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The three great classical civilizatons lend themselves
to a variety of comparisons. The general tone of each
differed from the others, ranging from India’s other-
worldly strain to China’s emphasis on government
centralization, although it is'important to note the
varieties of activities and interests and the changes
that occurred in each of the three societes. Basic
comparisons include several striking similadties. Each
classical society developed empires. Each relied pri-
marily on an agriculrural economy. Greco-Roman
interest in secular culture bears some resemblance to
Confucian emphasis in China, although in each case
religious currents remained as well. But Greco-
Roman political values and instrutions differed from
the Confucian eraphasis on deference and bureaua-
cratic training. Greek definitions of science contrasted
with those of India and China, particularly in the
emphasis on theory. Several focal points can be used
for comparison.

Each classical civilization emphasized a clear
social hierarchy, with substantial distance between
elites and the majority of people who did the manual

ilizations reflected commeon tensions berween com-
plex leadership demands-and lifestyles and the limited

Groups at the top of the social hierarchy judged that
they had to control lower groups carefully to ensure
their own prosperity. Bach classical society generated
ideologies that explained and justified the great social
divisions. Philosophers and religious leaders devoted
great attention to this subject.

Within this common framework, however, there
were obvious differences. Groups at the top of the
social pyrarmd reflected different value systems. The
priests in India, the bureaucrats in China, and the aris-
tqcrats in Greece and the Roman republic predonii-
nated. The status of merchants varied despite the vital
role commerce played in all three civilizations.

Opportunities for mobility varied also. India’s
caste system allowed movement within castes, if
wealth was acquired, but little overall mobility. This
was the most rigid classical social structure because
it tied people to their basic social and occupational
position by birth. China’s bureaucratic system
aliowed a very small number of talented people
from below to rise on the basis of education, but
most bureaucrats continued to come from the
landed aristocracy. Mediterrantan society, with its

and menial work. This vital similarity berween the civ-

economic resources of the agricultural economy.”
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aristocratic emphasis, limited opportunities to rise
to the top, but the importance of acquired wealth
{particularly in Rome) gave some nonaristocrats
important economic and political opportunities.
Cicero, for example, came from a merchant family.
Various classes also shared some polidcal power in
city-state assemblies; the idea of citizens holding
basic political rights acrioss class lines was unusual
in classical civilizations.

Each classical civilizaEcn distinctively defined the

position of the Jowest ofders. India’s untouchables
performed duties cul y evaluated as demeaning
but often vital. So did Chma’ “mean people,” who
included actors. As g}rcecp and then Rome expanded,
they relied heavily on the legal and physical compul-
sions of slavery to prpvide menial service and
demanding labor. Grecqc and Rome gave unusual
voice to farmers when ﬁhey maintained their own
property but tended to scorn manual labor itself, a
view that helped justify and was perperuated by slav-
ery. Confucianism urged deference but offered praise
for peasant work.-

Finally, each classicalicivilization developéd a dif-
ferent cultaral glue to htilp hold its social hierarchy
together. Greece and Rome left much of the task of
managing the social hic;n rchy to local authorities;
community bonds, as in the city-states, were meant
to pull different groups into a sense of common pur-
pose. They, also relied on military force and clear
legal statements that defined rights according to sta-
tion. Force and legal inegualities played important
roles in China and India as well, but there were addi-
tional inducements. Indzi’s Hinduism helped justify
and sustain the hierarchy by promising rewards
through reincarnation for those who submitted to
their place in any given éxistence. Chinese Confu-
cianism urged general cultural values of obedience
and self-restraint, creating some agreement—despite
varied religions and philosophies—on the legitimacy
of social ranks by defining how gentlemen and com-
moners should behave. |

In no case did the sotial cement work perfectly;
social unrest surfaced in allithe classical civilizations, as
in major slave rebellions injthe Roman countryside or
peasant uprisings in China. At the same time, the rigid-
ity of classical social strucpures gave many common
people some leeway. Elites viewed the masses as being
so different from themselves that they did not try ro

revamp all their beliefs or Qomumty institutons.
(conbznred)
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Differences in approach to social inequality nev-
ertheless had important results. China and partcu-

larty India generated value systems that mighe

convince people in the lower classes and the upper
ranks that there was some legitimacy in the social
bierarchy. Greece and Rome attempred a more diffi-
cnlt task in emphasizing the importance of aristocracy
while offering some other elements a share in the
political system. This combination could work well, #
although some groups, including slaves and women,
were always excluded. Tt tended to dereriorste, how-
ever, when poorer citizens lost property. Yet no
sweeping new social theory emerged o offer a dif
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ferent kind of solace to the masses uatil Christianity
began to spread. It is no acgident, then, that Indian
and ‘Chinese social structures survived better than
Mediterranean structures did, lasting well beyond the
classical period into the 20th) century.




» o GLOBAL CONNECTIONS: Greece,
5% Rome, and the World

Like other classical civilizatons, and notably China,
classical Greeks had a definite sense of the inferiority
of the non-Greek world, which they indiscriminately
called barbarian. Some Greek city-states, like Sparta,
were quite closed to outside influences. But overall,
the Greeks were also a trading and expansionist peo-
ple. They set up Greek colonies in various parts ef the
Mediterranean. They traded even more widely, and
relied heavily on foreigners for part of this trade.
Some Greeks were immensely curious about other
peoples and their habits. The historian and traveler
Herodotus (484425 B.C.E.) talked enthusiastically
about customs very different from his own, though
he was also capable of believing wild exaggerations
about how some people lived. '

Greek outreach was obviously extended by
Alexander the Great, who did not have such a keen
belief in Greek superiority. Alexander forged impor-
tant new contacts between the eastern Mediter-
ranean, the rest of the Middle East, and western
India. He even hoped to extend his system into
China, but obviously this did not occur. The system
did not last, but the interest in setting up stronger
links with ‘Asia remained an important concern. The
Greek world, in other words, was a Mediterranean
world, looking castward primarily, though also to
northeastern Africa.

During the early centuries of Rome’s develop-
ment, its leaders were quite conscious of a wider
Mediterranean world. Rome’s expansion reflected
this awareness of powerful competitors. The wars
with Carthage brought Rome into contact, and ult-
mate victory, with a powerful state in north Africa.
Roman leaders were also alert to the influence of
Greek culture in the eastern Mediterranean. Some
feared claborate Greek art and lifestyles as a distrac-
tion from pure Roman virtue, but even more were
drawn to the benefit of further incorporating Greek
culture. The movement toward the east drew Rome
into interaction with many Middle Eastern peoples,
as far as Persia.

At the height of the empire, Rome seemed to
have created its own world. There was trade on the
fringes of the empire. On the northern border in
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Europe, Germanic tribes leaﬂincd about the empire
through trade and occasional fighting. This helped
some decide, ultimately, that they wanted to move
into the empire directly. Trade also occurred with
other parts of Africa, particularly in the northeast.
Wealthy Romans were also quite aware of luxury
goods from Asia, particularly| Chinese silks, though
they knew almost nothing of China itself. The goods
were brought to the Mediterranean by nomadic mer-
chants. But the big focus in Rgme was internal devel-
opment in a territory that clearly surpassed any
empire ever established in the area. Tolerant of local
diversities, Romans also built the same kinds of mon-
uments and amenities in Asia, Africa, and Europe-—a
testimony to their confidence|in the validity of their
own styles and to their sense that there was litde to
learn beyond their borders. ‘




