order but refused to speculate about it. Chinese civilization was unusual, in the classical period
and well beyond, in that its dominant valtes were secular rather than religious.

Confucius saw himself as a spokesman for Chinese 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
taught to emphasize personal virtue, which included a reverence for tradition, a solid political life
would naturally result. The Confucian list of virtues stressed respect for one’s social superiors—in-
cluding fathers and husbands as leaders of the family. However, this emphasis on a proper hierarchy
was balanced by an insistence that society’s leaders behave modestly ard without excess, shunning
abusive power and treating courteously those people who were in their charge. According to Confu-
cius, moderation in behavior, veneration of custom and ritual, and a Iove of wisdom shouid charac-
terize the leaders of society at al} levels. With virtuous leaders, a sound political life would inevitably
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 hns-
bandry to serve their superiors.”



Confucianism was primarily a system of ethics—do unto others as your status and theirs dic-
ate—and a plea for loyalty to the community. It confirmed the distaste that many educated Chi-
1ese had developed for religious mysteries, as well as their delight in learning and good manners.
Confucian doctrine, carefully recorded in a book called the Analects, was revived under the Han
mperors, who saw the usefulness of Confucian emphasis on political virtue and social order. Con-
Tucian learning was also incorporated, along with traditional literary works, into the training of as-
>iring bureaucrats.

The problems Confucius set out to rectify, notabl}r political disorder, were ‘approached
hrough an emphasis on individual virtuous behavior, both by the ruler and the ruled. “When the
uler does right, all men will imitate his self-control. What the ruler does, the peogle will follow.”
According to Confucius, only a man who demonstrated proper family virtues, including respect for
sarents 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
hus built into his own system the links among many levels of authority that came to characterize
arger Chinese politics at its best. His system also emphasized personal restraint and the careful so-
sialization of children.

For subordinates, Confucius largely recommended obedience and respect; people should know
heir 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 talented and intelligent members of soci-
:ty. The primary emphasis still rested nonetheless on the obligations and desirable characteristics of
‘he ruling class. According to Confucius, force alone cannot permanently conguer unrest, but kind-
aess toward the people and protection of their vital interests will. Rulers should also be humble 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
sood for all, not individual gain. Confucius projected the ideal of a gentleman, best described by his
senevolence and self-control, a man always courteous and eager for service and anxious to learn.

Legalisme

During the Qin and early Han periods, an alternate system of political thought, called “Legalism,”
sprang up in China. Legalist writers prided themselves on their pragmatism. They disdained Confu-
sian virtues in favor of an authoritarian state that ruled by force. Human nature for the Legalists was
avil and required restraint and discipline. In a proper state, the army would contro} and the people
would labor; the idea of pleasures in educated discourse or courtesy was dismissed as frivolity. Al-

though Legalism never captured the widespread approval that Confucianism did, it too entered the -

political traditions of China, where a Confucian vencer was often combined with strong-arm tactics.

Confucianists did not explicitly seek popular loyalty. Like many early civilizations, China did
not produce a single system of beliefs, as different groups embzraced 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 educated Chinese. Its reluctance
to explore the mysteries of life or nature deprived it of a spiritual side. The creed was most easily ac-
cepted by the upper classes, who had the time and resources to pursue an education and participate
in ceremony. However, elements of Confucianism, including a taste for ritual, self-control, and po-
lite manners, did spread beyond the upper classes. But most peasants needed more than dvic virtue
to understand and survive their harsh life, where in constant toil they eked out only a precarious
and meager existence. During most of the classical period, polytheistic beliefs, focusing on the spir-

its of nature, persisted among much of the peasant class. Many peasants strove to attract the bless- '

ing of conciliatory spirits by creating statues, emblems, and household decorations honoring the
spirits, and by holding parades and family ceremonies for the same purpose. A belief in the sym-
bolic power of dragons stemmed from one such popular religion, which combined 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 ordinary masses integrated the Confucian values urged by the
upper classes. '

Daoism

Classical China also produced a more religious philosophy—Daoism—which arose at roughly the
same time as Confucianism, during the waning centuries of the Zhou dynasty. Daoism first ap-
pealed to many in the upper classes, who had an interest in a more elaborate spirituality. Daoism
embraced traditional Chinese beliefs in nature’s harmony and added a sense of nature’s mystery. As
a spiritual alternative to Confucianism, Daoism produced a durable division in China’s religious
and philosophical culture. This new religion, vital for Chinese civilization although never widely
exported, was furthered by Leozi (low-dzuh), who probably lived during the 5th century B.C.E.
Laozi stressed that nature contains a divine impulse that directs all life. True humaa understaudmg
comes in withdrawing from the world and contempiating this life force. Dao, which means “the way
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There is a thing confusedly formed,

Born before heaven and earth.

Silent and void

It stands alone and does not change,

Goes round and does not weary.

Tt is capzble of being the mother of the world.
I know not its name, ’

So I style it “the way”

Along with secret rituals, Daoism promoted its own set of ethics. Daoist harmony with na-
ure best resulted through humility and frugal living. According to this movement, political activ-
v and learning were irrelevant to a good life, and general conditions in the world were of little
nportance.

Daoism, which would join with a strong Buddhist influence from India during the chaos
hat followed the collapse of the Han dynasty, guaranteed that China’s people would not be united
w a single religious or philosophical system. Individuals did come to embrace some elements
rom both Déojsm and Conficianism, and indeed many emperors favored Daoism. They accepted
ts spread with little anxiety, partly because some of them found solace in Daoist belief but also be-
ause the religion, with its otherworldly emphasis, posed no real politieal threat. Confucian schol-
irs disagreed vigorously with Daoist thinking, particularly its emphasis on mysteries and magic,

sut they saw little reason to challenge its influence. As Daoism became an increasingly formal reli-

rion, from the later Han dynasty onward, it provided many Chinese with a host of ceremonies de-
igned to promote harmony with the mysterious life force. Finally, the Chinese government from
he Han dynasty onward was able to persuade Daoist priests to include expressions of loyalty to
he emperor in their temple services. This heightened Daoism’s political compatibility with
Zonfucianism. )
Literatore, Art, and Science
~onfucianism and Daojsm were not the only intellectual products of Chinas classical period, but they
were the most important. Confucianism blended casily with the high vafue of literature and art
among the upper classes. In Jiterature, a set of Five Classics, written during the eazly part of the Zhou
dynasty and then edited during the time of Confuciu, provided an important tradition. They were
used, among other things, as a basis for civil service examinations. The works provided in the Five
Classics included some historical treatises, speeches, and other political materials; a discussion of eti-
quette and ceremonies; and in the Classic of : '
Songs, over 300 poems dealing with love, joy,
politics, and family life. The Chinese literary
tradition developed on the basis of mastering
these early works, plus Confucian writing
each generation of writers found new mean-
ings in the classical literature, which allowed
them to express new ideas within a familiar
framework. Several thinkers during the Han
dynasty elaborated Confucian phitosophy. In
fiterature, poetry commanded particular at-
tention because the Chinese language featured
melodic speech and variant pronunciations of
the same basic sound, a characteristic that
promoted an outpouring of poetry. From the
classical period onward, the ability to learn
and recite poetry became the mark of an edu-
cated 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 vafues. :
Chinese art during the classical period
was largely decorative, stressing careful detail
and craftsmanship (Figare 2.2}. Artistic styles
often reflected the precision and geometric
qualities of the many symbals 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 i
China did not produce monumental build- g, aside from the awe-inspiring Great Wall
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secause of the absence of a single religion; indeed, the entire tone of upper-class Confucianism was
such that it discouraged the notion of temples soaring to the heavens. '
In science, important practical work’ was encouraged, rather than imaginative theorizing.

Chinese astronomers had developed an accurate calendar 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 astronormy was to make celestial phenomena predictable, as part of the wider interest in
ensuring harmony between heaven and earth. Chinese scientists steadily improved their instrumen-
tation, inventing a kind of seismograph to register earthquakes during the Han dynasty. The Chi-
nese were also active in medical research, developing precise anatomical knowledge and studying
principles of hygiene that could promote longer life,

Chinese mathematics also stressed the practical. Daoism eacouraged some exploration of the
orderly processes of nature, but far more research focused on how things actually worked. For ex-

ample, Chinese scholars studied the mathematics of music in ways that led to advances in acoustics.

This focus for science and mathematics contrasted notably with the more abstract definition of sci-
ence developed in classical Greece.

Economy and Society

Although the most distinctive features of classical China centered on politics and culture, develop-
ments in the economny, social structure, and family life also shaped Chinese civilization and contin~
wed to have an 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 landlords enjoyed not only wealth but also a culture denied to most common pee--

ple. Prior to the Zhou dynasty; slaveholding may have been common in China, but by the time of
the Zhou the main social division existed between the land-owning gentry—about 2 percent of
the total population—and peasants, who provided dues and service to these lords while also con-
trolling some of their own land. The Chinese peasantry depended on intensive cooperation, par-
ticularly in the southern rice region; in this group, property was characteristically owned and
regulated by the village or the extended family, rather than by individuals. Beneath the peasantry,
Chinese social siructure 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 o the next throngh inheritance, although unusually talented mdi-
viduals from a peasant background might be given access to an education and rise within the bu-
reaucracy. '

The Confucian Social System

Officially then, and to a large extent in fact, classical China consisted of three main social groups.
The landowning aristocracy plus the educated bureaucrats, 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 direcfly on large estates but in other cases had some economic independence. Finally, came
the mmean people, the general category we already identified as applying to those without meaning-
ful skills. Interestingly, performing 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 telatively few, and

China did not depend on slaves for actual production.

Trade and Technology

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—sills,
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 society, and the Confucian emphasis on learning and
political service led to considerable scorn for lives devoted to moneymaking, The gap between the
real importance and wealth of merchants and their officially low prestige was an enduring legacy in
Confucian China.



If trade fit somewhat uncomfortably into the dominant view of society, there was no question
about the importance of technological advance; here, the Chinese excelled. Agricultural implements
improved steadily. Ox-drawn plows were introduced around 300 B.C.k., which greatly increased
productiyity. Under the Han, a new collar was invented for draft animals, allowing them to pull
plows or wagons without choking—this was a major improvement that became available to other
parts of the world only many centuries later. Chinese iron mining was also well advanced, as pulleys
and winding gear were devised to bring material to the surface. Iron tools and other implements
such as lamps were widely used. Production methods in textiles and pottery were also highly devel-
oped by world standards. Under the Han, the fixst 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 emphasized the bureaucracy. In sum, classical China reached
far higher levels of technical expertise than Burope or western Asia‘in the same period, a lead that it
would long maintain.

The relatively advanced technology of classical China did not, however, steer Chinese society
away from its primary reliance on agriculture. Farming technology helped increase the size of the
population in the countryside; with better thols and seeds, smaller amounts of land could support
more families. But China’s solid agricultural base, backed by some frade in foodstuffs among key re-
gions, did permit the expansion of cities and of manufacturing. Nonagricultural goods were mainly
produced by artisans, working in small shops or in their homes. Bven though only a minority of the
workforce was involved in such tasks that used manual methods for the most part, the output of
tools, porcelain, and textiles increased considerably, aided in this case as well by the interest in im-
proving techniques.

Gender and Family Life

In all major social groups, tight family organization helped solidify economic and social views as
well as political life. The structure of the Chinese family resembled that of families in other agri-
cultural civilizations in emphasizing the importance of unity and the power of husbands and fa-
thers. Within this context, however, the Chinese stressed authority to unusual extremes. Confucius
said, “There are no wrongdoing parents”—and in practice, parents could punish disobedient chil-
dren 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 empha- :
sis on obedience to parents, and a corresponding emphasis on wives’ obedience to husbands, did
not produce great friction. Chinese popular 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 asa
great training ground for the principles of authority 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 household.
The mother of a famous Confucian philosopher, Mencius, continually claimed how humble she
was, but during the course of his life she managed to exert considerable influence over him. There
was even a clear hierarchical order for children, with boys superior to girls and the oldest son hav-
ing the most enviable position of all. Chinese rules of inheritance, from the humblest peasant to the
emperor himself, followed strict primogeniture, which meant that the oldest male child would in-
herit property and position alike.

How Chinese Civilization Fits Together

China’s politics and culture meshed readily, especiaily around the emergence of a Confucian bu-
reancracy. Economic innovation did not disrupt the emphasis on order and stability, and family
structures were closely linked to political and cultural goals.

Classical Chinese technology, religion, philosophy, and political structure evolved with very
little outside contact. Although important trade routes led to India and the Middle East, most Chi-
nese saw the world in terms of a large island of civilization surrounded by barbarian peoples with
nothing to offer save the periodic threat of invasion. Proud of their culture and of its durability, the
Chinese had neither the need nor the desire to learn from other societies. Nor, except to protect
their central territory by exercising some control over the mountainous or desert regions that sux-
rounded the Middle Kingdom, did Chinese leaders have any particular desire to teach the rest of the
world. A missionary spirit was foreign to Chinese culture and politics. China displayed some pat-
terns that were similar to those of the other agricultural civilizations, and it occasionally embraced
the concepts of these cultures. Indeed, the spread of Buddhism from India, during and after the
Han decline, was a notable instance of a cultural diffusion that altered Chine’s religions map and
also its artistic styles. Nevertheless, the theme of unusual isolation, developed during the formative
period of Chinese civilization, was to prove persistent in later world history—in fact, it has not en-
tirely disappeared to this day.
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2 “Classical Civilization: India

After the long period of disruption following Harappa’s fall—around 1500 B.C.E.—a new civiliza-
ion arose in India. India became the third great center of classical civilization, along with the
Viediterranean and Middle East {Greece, Persia, and Rome) and China. India also served as a key
1ub of the trans-regional trading patterns that emerged in the classical period, The new founda-
ions for Indian civilization were laid between 1500 and 500 8.C.E. by nomadic Aryans who moved
nto India during the centuries after Harappa’s collapse. By the end of this period, fairly large states,
uled by kings who claimed divine descent, controlled much of the fertile farmland of the Ganges
River plains. The settlement of this vast area came at the cost of clearing the great forests that once
:overed it. As in northwest India and the Mediterranean, cultivation and forest-clearing on the
3anges plains contributed to significant climate change.

Ritual divisions and restrictions on intermarriage between different social groups grew more
4gid as an increasingly complex social hierarchy became a pervasive force in Indian life. Vedic
ariests, or brahmans, emerged as the dominant force in Indian society and culture. As the brah-
nans’ power peaked, however, forces were building in Indian society that threatened to alter the

course of civilized development in south Asia. By the 6th century B.C.E, many religious seers and
dissenting philosophers wanted to move beyond the rituals associated with sacrifices to the gods

and were weary of the power seeking and materialism of the priestly class. One of these thinkers,

now known as the Buddha, founded one of the great world religions—a religion that provided a
powerful challenge to the brahmans and many of the ancient Vedic beliefs and practices.

The Framework for Indian H1story
Geography and a Formative Period

In the centuries that followed the Aryan incursions, the rivalry between Buddhists and brahmans
played a major 1ole in shaping gender relationships and the nature of social hierarchies as a whole
in south Asia, The Buddha’s teachings also ¢ontributed to the establishment of India’s first genuine
empire, Beginning in the late 4th century B.C.E., the rulers of a local dynasty in eastern India, the
Mauryas, built what would become the largest empire in premodern India, but the Mauryan Em-~
pire was short-lived. When it collapsed, it was followed by another round of nomadic invasions
through the Himalayan passes in the northwest, and the subcontinent was again fragmented politi-
cally. But in the early 4th century C.E., there arose in north India a powerful new dynasty, the Gupta,
that was committed to reasserting brahmans’ dominance. The Gupta rulers’ patronage of the reli-
gion we now know as Hinduism reaffinmed the position of the brahmans as high priests and politi-
cal advisors. It also led to an age of splendid achievement in architecture, painting, sculpture,
philosophy, literature, and the sciences. .

The classical period of Indian history includes a number of contrasts to that of China—
many of these contrasts have proved enduring. Whereas the focus in classical China was on pelitics
and on social structures that would support the Confucian order, the focus in classicail?ﬁi\ras on
religion and social structures that would support a Hindu way of life. A political cyltire existed in
India, of course, but it was less cphesive and less important to the larger cultwre than its Chinese
counterpart, In religion, science, economics, and family life, the classical period generated a culture
that continues to malke India unique among the world’s major dvilizations.

While India’s distinctiveness was considerable, the fact that it was an agricultural society dic-
tated that it would be similar in many ways to China. Most people were peasant farmers, whose lives
were shaped around the production of food for their family’s survival. In both India and China,

peasant families clustered together in villages for mutual aid and protection. This village structure

gave a strong localist flavor to many aspects of life in both cultures. In addition, agriculture influ-
enced family life. Patriarchy dictated that women seldom owned property other than their personal
possessions. Although they were primarily agricultural, both China and India built great cities and
engaged in extensive trade. These added to social and economic complexity and created the basis
for most formal intellectual life, including schools and academies.

Formative Influences

India’s distinctive culture was born of its geography and early historical experience. India was
much closer to the orbit of other civilizations than China. Trading contacts with China developed
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quently open to influences from the Middle East and even the Mediterranean world. Persian em-
pires spilled over into India at several points, bringing new artistic styles and political concepts.
Alexander the Great invaded India, and while he did not establish a durable ernpire, he made pos-
sible important Indian contacts with Hellenistic culture. Periodic influences from the Middle East
continued after the classical age, forcing India to react and adapt in ways that China largely avoided
because it was more isolated. :

In addition to links with other cudtuzes, 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 par-
ticularly from east Asia, by northern mountain ranges, notably the Himalayas. However, important
passes through the mountains, especially in the northwest, linked India to other civilizations in the
Middle East, 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, However, India
also has mountainous northern regions, where a herding economy took toot, and a southern
coastal Tim, separated by mountains and the Deccan platean, where an active trading and seafaring
economy arose. India’s separate regions help explain not only economic diversity but also the racial
and language differences that, from early times, have marked the subcontinent’s populations.

Much of India is semitropical in climate. In the river valley plains, heat can rise to 120° F dur-
ing the early surmer. Summer also brings torrential monsoon rains, crucial for farming, But the
monsoons vary from year to year, sometimes bringing too litile rain or coming too late and causing
farmnine-producing 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 starvation the next. In a year with favorable monsoons, Indian farm-
ers could plant and harvest two crops and thus support a sizeable population.

The Great Epics

Indian civilization was shaped not only by its physical environment but also by a formative period,
lasting several centuries, between the destruction of the Indus River civilization and the revival of
full civilization elsewhere on the subcontinent. During this formative period, called the Vedic and

Epic ages, the Aryan (Indo-European) migrants—hunting and herding peoples origmally from -

central Asia—-gradually came to terms with agriculture but had their own impact on the culture
arrd social structure of their new home. During the Vedic Age, from about 1500 to 1000 B.C.E., In-
dian 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, initially passed on orally. They were later written down int Sanskrit,
which became the first Hterary language of the new culture. These sacred bocks were called the
Vedas. The initial part of this formative period, the Vedic Age, takes its name from the Sanskrit
word Veda, or “knowledge” The first epic, the Rig-Veda, consists of 1028 hymns dedicated to the
Aryan gods and composed by various priests. New stories, developed during the Bpic Age between
1000 and 600 B.C.E, include the Mahabharata (muh-hah-BUH-uh-tuh), India’s greatest epic
poem, and the Ramayana (ruh-MEYE-ehn), both of which deal with real and mythical battles;
these epics reflect a more settled agricultural society and better-organized political units than the
Rig-Veda. The Epic Age also saw the creation of the Upanishads (oo-PAHN-uh-shadz), epic poems
with a more mystical religious flavor.

Aryan ideas and social and family forms also became increasingly influential. 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 regulate property relationships among
families. Family structure-emphasized patriarchal controls, and extended family relationships
among grandparents, parents, and children were close.

The characteristic Indian caste system also began to take shape during the Vedic and Epic
ages, perhaps initially as a means of establishing relationships between the Aryan invaders and the
indigenous people, whom the Aryans regarded as inferior. Aryan social classes (varnas) partly

enforced divisions familiar in agricultural societies. Thus, a warrior or governing class, th.e Ksha-
triyas (kah-shuh-TREE-tths), and the priestly class, or brahmans, stood at the top of the social pyra-
mid, followed by Vaisyas, the traders and farmers, and Sudras, or common laborers. Many of the
Sudras worked on the estates of large landowners. A fifth group gradually e‘volved, later called the
untouchables, who were confined to a few jobs, such as transporting the bodies of the dead or hal:JL
ing refuse. It was widely believed that touching these people would .deﬁle anyone from a superior
dlass. Tnitially, the warrior group ranked highest, but during_ the Epic Age the brahmans replaced
them, signaling the importance of religious links in Indian life. )



Thus, a law book stated, “When a

brahman springs to light he is born above the world, the chief of all creatures, assigned to guard the

treasury 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 distinctive occupations and each tied to its sodial station by birth.
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 brahman was his month, 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 gods 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 somne resemblances to the gods
and goddesses of Greek myth or Scandinavian mythology, for the very good reason that they were
derived from a common Indo-Buropean oral heritage. However, India was to give this common tra-
dition an important twist, ultimately constructing a vigorous, complex religion that, in contrast to
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 elaborate. The epic poenis reflect an idea of Iife after death and a religious approach to the
world of nature. Nature was seen as informed not only by specific gods but also by a more basic di-
vine force. These ideas, expressed in the mystical Upanishads, added greatly to the spiritual power of
this early religion and served as the basis Yor later Hindu beliefs. By the end of the Epic Age, the
dominant Indian belief system included a variety of convictions. Many people continued to empha-
size rituals and sacrifices to the gods of nature; specific beliefs, as in the sacredness of monkeys and
cattle, flustrated this ritualistic approach. The brahman priestly class specified and enforced
prayers, ceremonies, and rituals. However, the religion also produced a more mystical strand
through its belief in a unifying divine force and the desirability of seeking union with this force. To-
ward the end of the Epic period one religious leader, Gautama Buddha, built on this mysticism to
create what became Buddhism, another major world religion.

Patterns in Classical Indid

3y 600 B.C.E., India had passed through its formative phase. Regional political units grew in size,
sities and trade expanded, and the development of the Sanskrit language, although dominated by
he priestly brahman class, furthered an elaborate literary culture. A full, classical civilization could
10w build on the social and cultural themes first launched during the Vedic and Epic ages.

Indian development during the classical era and beyond.did not take on the convenient struc-
ure of rising and falling dynasties characteristic of Chinese history. Political eras were even less clear
han in classical Greece. The rhythm of Indian history was irregular and often consisted of landmark
nvasions that poured in through the mountain passes of the subcontinent’s northwestern border.

Toward the end of the Epic Age and until the 4th century B.C.E., the Indian plains were divided
imong powerful regional states. Sixteen major states existed by 600 B.C.E. in the plains of northern

India, some of them monarchies, others republics dominated by assemblies of priests and warriors.
Wearfare was not uncommon. One regional state, Magadha, established dominance over a consider-
able empire. In 327 B.C.E., Alexander the Great, having conquered Greece and much of the Middle
East, pushed into northwestern India, establishing a small borgler state called Bactria.

The Mauryan Dynasty

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 Maurya (chubn-druh-GOOP-duh MAHR-yeh)
seized power along the Ganges River. He became the first of the Manryan (MAHR-yuhn) dynasty
of Indian rulers, who in turn were the first rulers to unify much of the entire subcontinent. While it
is difficult to know what, if anything, the Mauryan dynasty borrowed directly from Persian political
models or the example of Alexander the Great, Chandragupta and his successors maintained large
armies, with thousands of chariots and elephant-borne troops. The Mauryan rulers also developed
a substantial bureaucracy, even sponsoring @ posial service.

Chandragupta’s style of government was highly autocratic, zelying on the ruler’s personal and
military 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 Hel-
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Attendance on the king’s person is the duty of women, who indeed are bought from their fathers.
Qutside the gates [of the'palace] stand the bodyguards and the rest of the soldiers. . . . Nor does
the king sleep during the day, and at night he is forced at various hours to change his bed because
of those plotting against him. Of his noamilitary departures [from the palace] one is to the
courts, in which he passed the day hearing cases to the end . . . [When he leaves to hunt,] he is
thickly surrounded by a circle of women, and on the outside by spear-carrying bodyguards. The
road is fenced off with Topes, and to anyone who passes within the ropes as far as the women,
death is the penalty. :

uch drastic precautions paid off. Chandragupta finally designated his rule to a son and
ecame a religious ascetic (a person who renounces the pleasures of the material world),
ying peacefully at an advanced age.

Chandragupta’s grandson, Ashoka (269-232 B.C.t), was an even greater figure in
ndiz’s history. First serving as a governor of two provinces, Ashoka enjoyed a lavish
festyle, with frequent horseback riding and feasting. However, he also engaged in a study
f natare and was strongly influenced by the intense spiritualism not only of the brahman
eligion but also of Buddhism. Ashoka extended Maaryan conquests, gaining control of all
wat the southern tip of India through fierce fighting (Map 3.1). His methods were blood-
hirsty; in taking over one coastal area, Ashoka admitted that “one hundred and fifty thou-
and were killed (or maimed) and many times that number later died” But Ashoka could
dso be compassionate. He ultimately converted to Buddhism, seeing in the belief in
Iharma, or the law of moral consequences, a kind of ethical guide that might unite and
liscipline the diverse people under his 7ule. Ashoka vigorously propagated Buddhism
hroughout India while also honoring Hinduism, sponsoring shrines for its worshippers.
\shoka sent Buddhist missionaries to the Hellenistic kingdoms in the Middle Fast, and
lso to Sri Lanka to the south. The “new” Ashoka urged humane behavior on the part of
Jis officials and insisted that they oversee the moral welfare of his empire. Like Chan-
Iragupta, Ashoka also worked to improve trade and communication, sponsozing an exten-
ive road network dotted with wells and rest stops for travelers. Stability and the sheer
sxpansion of the empire’s territory encouraged growing comImnerce.

The Mauryan dynasty did not, however, succeéd 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, Kanishka, converted to Bud-
dhism but actually hurt this religion’s popularity in India by associating it with foreign rule.

The Guptas

The collapse of the Kushan state, by 220 C.z., ushered in another hundred
years of political instabiity. Then a new line of kings, the Guptas, estab-
lished a large empire, beginning in 320 ¢z (Map 3.2). The Guptas pro-
duced no individual rulers as influential as the two great Mauryan rulers,
but they had perhaps greater impact. One'Gupta 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 sovereignty 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 innu-

merable good actions.

Bombast aside, Gupta rulers often preferred to negotiate with Jocal
princes and intermarry with their famnilies, which expanded influence with-
out constant fighting. Two centuries of Gupta rule gave classical India its
greatest period of political stability, although the Guptas did not administer
as large a territory as the Mauryan kings had. The Gupta empire was over-
surned in 535 C.E. by a new snvasion of nomadic warriors, the Huns.

Classical Tndia thus alternated between widespread empires and a

network of smaller kingdoms. Periods of regional rule did not necessarily
suggest great instability, and both economic and cultural Life advanced in
these periods as well as under the Mauryas and Guptas.
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Political Institutions

Classical India did not develop the solid political traditions and institutic:

of Chinese civilization, or the high level of political interest that wou

characterize classical Greece and Rome. The most persistent political fe

tures of India, in the classical period and beyond, involved regionalist
plus considerable diversity in political forms. Autocratic kings and emperors dotted the history
classical India, but there were also aristocratic assemblies in some regional states with the power
consult and decide on major issues. .

As a result of India’s diversity and regionalism, even some of the great empires had a rath .
shaky base. Early Mauryan rulers depended heavily on the power of their large armies, and, as v
have seen, often feared betrayal and attack. Early rulers in the Gupta dynasty used various devices-
consolidate support. They claimed that they had been appointed by the gods to rule, and they £
vored the Hindu religion over Buddhism because the Hindus believed in such gods. The Gupt
managed to create a demanding taxation system, seeking up to a sixth of all agricultural produc
However, they did not create an extensive bureaucracy, rather allowing local ralers whom they he
defeated to maintain regional control so long as they deferred to Gupta dominance. The Guptas st
tioried a personal representative at each ruler’s court to ensure loyalty. A final sign of the great en
pire’s loose structure was the fact that no single language was imposed. The Guptas promote
Sanskrit, which became the language of educated people, but this made no dent in the diversity
popular, regional languages.

India’s caste system became steadily more complex after the fipic Age, as the five initial classes
- subdivided into ultimately almost 300 jati (or livings), which became further divided into a multi-
tude of subcastes—the true basis of the caste systern—which defined the groups that a person could
eat with or marry within. Hereditary principles grew ever stronger, so that it became virtually im-
possible to rise above the caste in which a person was born or to marry someone from a higher
caste. It was possible to fall to a lower caste by marrying outside one’s caste or by taking on work
deemed inappropriate for one’s caste. Upward mobility conld occur within castes, as individuals
might gain greater wealth through success in the economic activities appropriate to the caste.
Rulefs, like the Mauryans, might spring from the merchant castes, although most princes were
warrior-born. It is important not to characterize the caste system in an oversimplified way, for it did
offer some flexibility. Nevertheless, the systern gave India the most rigid overall framework for a so-
cial structure of any of the classical civilizations.

In its origins, the caste system provided a way for India’s various races, the conquerors and
the conquered, 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 vﬂlage 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, un-
touchable castes were scorned, confined to poverty and degrading work, but their 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 drink-
ing, For example, a person could not eat or drink with a lower-caste individual or perform any service
for that person. This kind of regulation of behavior made detailed political administration less neces-
sary. Indeed, no state could command full loyalty from subjects, for their first loyalty was to caste,

The Formation of Hinduism

Hinduism, the religion of India’s majority, developed gradually over a period of many centuries. it
origins lie in the Vedic and Epic ages, as the Aryan religion gained greater sophistication, with con
cerns about an overarching divinity supplementing the rituals and polytheistic beliefs supervised b
the brahman caste of priests. The Rig-Veda expressed the growing interest in a higher divine princi
ple in its Creation Hymn:

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 cre-
ation, so who knows truly whence it has arisen?

Unlike all other world religions, Hinduism had no single founder, no centrai holy figure fron
whom the basic religious beliefs stemmed. This fact helps explain why the religion unfolded s
gradually, sometimes in reaction to competing religions such as Buddhism or Islam. Moreove:
Hinduism pursued a number of religious approaches, from the strictly ritualistic and ceremonia
approach many brahmans preferred, to the high-soaring mysticism that sought to unite individaa
humans with an alt-embracing divine principle, Unlike Western religions or Daoism (which it re
sembled in part), Hinduism could also encourage political and economic goals (called artha) an
worldly pleasures {called karma}—and important textbooks of the time spelled out these pur;El"c\s
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Past of Hinduism's success, indeed, was the result of its fluidity, its ability to adapt to the different
needs of various groups and to change with circamstance. With a belief that there are many suitable
paths of worship, Hinduism was also characteristically tolerant, coexisting with several offshoot re-
ligions that garnered minority acceptance in Tndia.

Under brahman leadership, Indian ideas about the gods gradually became more elaborate
(scholars call early Hinduism brahmanism for this reason, though Hindus always called their reli-
gion dharma, or moral path). Original gods of nature were altered to represent more abstract con-
zepts. Thus, Varuna changed from a god of the sky to the guardian of ideas of right and wrong. The
sreat poems of the Epic Age increasingly emphasized the importance of gentle and generous behav-
‘o1, and the validity of a life devoted to concentration on the Supreme Spirit. The Upanishads par-
dcularly stressed the shallowness of worldly concerns—riches and even health were ot the main
2oint of humar existence—in favor of contemplation of the divine spirit. It was in the Upanishads
hat the Hindu idea of a divine force informing the whole universe, of which each individual crea-
ure’s soul is thought to be part, first surfaced clearly, in passages such as the following:

“Petch me a fruit of the banyan tree”

“Here is one, sit”

“Break it.”

“I have broken it, sit”

“What do you see?”

“Very tiny seeds, sir?

“Break one”

“T have broken it, sir”

“What do you see now?”

“Nothing, sir” _

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

Hinduism provided several channels for the good life. For people who renounced

this world in search of salvation, there was the meditation and self-discipline of yoga,
which means “union,” allowing the mind to be freed to concentrate on the divine spirit.
For others, there were the rituals and rules of the brahmans. These included proper cere-
monies in the cremation of bodies at death, approptiate prayers, and obedience to injunc-
tions stich as treating cows as sacred animals and refraining from the -consumption of heef.
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 3.2).
Personal devotion to these divinities through prayer could aid the process of reincarnation
to a higher state. Thus, many ordinary Hindus Placed 2 lot of importance on prayers. Sym-

+ bolic sacrifices or gifts to the gods might also bring them salvation or entry, through rein-
carnation, into a higher caste,

The spread of Hinduism through India, and at least brief%yl to some other parts of
" Asia, had many sources. The religion accommodated 'exl.rreme spirituality. It also Prowcz;d
satisfying rules of conduct for ordinary life, including Fﬂ:uals and a firm emphasis on e
distinction between good and evil behavior. The religion allowed many people to retain
older beliefs and ceremonies, which they may have derived from a more purely peiythm'stic
religion. I reinforced the caste system, giving people in lower castes hope for a bet.ter t]fne
in lives to come and giving upper-caste people, including ﬂ:.lf:‘. bra_hmaﬂs, .th.e satisfaction
that if they behaved well, they might be rewarded by communion with the divme soul. Evg:t
thoigh Hindu beliefs took shape only gradually and contained many amb_lgu:&u_es, the reli-
gion was sustained by a strong cadre of priests and through the efforts of individual gurcs
and roystics.

Buddhism

At times, however, the tensions within Hinduism broke down for some individuals,. produc-
ing rebellions against the dominant religion. One such reb?}lion, which occurred right af.ter
the Epic Age, led to a new religion closely related to }Endm'sm. Arour.ld 563 B.C.E. an Indzan
prince, Siddhartha Gautama, was born who came to question the fairness of earth‘.‘ly h.fe in
which so much poverty and misery abounded. Gautama, later called Byddha or “enlight-
ened one;” lived as a Hindu mystic, fasting and torturing his bod)f: A‘fter six years, he ffellt that
he had found truth, then spent his life traveling and gathering disciples to :.spread h‘LS ideas.
Buddha accepted the spiritual truth behind many Hindu beliefs,.such as refncarnation, but
he denied the validity of others, such as caste. He held the maten_al world to b'e a snare that
warped human relations and caused pain via the frustrations inherent in it: all worldly

' things decay, but men and women suffer and harm others as they struggle to hold onto
youth, health, and life itself, though all are destined to pass away.



Buddha did not reject the possibility of rewards after life, but he saw salvation as
arising from the destruction of the self, whose annihilation opens the door to a realm
where suffering and decay are no more, literally a world beyond existence itself: nirvana.
Individuals could regulate their lives and aspirations toward this goal without elaborate
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 liberalness, the liar with the
truth” By arguing that a holy life could be achieved through individual effort by people at
every level of society, Buddhism denied the spiritual vatue not only of caste and the per-
formance of rituals, but also of priests. 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 monks, organized in monasteries but preaching throughout the world (Figure
3.3). Buddhism attracted many followers in India itself, and its growth was greatly spurred
by the conversion of the Mauryan emperor Ashoka. Increasingly, Buddha himself was seen
as divine. Prayer and contemplation at Buddhist holy places and works of charity and piety

ave substance to the idea of a holy life on earth. fronicaily, however, Buddhism did not witness a

ermanent following in India. Brahman opposition was strong, and it was uitimately alded by the
sfluence of the Gupta emperors. Furthermore, Hinduism showed its adaptability by emphasizing
s mystical side, thus retaining the loyalties of many Indians. Buddhism’s greatest successes, aided
 the missionary encouragement of Ashoka and later the Kushan emperors, came in other parts
f southeast Asia, including the island of Sri Lanka, off the south coast of India, and in China,
Zorea, and Japan. Still, pockets of Buddhists remained in India, particularly in the northeast. They
vere joined by other dissident groups who rejected aspects of Hinduism. Thus, Hinduism, al-
hough dominant, had to come to terms with the existence of other religions early on.
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Arts and Sciences

At the research level, Indian scientists, borrowing a bit from Greek learning after the con-
Juests of Alexander the Great, made important strides in astronomy and medicine. The great as-
ronomer Aryabhatta caiculated the length of the solar year and improved mathematical
measurements. He also calculated the circumference of the earth with remarkable accuracy—which
also indicates that he believed it to be round. Indian astronomers lunderstood and calculated the
daily rotation of the earth on its axis, predicted and explained eclipses, and developed a theory of
gravity, 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. Inoculation against smallpox was introduced, using cowpox ~
serum. Indian hospitals stressed dleanliness, including sterilization of wounds, while leading doc--

tors promoted high ethical standards. As was the case with Indian discoveries in astronormy, many
medical findings reached the Western world only in modern times.

Indian mathematics produced still more important discoveries. The Indian numbering sys-
tern is the one we use today, although we call it Arabic because Buropeans imported it secondhand
from the Arabs. Indians invented the concept of zero, and through it they were able to develop the
decimal system. Indian advances in numbering rank with writing itself as key human inventions.
Indian mathematicians also developed the concept of negative numbers, calculated square roots
and a table of sines, andComprted the value of ptmare accurately than the Greeks did.

. Finally;€lassical India produced Hvely art, although much of it perished under later invasions.
Ashoka sponsored many spherical shrines to Buddha, called stupas, and statues honoring Buddha
were also common.

Figure 3.3 This beautifully detailed sandstone

" statue of the Buddha meditating in a standing *

position was carved in the 5th century c Note the
nimbus, or halo, which was comman in later Buddhist
iconography. The calm radiated by the Buddha's facial
expression suggests that he has already achieved
Enlightenment. As Buddhism spread throughout India
and overseas, a wide variety of artistic styles
develaped ta depict the Buddha himself and key
incidents of his legendary life. The realism and styfized
robes of the sculpture shaown here indicate that it was
carved by artists following the conventicns of the
Indo-Greek school of northwestern India.

{® The Trustees of the British Museum/Art Resource, NY)



Economy and Society

The caste system described many key features of Indian social and economic life, as it assigned peo-
sle to occupations and regulated marriages. Low-caste individaals had few legal rights, and servants
were often abused by their masters, who were restrained oxly by the ethical promptings of religion
toward kindly treatment. A brahman 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 tncommon, 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 inter-
ference by landlords and rulers.

‘The Indian version of the patriarchal family was thus subtly different from that in China, al-
though women were officially just as subordinate and later trends—as in many patriarchal societies
over time—would bring new burdens. But Indian cuiture often featured clever and strong-willed
women and goddesses, and this contributed to women's status as wives and mothers. Stories also
celebrated womer’s emotions and beauty.

The economy of India in the classical period became extremely vigorous, certainly rivaling
~hina in technological sophistication and probably briefly surpassing China in the prosperity of its
ipper classes. In mamufacturing, Indians invented new uses for chemistry, and their steel was the -
sest in the world. Indian capacity in ironmaking outdistanced Furopean levels until a few centuries
ago. Indian techmiques in textiles were also advanced, as the subcontinent became the first to manu-
Eacture. cotton cloth, calico, and cashmere. Most manufacturing was done by artisans who formed
guilds and sold their goods from shops. . _

fndian emphasis on trade and merchant acﬁv:lty was far greater than in China, and indeed
greater than that of the classical Mediterranean world. Indian merchants enjoyed relatively high
caste status and the flexibility of the Hindu ethic. They also traveled widely, not only over the sub-
continent but by sea to the Middle East and east Asia. The seafaring peoples along the southern
coast, usually outside the large empires of northern India, were particulatly active. These southern
Indians, the Tamils, traded cotton and silks, dyes, drugs, gold, and ivory, often earning great for-
tines. From the Middie East and the Roman Empire, they brought back pottery, wine, metals, sorme
slaves, and above all gold. Their trade with southeast Asia was even more active, as Indian mer-
chants transported not only sophisticated manitfactured goods but also the trappings of India’s ac-
tive culture to places like Malaysia and the larger islands of Indonesia. Tn addition, caravan trade
developed with China.

“ . Classical Civilizations in the
- Mediterranean and Middle East

The classical civilizations that sprang up on the shores of the Mediterranean Sea f.rom abou.t SQU
B.C.E. until the fall of the Roman Rmpire in 476 C2. rivaled their counterparts in India and China in

richness and impact. Centered first in the peninsula of Greece, then in Rome, the new Mediter-

i all of the civilized lands of the ancient Middle East. Greece rebuffed
ranean culture did not embrace all of the e G fthe

the advance of the mighty Persian Empire and established some colonies on : '
it i whit is now Turkey, but it only briefly conquered moze than a fraction of the civ-

Mediterranean, m . : '
flized Middle East. Rome conguered a vast empire, but even it had to contend with strong king-
ly constitute 2 westward push of

doms fo the east, Nevertheless, Greece and Rome do not mere: : var
civilization from its earlier bases in the Middle Fast and along the Nile—although this is a part of
thejr story. They also represent the formation of new institutions and values that would reverberate

in the later history of the Middle East and Burope alike. o .
For most Americans, and not only those who are descendants of European mnugants, classical
Mediterranean culture constitutes “ur own” classical past, ot at least a goodly part of it. The framers

of the 1.5, Constitation were extremely conscious of Gireek and Roman precedents. Designers of pub-

lic buildings in the United States, from the early days of the American republic to the present, have du-

tifully copied Greek and Roman models, as in the Lincoln Memorial and most state capitols. Plato and

Aristotle contimue to be thought of as the founders of our philosophical tradition, and skillfi teachers
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still rely on some imitation of the Socratic method. Our sense of debt to Greece and Rome may in-
spire s to find in their history special meaning or links to our own wotld; the Western educational ex-
perience has long included elaborate explorations of the Greco-Roman past as part of the standard
academnic education, But from the standpoint of world history, greater balance is obviously necessary.
Greco-Roman history is one of the three major classical civilizations, more dynamic than its Chinese
and Indian counterparts in some respects but noticeably less successful in others. The challenge is to
discern the leading features of Greek and Roman civilization and to compare them with those of their
counterparts elsewhere. We can then clearly recognize the connections and our own debt without ad-
hering to the notion that the Mediterranean world somehow dominated the classical period.

Classical Mediterranean civilization is complicated by the fact that it passed through two cen-
ters during its centuries of vigor, as Greek political institutions rose and then declined and the le-
gions of Rome assumed leadership. Roman interests were not identical to those of Greece, although
the Romans carefully preserved most Greek achievements. Rome mastered engineering; Greece spe-
cialized in scieatific thought. Rome created a mighty empire, whereas the Greek city:states proved
rather inept at 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 eastern 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.
Certainly, their classical heritage would be used by successive civilizations without fine distinctions
drawn between what was Greek and what was Roman, .

For several centuries, the Persian Bmpire far surpassed Greece in significance, certainly in the
Middle East but also in the eastern Mediterranean more generally. The Empire also established sig-
nificant traditions that shaped a strong Persian political and cultural presence, still visible in present
day Iran. And the Empire generated one of the significant religions in the world history, in Zoroas-
triznism. The Greek tradition was largely separate, but Greek and Persian influences interacted not
only in: mutual warfare, but as a result of Alexander the Great’s conquests and his efforts to merge
cuttural strands in the vast territory that briefly came under his control.

The Persian Empire: A New Perspegtive.in the Middle East

After the fall of the great Egyptian and Hittite empires in the Middle East by 1200 B.GE., much

smaller states predominated. Then new powers stepped in, first the Assyrians and then an influx of ‘
Persians. A oreat conaueror. Cvrus the Great, emerged by 550 B.CE. and established the massive

Persian Empire, which ran across the northern Middle East and into northwestern India. The new
empire was the clearest successor to the great Mesopotamian states of the past, but it was far larger.

Cyrus allowed some parts of the empire to preserve older traditions, such as the use of cuneiform |

writing, but he introduced important changes as well. In addition to their territorial expansion, the
Perstans significantly advanced iron technology in the Middle East.

Political Styles and Innovations

Persian politics featured several emphases. The first was wide tolerance. The Persian Empire em-
braced a host of languages and cultures, and the early Persian rulers were carefid to grant consider-
able latitude for this diversity. Second, however, was a stzong authoritarian streak. Darius, successor
to Cyrus, worked hard to centralize laws and tax collection. The idea of wide participation in poli-
tics was rejected. Third, and related to the centralization process, Persian rulers developed a vital in-
frastructure for the whole empire. A major system of roads reduced travel time, thoﬂgh it still took
90 days to go from one end of the empire to the other. An east—west highway, largely paved, simpli-
fied commerce and troop movement from the Indian border to the Mediterranean, and another
highway reached Egypt. Regularly spaced inns provided rest stops and fresh horses for travelers. The
Persians established the first regular postal service, and they built a network of ians along their
roads to accommmodate travelers. These achievements would help connect the Middle East to trade
routes coming from centrat and eastern Asia, a vital step in the growth of new trans-regional com-
mercial connections. - '

-

Pexsian ermperors, particularly Darius, who worked hard
not only to expand but to integrate his vast territories, devel-
oped a substantial bureaucracy. This existed alongside an ear-
lier, military nobility. The central government introduced
several measures to control the activities of officials assigned to
distant provinces. Tax collection was carefully regulated, and
spies were sent out to make sure regional officials remained
loyal o the central government, rather than altying with local
political forces.
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Persia wes also the center of a major new réligion. A
Zoroastrianian religious leader, Zoroaster {c. 630-550 B.C.L.),
revised the polytheistic religious tradition of the Sumerians
through the introduction of monotheism. He banned antral
sacrifice and the use of intoxicants. He introduced the idea of
individual salvation through the free choice of God over the
spirit of evil. Zoroaster, and the growing group of Zoroastrian
priests (the Magi) saw life as a battle between two divine forces:
good and evil. Zoroastrianism (zohr-oh-AS-tree-uh-NTH-
zuhrn) emphasized the importance of personal moral choice in
picking one side or the other, with a Last Judgment ultimately
deciding the eternal fate of each person. The righteous would
live on in a heaven, the “House of Song,” while the evil would
be condemned to eternal pain. Zoroastrianism influenced Per-
sia’s later emperors and spread widely in the population as a
whole. A Greek traveler, Herodotus, noted that the Persian reli-

gion was much more spiritual than that of the Greeks, for they did not believe in humanlike gods.

Indeed, the Persian religious influence would prove far greater than that of the Greeks, through
Greek culture had wide impact in other respects. Only small groups of Zoroastrians survive in the
world today, in Iran and through immigration in a few other places including the United States. But the
religion retained a wide hold for a considerable period of time and its ideas and beliefs strongly affected
Jadaism, Christianity and Islam. Religion did not consume all of Persian cultural energies. An Impor-
tant artistic tradition also emerged with distinctive styles of painting and architecture (See Fignre £.3).

Later kings expanded Persian holdings. ‘They were unable to conquer Greece, but they long
dominated much of the Middle East, providing an extensive period of peace and prosperity. Con-
quests also extended into North Africa and the Indian River valley. At its height, Persia embraced at
least fourteen million people. The population of Persia proper {present-day
Iran), at four million people, had doubled under imperial rule, Ulimately,
the Persian Empire was toppled by Alexander the Great, a Greek-educated
conqueror. Persian language and culture survived in the northeastern por-
tion of the Middle East, periodically affecting developments in the region
as a whole, After the Hellenistc period, a series of Persian empires arose in
the northeastern part of the Middle East, competing with Roman holdings
and later states.

Persian political institutions strongly mpressed Alexander and his
successors. Persian art would affect not only the region, but also India and
the wider Middle East. Zoroastrianism, one of the major belief systems of
the classical period, would ultimately fade in its cornpetition with Islam,
but its hold and influences continued well beyond the classical centuries.

Patterns of Greek and Roman History

Figure 4.3 Using ceremonial styles similar to those of earfier Even as Persia devek.)ped, anew civﬂizaﬁfm took shape to t}-:le west, build]'.ng
Mesopatamia, the Persian Empire celebrated its powerful kings. This wall on a nuinber of eatlier precedents. The river valley civilizations of the Mid-
reliefis on the great ceremonial stairway leading to the royal sudience hali  dle Bast and Africa had spread to some of the islands near the Gresk penin-

- of Darius and Xerxes. sula, although less to the peninsula itself. The island of Crete, in particela,

" showed the results of Bgyptian influence by 2000 B.C.E., and from this the Greeks were later able to
develop a taste for monumental architecture. The Greeks were an Indo-Buropean people, like the

" Aryan conquerors of India, who took over the peninsula by 1700 B.C.E. An early kingdom in south-
ern Greece, strongly influenced by Crete, developed by 1400 B.C.E. around the city of Mycenae. This
was the kingdom later memorialized in Homer’s epics about the Trojan War, Mycenae was then
toppled by a subsequent wave of Indo-Eiropean invaders, whose incursions destroyed civilization
on the peninsula until about 800 B.C.E.
Stages in Greek Development

The rapid rise of civilization in Greece between 800 and §00 B.C.E. was' based on the creation 91
strong city-states, rather than a single political unit. Each c'lt}r—state_had its own govemmentéﬂty'gb
cally either a tyranny of one ruler or an aristocratic council. The city-state served Greece: Wi u,l or
the peninsula was so divided by mountains that a unified government would have been diffic t to
establish. Trade developed rapidly under city-state sponsorship, an.d. common_ cutural forms, in-
clnding a rich written language with letters derived from the Phoenician a:'[phabet, spread througi:}-
out the peninsula. The Greek city-states also joined in regalar celebrations ST..ICh as the athletlic
competitions of the Olympic Games. Sparta and Athens came to be the two jeading city-states. The
first represented & strong military aristocracy dominating a slave pogulatlon; the oth.er was a moré
diverse commercial state, also including the extensive use of slaves, justly prond of its a'rtu;‘ac an

intellectual leadership. Between 500 and 449 B.G.E., the two states coo;_;erated, along. mth_smﬁel
states, to defeat the huge Persian invasion. It was duzing and _immedlateiy. after T.'tus p.enod al
Greek and particularly Athenjan culture reached its highest pom’f. Alvso during this me)d severa
city-states, and again particularly Athens, developed more colonies in t%.}e.gast‘?m Mediterranear
amA cnmthern Tralr ac Greek mltnre fanmed out to create a laveer zone of civilization (Map 4.2). {32



It was during the Sth century 8.G.E. that the most famous Greek political figure, Pericles (PEHR-

h-Kleez), dominated Athenian politics. Pericles was an aristocrat, but he was part of a democratic po- -

tical structure in which each citizen could participate in city-state assernblies to select officials and pass
ws. Pericles ruled not through official position rut by wise influence and negotiation. He helped re-
rain some of the more aggressive views of the Athenian democrats, who urged even further expansion
f the empire to garner mote wealth and build the economy. Ultimately, however, Pericles’ guidance
suld not prevent the tragic war between Athens and Sparta that would deplete both sides.

Political decline soon set in, as Athens and Sparta vied for control of Greece during the bitter
eloponnesian (PEL-uh-poh-tiee-zhun} Wars {431-404 3,C.E.). Ambitious kings from Macedonia, in
1e porthern part of the peninsula, soon comquered the cities. Philip I of Macedon won the crucial
attle in 338 B.C.E., and then his son Alexander extended the Macedonian Empire through the Middle
ast, across Persia to the border of India, and southward through Egypt (Map 4.3). Alexander the
ireat’s empire was short-lved, for its creator died at the age of 33 after a mere 13 years of breathtaking
snguests. However, successor regional ldngdoms continued to rule much of the eastern Mediter-
mean for several centuries. Uinder their aegis, Greek art and colture merged with other Middle East-
m forms during the Hellenistic period, the name derived because of the influence of the Hellenes, as
1e Greeks were known. Although there was kttle political activity under the autocratic Hellenistic
ings, trade flourished and important scientific centers were established in such cities as Alexandria
1 Egypt. In sum, the Hellenistic period saw the consolidation of Greek civilization even after the po-
tical decline of the peninsula itself, as well as some important new cultoral developments.

e

he rise of Rome formed the final phase of dassical Mediterranean civilization, for by the first century
C.E. Rome had subjugated Greece and the Hellenistic kingdoms alike. The Roman state began humbly
nough, as a local monarchy in central [taly arourd 800 B.C.E. Rornan aristocrats succee(;led in driving

sut the monarchy around 509 B.C.E. and established more elaborate political institutions for their city-
state. The new Roman republic gradually extended its influence over the rest of the Italian peninsula,
mmong other things conquering the Greek colonies in the south. Thus, the Romans early acquired a
strong military orientation, although initially they may have been driven simply by a desire to protect
‘heir own territory from possible rivals, Roman conquest spread more widely during the three Punic
Wars, from 264 to 146 B.C.8., during which Rome fought the armies of the Phoenician city of Carthage,
situated on the northern coast of Africa. These wars inciuded a bloody defeat of the invading forces of
‘he brilliant Carthaginian general Hannibal, whose troops were accompanied by pack-laden elephants.
The war was so bitter that the Romans in a final act of destruction spread salt around Carthage to pre-
vent agriculture from surviving there. Following the final destruction of Carthage, the Romans pro-
zeeded to seize the entire western Mediterranean along with Greece and Egypt.

The politics of the Roman republic grew increasingly unstable, however, as victorions gener-
ils sought even greater power while the poor of the city rebelled. Civil wars between two generals
ed 1o a victory by Julius Caesar, in 45 B.G.E., and the effective end of the traditional institutions of
‘he Roman state. Caesar’s grandnephew, ultimately called Angustus Caesar, seized power in 27
3.C.E., following another period of rivalry after Julius Caesar’s assassination, and established the
sasic structures of the Roman Empire. For 200 vears, through ‘the reign of the emperor Marcus An-
:elius in 180 C.E., the empire maintained great vigor, bringing peace and prosperity to virtually the
sntire Mediterranean world, from Spain and north Africa in the west to the eastern shores of the
sreat sea. The emperors also moved northward, conquering France and southern Britain and push-
ing into Germany. Here was a major, if somewhat tenuous, extension of the sway of Mediterranean
sivilization o western Burope (Map 4.4). :

"Then the empire suffered a slow but decisive fall that lasted over 250 years, until invading peo-
dles from the north finally overturned the government in Rome in 476 .5 The decline manifested
tseif in terms of both economic deterioration and population loss: trade levels and the birth rate
soth fell. Government also bécame generally less effective, although some strong later emperors, par-
icularly Diocletian and Constantine, attempted to reverse the tide. It was the emperor Constantine
#ho, in 313, adopted the then somewhat obscure religion called Christianity in an attempt to unite
‘he empire in new ways, However, particularly in the western half of the empire, most effective gov-
srument became local, as the Imperial administration could no longer guarantee order-or provide a
system of justice. The Romer armies depended increasingly on non-Roman recruits, whose loyalty
was suspect. Then, in this deepening mire, the invasion of nomadic peoples from the north marked
he end of the classical period of Mediterranean civilizaion—a civilization that, like its counterparts
n Gupta India and Han China during the same approximate period, could no longer defend itself.

Ireek and Roman Political Institutions
Greece . )

Democracy l(the word is derived from the Greek dermos, “the people”) was another important politi-
-] alternative in classical Mediterranean society. The Athenian city-state traveled furthest in this di-
rection, before and during the Peloponmesjan Wars, after carlier experiences with aristocratic rule
and with several tyrants, In 5th-century Athens, the major decisions of state were made by general

sssemblies in which all citizens could participate-~although usually only a minority attended. This -

was direct democracy, not Tule through clected representatives. The assembly met every 10 days.

e EL e P T At 2 denn cvnwn Phanan far heiaf forme ta ronteal thair nower and they



‘ere subject to review by the assembly, Furthermore, they were chosen by lot, not elected—on the
rinciple ‘that any citizen could and should be able to serve. To be sure, only a minority of the
thenian population were active citizens. Women had no rights of political participation. And half
f all adult males were not citizens at all, being slaves or foreigners. This, then, was not exactly the
ind of democracy we envision today. But it did elicit widespzead popular participation and devo-
on, and certainly embodied principles that we would recognize as truly democratic. Pericles, who
'd Athens during its decades of greatest glory between the final defeat of the Persians and the
gony of war with Sparta, described the system this way:

The administration is in the hands of the many and not of the few. But while the law secures

 equal justice to alf alike in their private disputes, the claim of excellence is also recognized; and
when 2 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 coantry
whatever be the obscurity of his condition.

During the Peloponnesian Wars, Athens even demonstrated some of the potential deawbacks
f democracy. Lower-class citizens, eager for government jobs and the spoils of war, often encour-
ged reckless military actions that weakened the state in its central dispute with Sparta.
lome - ’ o

he constitution of the Roman republic tried to reconcile the various elements suggested by the
ireek political experience, with primary reliance on the principle of aristocracy. All Roman citizens
1 the republic could gather in pertodic assemblies, the function of which was not to pass basic laws
ut rather to elect various magistrates, somie of whom were specifically entrusted with the task of
epresenting the interests of the common peaple. The most important legislative body was the
enate, composed mainly of aristocrats, whose members held virtually all executive offices in the
loman state. Two consuls shared primary executive power, but in times of crisis the Senate could
hoose a dictator to hold emergency anthority until the crisis had passed. In the Roman Senate, as
n the'aristocratic assemblies of the Greek city-states, the ideal of public service, featuring eloquent
niblic speaking and arguments that sought to identify the general good, came closest to realization.
The Roman Empire was a different sort of palitical system from the earlier city-states, al-’
hough it preserved some older institutions, such as the Senate, which became a rather meaningless
orum for debates: Of necessity, the empize developed orggam'zational capacities on a far larger scale
han the city-states; it is important to remember, however, that considerable local awtonomy pre-
railed in marny regions. Only in rare cases, such as the forced dissolution of the independent Jewish

tate in 63 C.B. after a major loca! rebeflion, did the Romans take over distant areas completely. :

sareful organization was particularly evident in the vast hierarchy of the Roman army, whose offi-
ers wielded great political power even over the emperors themselves.

Tn addition to considerable tolerance for local custorns and religions, plus strong military or-
ranization, the Romans emphasized carefully crafted laws as the one factor that would hold their
rast territories together, Greek and Roman republican leaders had already developed an under-
tanding of the importance of codified, equitable law. Aristocratic leaders in 8th-century Athens,
‘or example, sponsored clear legal codes designed to balance the defense of private property with
he protection of poor citizens, including access to courts of law administered by fellow citizens.
[he early Roman republic introduced its first code of law, the Twelve Tables, by 450 B.G.E. These
sarly Romen laws were intended, among other things, to restrain the upper classes from arbitrary
iction and to subject them, as well as ordinary people, to some cormmon legal principles. The
oman Empire carried these legal interests still further, in the belief that law should evolve to meet
-hanging conditions without, however, fluctuating wildly. ‘ :

The idea of Roman law was that rules, objectively judged, rather than personal whim should
sovern social relationships; thus, the law steadily took over matters of judgment earlier reserved for
Gthers of families or for landlords. Roman faw also promoted the importance of common-sense
fafrmess. 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 accidentally hit the barber with the ball,
causing him to cut the slave’s throat. Who was responsible for the tragedy: the barbey, catcher, or
pitcher? According to Roman law, the stave—for anyone so foolish as to be shaved in a public place
was asking for trouble and bore the responsibility himself.

Romar 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—aithough most
ordinary people outside Rome preferred to maintain their local allegiances. With citizenship, how-
ever, came full accéss to Rome-appointed judges and uniform laws. Imperial law codes also regu-
lated property rights and’ commerce, thus creating some econoinic unity in the vast empire. The
idea of fair and reasoned law, to which officers of the state should themselves be subject, was a key
political achievernent of the Roman Empire, comparzble in importance, although quite different in

natire, to the Chinese elaboration of a complex bureaticratic structure, B N
.ome, indeed, undertook vast public works in the form of roads and harbors to facilitate military

ransport as weil as commerce, And the Roman state, especially under the empire, built countless
tadiums and public baths to entertain and distract its subjects. The city of Rome, which at its peak
ontained over a million inhabitants, provided cheap food as well as gladiator contests and other
ntertainment for the masses—the famous “bread and circuses” that were designed to prevent pop-
A Afemdie Palmmise of Darmane elsewhere were 2iso civen theaters and stadiums. This provided



Religion and Culture

"The Greeks and Romans did not create a significant, world-class religion; in this they differed fron
India and Persia and to some extent from China. Christianity, which was to become one of th
major world religions, did of course arise during the Roman Empire. It owed some of its rapid geo
graphical spread to the ease of movement within the huge Roman Empire, However, Christianit
was not really a product of Greek or Roman culture, although it would ultimately be influenced b
this cultrre, It took on serious historical importance only as the Roman Empire began its decline
The characteristic Greco-Rorman religion was a much more primitive affair, derived from a belief I
the spirits of nature elevated into a complex set of gods and goddesses who were seen as regilatin
human life. Greeks and Romans had different names for their pantheon, but the objects of worshi
were essentially the same: a creator or father god, Zeus or Jupiter, presided over an unruly asserr
blage of gods and goddesses whose fanctions ranged from regulating the daily passage of the su
(Apollo) or the oceans (Neptune) to inspiring war (Mars} or humen love and beaunty (Venus). Spe
cific gods.were the patrons of other human activities such as metalworking, the hunt, even literatw
and history. Regular ceremonies to the gods had real political importance, and many individua
sought the gods® aid in foretelling the futare or in ensuring a good harvest or good health.

Religious Values

Tn addition to its political functions, Greco-Romar religion had certain other featurres. It tended 1
be rather huuman, of-this-world in its approach. The doings of the gods made for good storytellin
they read like soap operas on a superhuman scale. Thus, the classical Mediterranean religion ear

engendered an important literary tradition, as was also the case in India. (Indeed, Grec
Roman and Indian religious lore reflected the common heritage of Indo-Buropean i
vaders.) The gods were often used to illustrate human passions and foibles, thus serving
symbols of a serious inquiry into human nature. Unlike the Indians, however, the Gree
and Romans became interested in their gods more in terms of what they could do for at
reveal about humankind o this earth than the principles that could elevate people towa
higher planes of spirituality (Figure 4.4).

The gods and goddesses of Greco-Roman: religion left many upper-class people dissai

B isfied also. They provided stories about how the world came to be, but little basis for a sy

Figure 4.4 After murdering his wife and children
Rercules, who became the Greeks' greatest mythical hero,
was serttenced to perform 12 tasks that would have been
impossible For most mortals, This vase depicts the fourth
tabor of Hercules, in which he was ordered to capture the
Erymanthian boar and bring it to his master, Eurystheus,
The frightened Eurystheus has hidden in a wine jar.
[Copyrigh The British Museum)

*hilosophy and Science

tematic inquiry into nature or human society. And while the domdmant religion promote

political loyalty, it did not provide a basis for ethical thought. Hence, marny thinkers, both i
. Greece and Rome, sought a separate model for ethical behavior. Greek and Roman morn
| . philosophy, as issued by phildsophers like Aristotle and Cicero, typically stréssed the impoi
| tance of moderation and balance in human behavior as opposed to the instability of muc

political life and the excesses of the gods themselves. Other ethical systems were devised, pai

- ‘ticularly duting the Hellenistic period. Thus, Stoics emphasized an inner moral indepes
8 dence, to be cultivated by strict discipline of the body and by personal bravery. These ethic
' systems, established largely apart from religious considerations, were major contributions |

their own right; they would also be blended with later religious thought, under Christianity

"he need for a philosophy separate from the official religion helped generate classical Mediter-
anean political theory, which made little reference to religions principles. Mediterranean philoso-
thy also considerably emphasized the powers of human thought. In Athens, Socrates {born in 469
.CE.) encouraged his pupils to question conventional wisdom, on the grounds that the chief
qman duty was “the improvement of the soul” Socrates ran afoul of the Athenian govermment,
vhich thought that he was undermining political loyalty; given the choice of suicide or exile,
iocrates chose the former. However, the Socratic principle of rational inquiry by means of skeptical
uestioning became a recurrent strand in classical Greek thinking and in its heritage to later soci-
tties. Thus, a' philosophical tradition arose in Greece, although in very diverse individual expres-
jons, which tended to deemphasize the importance of human spiritnality in favor of a celebration
Jf the human ability to think. The result bore some similarities to Chinese Confucianism, although
vith greater emphasis on skeptical questioning and abstract speculations about the basic natre of
mmanity and the universe,

Greek interest in rationality carried over to an inquiry into the underlying order of physical
sature. The Greeks were not outstanding empirical scientists. Relatively few new scientific findings
smanated from Athens, or later from Rome, althcugh philosophers like Aristotle did collect large
rmounts of biological data. The Greek interest lay in speculations about pature’s order, and many
+on-Westerners believe that this tradition contintes to inform what they see a8 an excessive West-
srr1 passion for seeking basic rationality in the universe. In practice, the Greek concern translated
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nto a host of theories, some of which were wrong, about the motions of the planets and the organ-
zation of the elemental principles of earth, fire, air, and water, and into a considerable interest in
nathematics as 2 means of rendering nature’s patterns comprehensible. Greek and later Hellenistic
work in geornetry was particularly impressive, featuring among other achievements the basic theo-
emns of Pythagoras. Scientists during the Hellenistic period, working mainly in Egypt or the Middle
Zast, made some important empirical contributions, especially in studies of anatomy; medica! trea-
ises by Galen were not improved on, in the Western world, for many centuries. The mathematician
uclid produced what was long the world’s most widely used compendium of geometry. Less fortn-
aately, the Hellenistic astronomer Ptolemy produced an elaborate theory of the sun’s motion
wound a stationary earth. This new Hellenistic theory contradicted much earlier Middle Eastern
astronomy, which had recogmzed the earth’s rotation; nonetheless, it was Ptolemy’s theory that was
ong taker as fixed wisdom in Western thought,

Roman intellectuals, actively examining efhical and political theory, had nothing to add to
Sreck and Hellenistic science. They did help to preserve this tradition in the form of textbooks that
were administered to upper-class schoolchildren. The Roman genius was more practical than the
Greek and included engineering achievements such as the great roads and aqueducts that carried
water 10 cities large and small. Roman ability to construct elaborate arches so that buildings could
=arry 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 Greek and Hellenistic impulse to extend human reason to nature’s principles that would re-
sult in the most impressive legacy.

In classical Mediterranean dvilization, however, science abd 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 ternples, statues, and plays devoted to the glories of
the gods. Nonetheless, the human-centered qualities of the Greeks and Romans also registered, as
artists emphasized the beanty of realistic portrayals of the human form and poets and playwrights

used the gods as foils for inquiries into the human condition. Barly Greek poets included a woman |

author, Seppho (around 600 B.C.R.).

All the arts received some atfention in classical Mediterranean civilization. Performances of

music and dance were vital parts of religions festivals, but their precise styles have unfortunately
not been preserved. Far more durable was the Greek interest in drama, for plays, more thar poetry,
tock a central role in this culture. Greek dramatists produced both comedy and tragedy, indeed
making a formal division between the two approaches that is still part of the Western tradition, as

in the labeling of current television shows as either form. On the whole, in contzast to Tndian writ-
ers, the Greeks placed the greatest emphasis on tragedy. Their belief in human reason and balance

also involved a sense that these virtues were precaricus, so a person could easily become ensnared in
situations of powerful emotion and uncontrollable comsequences. The Athenian dramatist
Sophocles, for example, so insightfully portrayed the psychological flaws of his hero Oedipus that
modern psychology long used the term Oedipus complex to tefer to a potentially unhealthy relation-
ship between a man and his mother.

Greek literature contained a strong epic tradition as well, starting with the beautifully crafted
tales of the Iliad and Odyssey, attributed to the poet Homer, who lived in the 8th century 5.C.E.
Roman authors, particularly the poet Vergil, also worked in the epic form, seeking to link Roman
history and mythology with the Greek forerunner. Roman writers made significant contributions to
poetry and to definitions of the poetic form that wotld long be used in Western literature, The
overall Roman literary contribution was less impressive than the CGreek, but it was substantial
enough both to provide important examples of how poetry should be written and to furnish abun-
dant lustrations of the literary zichness of the Latin language.

In the visual arts, the emphasis of classical Mediterranean civilization was sculpture and ar-
chitecture. Greek artists also excelled in ceramic work, whereas Roman painters produced realistic
(and sometimes pornographic) decorations for the homes of the wealthy. In Athens’s briliant 5th
century—the age of Pericles, Socrates, Sophocles, and so many other intensely creative figures—
sculptors like Phidias developed unprecedented skill rendering simultaneously realistic yet beautiful
images of the human form, from lovely goddesses to muscled warriors and athletes. Roman sculp-
tars, less innovative, continized this herofc-realistic tradition. They molded scenes of Roman con-
quests on triumphal columns and captured the power but also the human qualities of Augustus
Caesar and his successors on busts and full-figure statues alike.

Greek architecture, from the 8th century B.C.E onward, emphasized monumental construc-
tion, square or rectangular in shape, with columned porticoes. The Greeks devised threc embellish-
ments for the tops of columns supporting their massive buildings, each more arnate then the next:
the Doric, the Ionic, and the Corinthian, The Greeks, in short, invented what Westerners and oth-
ers in the world today still regard as “classical” architecture, although the Greeks themselves were
influeniced by Egyplian models in their preferences. Greece, and later Ftaly, provided sbundant
stone for ambitious temples, markets, and other public buildings. Many of these same structures
were fiiled with products of the sculptors’ workshops. They were brightly painted, although over the
centuries the paint would fade so that Jater imitators came to think of the classical style as involving

unadorned (some might say drab) stone.
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‘igure 4.5 This is an artist’s recreation of the Roman Ferum in imperial
‘mes. The use of decorative styles that otiginated In classical Greece was a
entral feature of Roman architecture, but as the empire grew, buildings
ecame steadily more massive, Larger columns and greater heights reflected
he Roman taste for the monumental. Ustimately, Roman architects also
eveloped the capacity to build domed structures—a feal of engineering.

{ypathetical reconstruction of the Roman Forum in Imperial Thmes, Southern part. Watercolox, Soprint-
ndenza alle Antichita, Rome, Raly/ScalalArt Resource, MY

Roman architects adopted the Greek themes quite readily. Thewr engt-
neering skill allowed them to construct buildings of even greater size, as well
as new forms such as the free-standing stadium. Under the empire, the Ro-
mans learnied how to add domes to rectangudar buildings, which resulted in
some welcome architectural diversity. At the same time, the empire’s taste
for massive, heavily adorned monuments and public buildings, while a clear
demonstration of Rome’s sense of power and achievernent, moved increas-
ingly away from the simple lines of the early Greek temples (Figure 4.5).

Classical Mediterranean art and architecture were intimately
linked with the society that produced them. There is a temptation, be-
cause of the formal role of classical styles in later societies, including our
own, to attribite a stiffness to Greek and Rorman art that was not pres-
ent in the original. Greek and Roman structures were built to be used.
Temples and marketplaces and the public baths that so delighted the
Roman upper classes were part of daily urban life. Classical art was also

flexible, according o need. Villas or small palaces—built for the Roman -

upper classes and typically constructed around an open courtyard—had
a light, even simple quality rather different from that of temple architec-
ture. Classical dramas were not merely examples of high art, performed
in front of a cultural elite. Indeed, Athens kives in the memory of many
humanists today as much because of the large audiences that trooped to

performances of plays by authors like Sophocles as for the creativity of .

2¢ writers and philosophers themselves, Literally thousands of people gathered in the large hillside
aeaters of Athens and other cities for the performance of new plays and for associated music and
oetry competitions. Popular taste in Rome, to be sure, seemed less elevated. Republican Rome was
ot an important cultural center, and many Roman leaders feared the more emotional qualities of
jreek art. The Roman Empire is known more for monumental athletic performances—chariot
aces and gladiators—than for high-quality popular theater.

Iowever, elements of classical art—the great monuments if

«othing more-—were part of daily urban life and the pursuit of

leasure. Roman styles were also blended with Christignity

uring the later empire {Figure 4.6) providing another lasting

xpression.

iconomy and Society
n the Mediterranean

Agriculture and Trade

Farming in Greece and in much of Italy was complicated by the fact that sofl conditions were not
ideat for grain growing, and yet grain was the staple of life. Fixst in Greece, then in central italy,
farmers were increasingly tempted to shift to the production of olives and grapes, which were used
primarily for cooldng and winemaking. These products were well suited to the soil conditions, but
they required an unusually extensive conversion of agriculture to a market 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 grape vines required -

substantial capital, for they would not bear fruit for at least five years after planting. This was one
reason so many farmers went imto debt. It was also one of the reasons that large landlords gained
increasing advantage over independent farmers, for they could enter into market production on a
much larger scale if only because of their greater access ¢o capital.

The rise of commercial agriculture in Greece and then around Rome was one of the prime
forces leading to efforts to establish an empire. Greek city-states, with Athens usually in the lead, de-
veloped 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 products 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 heavy cultivation in north Africa resulted in a soil depletion that helps account
for the region’s reduced agricultural fertility in later centuries.

The importance of ‘commercial farming obviously dictated extensive concern with trade. Pri-
vate merchants operated most of the ships that carried agricultural products and other goods.
Greek city-states and ultimately the Roman state supervised the grain trade, promoting public
works and storage facilities 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 Mediterranean
civilization itself, for goods from India and Chica. In this trade, the Mediterranean peoples found
themselves at some disadvantage, for their manufactured products were less sophisticated than
those of eastern Asiz; 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 east.



Slavery '

Slavery was another key ingredient of the classical economy. Philosophers such as Aristatle pro-
duced elaborate justifications for the necessity of slavery in a proper society, Athenians used slaves
1s household servants and also as workers in their vital silver mines; slaves provided the Jabor force
for Athens’s empire and commercial operations alike. Sparta used slaves extensively 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 element in military expansion.
Here was a theme visible in earlier civilizations in the eastern Mediterranean, and within later soci-
eties in this region as well. The need for slaves 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

ralned. This kind of slavery was sometimes preferable to “free” life as a poor peasant, But slaves also
vorked the mines, for precious metals and for iron; as in Greece, slave labor in the mines was par-
iculardy brutal, and few slaves survived rmore then a few years of such an existence. Roman estate
ywners nsed large numbers of slaves for agricultural work, along with paid laborers and tenant
armers. This practice was another source of the steady pressure placed on free farmers who could
10t easily compete with unpaid forced labor.

Partly because of slavery, partly because of the overall orientation of npper-class cuiture, nei-
her Greece nor Rome was especially interested in technological innovations applicable to agricul-
sre or manufacturing. The Greeks made importent advances in shipbuilding and navigation,
which were vital for their trading econoiny. Romans, less adept on the water, developed their skill in
:ngineering to provide greater urban amenities and good roads for the swift and easy movement of

roops. But a technology designed to improve the production of food or manufactured goods did
1ot figure largely in this civilization, which mainly relied on the earlier achievements of previous
Mediterranean societies. Abundant slave labor probably discouraged concern for more efficient
sroduction methods. So did a sense that the true goals of humankind were artistic and political.
One Hellenistic scholar, for example, refused to write 2 handbook on engineering because “the work
5 an engineer and everything that ministers to the needs of life is ignoble and vulgar” As a conse-
Juence of this outlock, Mediterranean society lagged behind both India and China in production,
rechnology, which was one reason for its resulting unfavorable balance of trade with eastern Asia,

Decline in‘China agd India

Between 200 #hd 600 C.E., all three classical civilizations collapsed entirely or in part. During this
four-century span, all suffered from outside invasions, the result of growing incursions by groups
from central Asia. This renewed wave of nomadic expansion was not as sweeping as the earlier Indo-
European growth, which had spread over India and much of the Mediterranean region many cen-
turies 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 swept once across Italy, invading the city of Rome amid great destrzction. Another Him group
from central Asia overthrew the Guptas in India, and similar nomadic tribes had eatlier toppled the
Chinese Han dynasty. The central Asizn nomads were certainly encouraged by a growing realization
of the weakness of the classical regimes. Han China as well as the later Roman Empire suffered from
serions internal problems long before the invaders dealt the final blows, And the Guptas in India had
not permanently resolved that area’s tendency to dissolve into political fragmentation.

The Han Collapse

By about 100 ¢.5., the Han dynasty in China entered a sezious decline, and its deteriorations eperated
on several levels. Confircian intellectnal activity gradually became less creative. Politically, the central
government’s control diminished, and bureaucrats became more corrupt, Assassinations of and by bu-
reancrats competing for power at the top occurred on several occasions. Local landlords took up much
of the slack, ruling their neighborhoods according to their own wishes, The free peasants, long heavily
taxed, were burdened with new taxes and demands 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
“enrest increased, producing a great revolutionary effort led by Daoists in 184 C.E. Daoism now gained
- new appeal, shifting toward a popular religion and adding healing practices and magic to earlier philo-
sophical beliefs. The Daoist leaders, called the Yellow Tarbans, promised a golden age that was 1o be



sronght about by divine magic. The Yellow Turbans attacked the weakness of the emperor ‘F:}lt also the
self-indulgence of the current bureaucracy. As many as 30,000 stuctents demo;:statecli against the de-
dine of government morality. However, their protests failed, and Chinese popula’rl‘()%l growth and
prosperity spiraled further downward. The imperial court was mired in intrigne and civil war. ‘
This dramatic decline paralleled the slightly later collapse of Rome, as we shall see. It obvi-
ously explained China’s inability to push back invasions from borderland nomads, Who finally over-
threw the Fan dynasty outright. As in Rome, growing political ineffectiveness forme.d part of the
decline. Another important factor was the spread of devastating new epidemics, which may have

killed wp to half of the population. These combined blows not only toppled the Han but led to al-
most three centuries of chaos—an unusually long span of unrest in Chinese history. Regional rulers
and weak dynasties zose and fell during 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 20th century. Northern China, particularly, seemed near collapse.

Nonetheless, China did revive itself near the end of the 6th century. Strong pative milers in the
north drove ot the nomadic invaders. The $ui (sway) dynasty briefly ruled, and then in 618 cz. it
was followed by the Tang, who sponsored ome of the most glorious periods in Chinese history.
Confucianismn and the burezucratic systemn were revived, and indeed the bureaucratic tradition be-
camne more elaborate. The period of chaos left its mark somewhat in the continued presence of a
Buddhist minority end new styles in art and literature. But, unlike the case of Rome, there was no
permanent disruption.

The structures of classical China were simply too strong to be overturned. The bureancracy de-
clined 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 nothing better to offer by way of government or culture, simply tried to assimilate the Chinese
traditions. China thus had to recover from a serious setback but did not have to reinvent its civilization.

The End of the Gupta Empire

The decline of classical civilization in India was less drastic than the collapse of Han China. The
ability of the Gupta emperors to control Jocal prinees was declining by the 5th century. Invasions by
nomadic peoples, probably Hun tribes similar to those who were pressing inte Europe, affected
some northern portions of India as early as 500 ¢.E. Diring the next century, the invaders pene-
trated much deeper, destroying the Gupta Empire in central India. Many of the invaders were inte-
grated into the warrior caste of India, forming a new ruling group of regional princes. For several
centuries, no native ruler attempted to build a large Indian state. The regional princes, collectively
called Rajput (RAH]J-poot), contrelled the small states and emphasized military prowess. Pew polit-
ical events of more than local significance occurred. -

Within this framework, Indian culture continued to evolve. Buddhism HEgﬁned further in
India proper. Hindu beliefs gained ground, among other things conwerting the Hun princes, who
had originally worshipped gods of battle and had no sympathy for the Buddhist principles of calm
and contemplation. Within Hinduism, the worship of a mother goddess, Devi (DAY-vee), spread
widely, encouraging a new ‘popular emotionalism in religious ritnal. Indian economic prosperity
also continued at high levels.

Although Indian civilization substantially maintained its position, another threat was to come,

after 600 C.E, from the new Middle Eastern religion of Islam. Arab armies, fighting under the ban-
ners of Allah, reached India’s porous northwestern frontier during the 7th century, and while there
was initially little outright conquest on the subcontinent, Istam did win some converts in the north-
west. Hindu leaders reacted to the arrival of this new faith by strengthening their emphasis on reli-
glous devotion, at the expense of some other mtellectual interests. Hinduism also underwent further
popuiarization; Hindu texts were written in vernacular languages such as Hindi, and use of the old
classical langunage, Sanskrit, declined. These reactions were largely successful in preventing more than
a minority of Indians from abandoning Hinduismm, but they distracted from further achievements in
science and mathematics. Islam also hit hard at India’s international economic position and affected
its larger impact throughout Asia. Arab traders soon wrested control of the Indian Ocean from Tarnil
merchants, and Indie, though still prosperous and productive, saw its commercial dynamism re-
duced. In politics, regionalism continued to prevail. Clearly, the glory days of the Guptas were long
past, atthough classical traditions survived particulazly in Hinduism and the caste system.

Decline and Fall in Rome

The Roman Rmpire exhibited a great many symptoms of decay after about 180 .5 The population
was declining, and the empire faced growing difficulties in recruiting effective armies. There were
also political manifestations in the greater brutality and arbitrariness of many Roman emperors

who, according to one commentator at the time, were given to “lustful and cruel habits” Tax collec-
tHon became increasingly difficult, as residents of the empire fell on hard times. The governor of
Egypt complained that “the once aumerous inhabitants of the aforesaid villages have now been re-

duced to a few, because some have fled in poverty and others have died and for this reason we are in
danger owine to impoverishment of havine to abandon fhe tax-collectorshin®



Above alf, there were human symptoms. Inscriptions 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.

Symﬁtoms of Decline

The decline of Rome was more disruptive than the collapse of the classical dynasties 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 deserves particular attention, Every so often, Americans ot
western Europeans concerned about changes in their ownl 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 economic life in the Roman Empire began to -
shift after about 180 C.2. Political confusion produced a series of weak emperors and many disputes
aver succession to the throne. Intervention by the army in the selection of emperors complicated
paolitical life and contributed to the deterioration of rule from the top. More important in initiating
the process of decline was a series of plagnes that swept over the empire. As in China, the plagues’
source was growing mternational trade, which brought diseases endemic in southern Asia to new
areas like the Mediterranean, where no resistance had been established even to contagions such as
the measles. 'Fhe resulting diseases decimated the population. The population of Rome decreased
from a million people to 250, 000, Economic life worsened in consequence. Recruitment of troops
became more difficult, so the empire was increasingly reduced to hiring Germanic soldiers to gaard
its frontiers, The need to pay troops added to the demands on the state’s budget, just as declining
production 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, it {s hard to say whether another side to Rome’s downfall is either a cause or
reswit of the initial difficuities. Rome’s upper classes became steadily more pleasure-seeking, -
turning away from the political devotion and economic vigor that had characterized the republic
and early empire. Cultural life decayed. Aside from some truly creative Christian writers—the fa-
thers of Western theology--there was very little sparkle to the art or literature of the later empire.
Many Roman scholars contemted themselves with writing textbools that rather mechanicaily
summarized earlier achievernents in science, mathematics, and literary style. Writing textbooks is .
not, of course, proof of absolute intellectual incompetence—at least, not in all cases—but the
point was that new knowledge or artistic styles were not being generated, and even the levels of
previous accomplishment began to slip. The later Romans wrote textbooks about thetoric instead
of displaying rhetorical talent in actual political life. And they wrote simple compendiums, for
example, about animals or geomeiry, that barely captured the essentials of what eaxlier intefllectn-
als had known, and ‘often added superstitious beliefs that previous generations would have
scorned. . .

This cultural decline, finally, was not clearly due to disease or economic collapse, 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 anthoritarian palitical rule, perhaps because of a new in-
terest in luxuries and sensual indulgence. Revealingly, the upper classes no longer produced many
offspring, for bearing and raising children seemed incompatible with a life of pleasure-seeking.

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 society’s leaders. Probably elements of both were involved. Thus, the plagues would have
weakened even a vigorous society, but they would not necessarily have produced an irreversible
downward spira had not the morale of the ruling classes already been sapped by an unproductive
lifestyle and superficial values.
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