
China and India 
~ China and Indio offer important contrasts i:1 

po:itical emphases, social systems, and cultures. 
They also resembled each other in seeking to 
build stable structures over large areas and fn 
usi:1g culture to justify social inequalily'. 

The thrusts ofclassical civilization in Chlna and 
India reveal the diversity generated during the clas­
sical age. The restraint of Chinese art and poetry 
contrasted with the more dynamic sensual styles of 
India. India ultimately settled on a primary religion, 
though with important minority expressions, that 
embodied diverse impulses within it. China opted, 
for separate religious and phllosophlcal systems that 
would serve different needs. China's political struc­
tures and values found little echo in India, whereas 
the Indian caste system involved a social rigidity con­
siderably greater than that of China. India's cultural 
emphasis was, on balance, considerably more other­
worldly than that of China, despite the impact of 
Daoism. Quite obviously, classical India and classical 
China created vastly different culmres. Even in sci­
ence, where there was similar interest in pragmatic 
disc~veries about how the world works, the Chinese 
placed greater stress on purely practical findings, 
whereas the Indians ventured further into the math­
ematical arena. 

Beyond the realm offormal culture and the insti­
tutions of government, India and Ch~na may seem 
more similar. As agricultural societies, both civiliza­
tions relied on a large peasant dass, organized in 
dese-knit villages with much mutual cooperation. 
Cities and merchant activity, although vital, played a 
secondary role., Political power rested primarily with 
those who controlled the land, through ownershlp of 
large estates and the ability to tax the peasant class. 
On a more personal level, the power of husbands and 
fathers in the family-the basic fact of patriarchy­
encompassed Indian and Chinese families alike. 

However, Indian and Chinese societies differed 
in more than their religion, philosophy, art, and pol­
itics. Ordinary people had culture~ along with elites. 

Hindu peasants saw thef world differently ii'om .tlieir 
Chinese counterparts. They placed less emphasIS on 
personal emotional restraint and detailed etiquette; 
they expected different emotional interactions with 
family members. Indian peasants were less con­
strained than were the iChinese by recurrent efforts 
by large landlords to igain control o~ their. land. 
Although there were ~ealthy landlords 111 IndIa, the 
system ofvillage contro~ ofmost land was more firmly 
entrenched than in China. Indian merchants played 
a greater role than theJ Chinese counterparts. There 
was more sea trade, mqre commercial vitality. Reveal­
ingly, India's expanding cultural influence was due to 
merchant activity abqve all else, whereas Chinese 
expansio~ involved gotemment initi~tive~ in gainin~ 
new terrItory and sending proud enussaries to satel 
lite states. These diffe~ences were less dramatic, cer­
tainly less easy to docun1ent, than those generated by 
elite thlnkers and politicians, but they contributed to 
the shape ofa c~~ilizatip~ and ~~ its particular vitality, 
Its areas of stabIlity ana lllstability. 

Because each classical civilization developed its 
own unique style, in spcial relationships as well as in 
formal politics and 'intellectual life, exchanges 
between two societies/like China and I~di~ involve.d 
specific borrowings, not wholesale llTIltauon. IndIa 
and China, the two giants of classical Asia, remain 
subjects ofcomparisoq to our own time, because they 
have continued to build distinctively on their partic­
ular traditions, esta~lished before 500 G.E. These 
characteristics, in tutn, differed from those of yet 
another center ofcivilization, the societies that sprang 
up on the shores of the Mediterranean during this 
same classical age. ' 



GLOBAL CONNECTIONS: Classical 
China and the World 

The short-lived Qin dynasty and four centuries of 
Han rule established the basic components of a civi­
lization that would last for thousands ofyears, making 
it the longest-lived in world history. As the achieve­
ments ofthe classical age-demonstrate, China had also 
become one of the most creative and influential·civi­
lizatlons ofall human history. The strength of its agrar­
ian base has allowed China to carry about one-fifth of 
the total human population from the last centuries 
B.CE. to the present day. The productivity ofits peas­

ants has made it possible for some of the world's 
largest cities to flourish in China, and nurtured one of 
history'S largest and most creative elites. In China's 
classical age, the world's largest and for much of his­
tory its best-run bureaucraGJ was established, and civil 
service exams were invented. The Chinese also pio­
neered in the development of a whole range of basic 
technologies that were later disseminated over much 
of Eurasia and northern Africa. These ranged fi'om' 
paper and compasses, which created new possibilities 
for human communication and cross-cultural interac­
tion, and water mills, which provided new sources of 
power and food processing, to porcelain, which ele­
vated dining to unparalleled levels of elegance and 
opened up exciting possibilities for artistic expression. 
Over the centuries, beginning in this classical period 
itself, Chinese merchants and central Asian nomads 
disseminated these inventions over much ofthe globe, 
and have consequently contributed to technological 
transformations in societies as diverse as those found 
in Japan, Rome, the Middle East, and England. 

Chinese influence was directly involved in the 
patterns of world trade that began to emerge duting 
the classical centuries_ China's production of silk was 
unusually high quality, and the product began to be 
valued elsewhere, in India, the Middle East, and eVe)1 
the distant Mediterranean during the Roman Empire. 
Trade in silk and other luxury products generated a 
netviork ofroads through central Asia knQwn collec­
tively as the Silk Roads. Under the Han, the Chinese 
government actively encouraged this trade with 
regions to the west. Improved roads, both in China 
and in the Middle East, encomaged trade as well. 
One Chinese emissary, Zhang Qian, actually traveled 
to western India. Most trade along the Silk Roads 
was carried by nomadic merchants, and until well 
after the classical period no one seems to have trav­
eled all the way fi'om China to the Mediterranean or 
vice versa. But the trade was lively, spurring attention 
also to sea routes in the Indian Ocean. 'While we do 
not know the volume of goods involved: Silk Road 
trade was important enough to win considerable 
~ttention in upper-class and government circles, and 
It provided an initial fi'amework on which global trad­
mg patterns would later elaborate. China's role was 

GLOBAL ~ONNECTIONS: India 

and the Wider World 


No classical ciJlization was more open to outside 
influences thani those of the Indian subcontinent. 
None were ffio~e central to cross-cultural ~xchanges 
in the centuries! that ushered what we have come to 
label the coffiIIlon era (C.E.) of world history. The 
brahman-dominated,' caste-ordered civilization, 
which flourished at the end of the Vedic era and later 
under the Gu~tas, pro~uced so~e of humanity's 
most sublime att and phllosophy; Important break­
throughs in mathematics, the sciences, and technol­
ogy; prosperousmrban centers; and a population that 
has been second only to that ofChina through much 

I ' 
of human histOl'IY. 

The perioci dominated by the Mauryas in 
between saw th~ rise of Buddhism, one of a handful 
of truly world relligions. In this era and the age of the 
Guptas that foID.owed, Buddhism was but one of 
numerous comfonents of Indian civilization that 
were exported to China and east Asia, across the 
steppes ofcent~ Asia, throughout most ofsoutheast 
Asia, and as far west as the Mediterranean. 

In mainland land island southeast Asia, the impact 
of Indian civiljz~tion was especially criticaL Indian 
merchants played a key role in trade with these 
regions, and other influences followed. Indian reli­
gions and epics, art and architecture, and concepts of 
kingship sparke4 the rise of centralized states and 
complex societi9s that culminated in great civiliza­
tions, such as those centered at Angkor Wat in Cam­
bodia and the kiJjlgdom of Majapahit in central Java. 
In the Mediterrabean, Indian influences were felt in 
areas as diverse ~s artistic techniques, philosophies 
such as Stoicism, ~ld religious ideas that significantly 
affected Christianity. Central to all of these develop­
ments was the fac~ that in the cennuies that wimessed 
the flowering of Indian civilization under the Mau­
ryas and Guptas, Fe coastal areas of the Indian su b­
continent becam~, and would remain for millennia, 
one of the core areas of an ever expanding trading 
network that \'votd~ eventually e.ncompass most of 
the Eastern Hdnusphere. IndIan manufactured 
goods, such as c~tton textiles and bronze statuary, 
soon became som~ ofthe most coveted commodities 
in this system of I ex change. Indian merchants and 
sailors would ca~ry them throughout the Indian 
Ocean and to thelemporiums of the Silk Roads that 
dominated overl4nd u'ade beyond the Himalaya 
Mountains. Indian religions, artwork, scientific dis­

coveries, and epi~ literature came to enrich, and at 
times spur major transformations in, civilizations over 
much of the knmyn world. 
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greater still in the huge swath of territory from cen­
tral Asia to the Pacific. 

Over much of central and east Asia, Chinese 
influence in political thought and organization, 
approaches to warfare, art and architecture, religion, 
and social norms was pervasive. For nearly two thou­
sand years, China would serve as the "Middle King­
dom" for the divers~ peoples of this vast area-the 
focus of their trade and the model for their often suc­
cessful efforts to fashion their own variants ofempire, 
prosperity, and sophisticated lifestyles. 


