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PART II The Clossical Period, 1000 8.¢.£.~500 CE.

Inequality as the Social Norm

The Indian caste syste .. s perhaps the most extreme
expresston of a type of social organization that vio-
lates the most revered principles on which modern
Western socictes are based. Like the Egyptan divi-
sion between a noble and a commoner and the Greek
division bertween a freeperson and a slave, the caste
system rests on the assumption that humans are
inherently unequal and that their lot in life is deter-
mined by the families and social strata intc which they
are born. The caste system, like the social systems of
all other classical civilizations, presumed that social
divisions were fixed and stable and that people ought
to be content with the station they had been allotred
at birch.

Furthermore, all classical social systems (with the
partial exceprion of the Greeks, at least in Achens)
played down the imporrtance of the individual and
stressed collectve obligations and loyalties that were
centered in the family, extended kin groups, or
broader occupational or social groups. Family or caste
affiliation, not individual ambition, determined a per-
son’s carcer goals and activities.

Allof these - 1iptions direcdy contradict some
of the West’s most che rished current belicfs. They run
counter to one »f the most basic organizing princi-
ples of modern Wester: ulture, rooted in a conimit-
ment to cquality of opportunity. This principle is
enshrined in Furopean and American constitutions
and legal systeins, taught in Western schools and
churches, and proclaimed in Western media. The
beliefin human equality, or at feast equality of oppor-
tunity, is onc of the most important ideas that mod-
crn Western civilization has exported to the peoples
of Africa, Asia, and Larin America.

The modern concept of equality rests on two
assurmptions. The first is that a person’s place in soci-
ety should be determined not by the class or family
into which he or she is born but by personal actions
and qualities. The sccond is thar the opportunity to
rise-—or [ull-—in social sratus should be open to
everyone and protected by law. Some of our most
cherished myths reflect these assumptions: that any-
one can aspire to be president of the United Sratcs,
for example, or that an ordinary person has the right
to challenge the actions of the politically and eco-
nomically powerful.

Of course, cquality is a social ideal rather than
something a "1 society has achicved. No one

pretends that all humans arg equal in intelligence or
talent, and there are important barriers to equality of
opportunity. But the belief persists that all humans
should have an equal chance to better themselves by
using the brains and skills they have. In the real
world, race, class, and gender diffcrences often favor
some individuals over others, and laws and govern-
ment agencics often do not correct these inequities.
But the citizens of moderry Western socicties, and
increasingly the rest of the world, champion the prin-
ciples of cquality of opportunity and the potential for
social mobility as the just and natural bases for social
organization and interactiod.

However, what is just and natural for modcrn
societics would have been incomprehensible in the
classical age. In fact, most Human societies through
most of human history have been organized on
assumptions that are much closer to those underlying
the Indian caste system than to those underlying mod-
ern Western norms. Ancient Egypuans or Greeks, or
for that matter medieval Eujopeans or early modern
Chinese, believed that carger possibilites, political
power, and social privileges should be set by law
according to the position of one’s family in the social
hierarchy. The Indian caste structure was the most
rigid and complex of the systems by which occupa-
wons, resources, and status were allotted. Bur all clas-
sical civilizauons had similaf social mechanisms that
determined the obligations and privileges of members
of cach social stratum.

In some ways, classical Chinese and Greek soci-
etes provided exceptions to these general patterns.
In China, people from lowly social origins could rise
to positions of grear status and power, and well-
placed families could fall on hard times and lose their
genury status. But “rags to riches” success storics were
the excepdon rather dlanf the rule, and mobility
between social strata was limited. In fact, Chinese
thinkers made much of the distinctions between the
scholar-gentry elite and the common people.

Although some of the Grecks, pardcularly the
Athenians, developed the idea of equality for all citi-
zens in a pacticular city-state, most of the people of
these socictes were not citizéns, and many were slaves.
By virtue of their birth the latter were assigned lives of
servitude and often drudgery. Democratic participa-
tion and the chance to make full use of their talents
were limited to the free malgs of the city-scates.



In nearly all societies, these fixed social hierar-
chies were upheld by creation myths and religious
beliefs that proclaimed their divine origins and the
danger of punishment if they were challenged. Elize
thinkers stressed the importance of the established
social order to human peace and well-being; rujers
were duty bound to defend it. Few challenged the
naturalness of the hierarchy itself; fewer still proposed
alternatives to it. Each person was expected to accept
his or her place and to concentrate on the dutes and
obligations of that place rather than worry about
rights or personal desites. Males and females alike
were required to subordinate their individual yearn-
ings and talents to the needs of their families, clans,
communities, or social superiors. In return for a per-
son’s acreuaance of his or her allotted place in the
hierarchy, he ¢, she received material sustenance and
a social slor. O7:owse, these benefits were denied to
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people who fought the systera. They might be out-
cast or exiled, physicaliy punished, or even killed.

A Questions: What arguments did the thinkers of
the classical civilizat;ions of Greece, China, and
India use to explain and justify the great dif-
ferences in social status and material wgalch?
How did those who belonged to elite groups
justify their much $rcatcr status, wealth, and
power compared toi the peasants, arusans, and
servants who made bip most of the population?
Why did people belonging to these subordi-
nate social strata, igcluding oppressed groups
such as slaves and untouchables, accept these
divisions? Comparing these modes of social
organization with the ideals of your owa soci-
ety, whar do you se¢e as the advantages and
drawbacks of each?
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