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CHAPTER FIVE

In zoo4, some t8o married couples in tseijing, China, stood before a

picture of their country's ancient sage, Confucius, and took an oath,

pledging fidelity to each other and promising never to divorce.This
was a small part of a nationwide celebration of the z,555th anniver-
sary of the birth of Confucius.A public nrenrorial service was held in
his honretown of Qufu, while high governnlcnt ofTicials warnrly wel-
comed delegates attending an international symposiunr devoted to
his teaching.What made this celebration rertrarkable was that it took
place in a country still ruled by the Cornmunist Parry which had long
devoted enormous efforts to discrediting Confucius and his teach-
ings. In the view of cornmunist China's revolutionary leader, Mao
Zedong, Confucianism was associated with class inequaliry patri-
archy, fbudalisnr, superstition, and all things old and backward, but
the country's ancient teacher and philosopher had apparently out-
lasted its revolutionary hero. High-ranking political leaders, all offi-
cially communist, have begun to invoke Confucius and to urge "social

harnrony," rather than class conflict, as China rapidly nrodernizes.
Many anxious parents offer prayers at Confucian temples when thcir
children are taking the national college entrance exants.

Iluddhism also has experienced somerhing of a revival in China,
as thousands of temples, destroyed during the heyday of commu-
nisrrr, have been repaired and reopened. Christianity too has grown
rapidly since the death of Mao tn tt;76, with professing Christians
numbering some 7 percent of China's huge population by the early
twenty-first century. Here are reminders, in a Chinese context, of
the continuing appeal of cultural traditions forged during the clas-

China's Cultural Traditions: In this idealized painting, attributed to the Chinese artist Wang Shugu (1649 r73o),
the Chinese teacher Confucius presents a baby Buddha to the Daoist master Laozi. The image illustrates tne asstm-
ilation of a major Indian religion into China as welL as the generally peaceful coexistence of these three traditions.
(British Museum/The Art Archive)
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sical era.Those traditions are among the most enduring legacies that second-wave

civilizations have bequeathed to the modern world.

rN THE SEVERAL CENTURTES SURROUNDTNG 5OO B.C.E., something quite

remarkable happened all across Eurasia. More or less simultaneously, in China,

India, the Middle East, and Greece, there emerged cultural traditions that spread

widely, have persisted in various forms into the twenry-first century, and have

shaped the values and outlooks of most people who have inhabited the planet over

the past 2,joo years.

In China, it was the time of Kong Fuzi (Confucius) and Laozi, whose teachings

gave rise to Confucianism and l)aoism, respectively. In India, a series of religious

writings known as the Upanishads gave expression to the classical philosophy of
Hinduism, while a religious reformer, Siddhartha Gautama, set in motion a sepa-

rate religion known later as Buddhism. In the Middle East, a distinctively monothe-

istic religious tradition appeared. It was expressed in Zoroastrianism, derived from

the teachings of the Persian prophet Zarathustra, and inJudaism, articulated in Israel

by a nurnber of Jewish prophets such as Amos, Jeremiah, and Isaiah. Finally, in
Greece, a rational and humanistic tradition found expression in the writings of
Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and many others.

These cultural traditions differed greatly. Chinese and Greek thinkers focused

more on the affairs of this world and credited human rationality with the power to

understand that realiry. Indian, Persian, and Jewish intellectuals, who explored the

realm of the divine and its relationship to human life, were much more religious.

All of these traditions sought an alternative to an earlier polytheism, in which the

activities of various gods and spirits explained what happened in this world.These

gods and spirits had generally been seen as similar to human beings, though much

more powerful. Through ritual and sacrifice, men and wonten might placate the

gods or persuade them to do human bidding. In contrast, the new cultural tradi-

tions of the classical era sought to define a single source of order and meaning in

the universe, some ntoral or religious realm, sharply different from and higher than

the sphere of human life.The task of humankind, according to these new ways of
thinking, was personal moral or spiritual transformation-often expressed as the

development of compassion-by aligning ourselves with that higher order.'These

enornrously rich and varied traditions have collectively posed the great questions

of hunran liG and sociery that have haunted and inspired much of humankind ever

since.They also defined the distinctive cultures that distinguished the various clas-

sical civilizations frorn one another.
Why did these traditions all emerge at roughly the sanre tirne? Here we encounter

an enduring issue of historical analysis: What is the relationship between ideas and the

circunmtances in which they arise? Are ideas generated by particular political, social,

and economic conditions? Or are they the product of creative human imagination

independent of the material environment? Or do they derive from some combina-

tion of the rwo? In the case of the classical cultural traditions, many historians have
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$napshot Thinkers and Phitosophies of the Ctassical Era

Person

Zoroaster

Hebrew prophets
(lsaiah, Amos,

Jeremiah)

Anonymous
writers of
Upanishads

Confucius

Mahavira

Siddhartha
Gautama

Laozi, Zhuangzi

Socrates, Plato,
Aristotle

Jesus

Date

7th century
s.c.r. (?)

9th-6th
centuries
B.C.E.

8oo-4oo
B,C.E.

5th century
8.C.E.

5th century
B.C.E.

6th century
B.C.E.

5th-3rd
centuries
B.C.E.

5th-4th
centuries
B.C.E.

early rst
century c.E.

1st
century c.E.

Location

Persia (present-

day lran)

Eastern

Mediterranean/
Palestine/lsrael

India
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China

Retigion/Phitosophy

Zoroastrianism

Judaism

Brahmanism/
Hinduism

Confucianism

Key ldeas

Single High God; cosmic
conflict ofgood and evil

Transcendent High God;

covenant with chosen
peopte; social justice

Brahma (the single
impersonaI divine reality);
karma; rebirth; goal of
liberation (moksha)

Social harmony through
moral example; secular
outlook; importance of
education; family as model
of the state

Al[ creatures have souls;
purification through
nonviolence; opposed to
caste

Suffering caused by desire/
attachment; end of
suffering through modest
and moral living and
meditation practice

Withdrawal from the world
into contemplation of
nature; simple living; end
of striving

Style of persistent
questioning; secular
explanation of nature and
human life

Supreme importance of
love based on intimate
relationship with God; at
odds with established
authorities

Christianity as a religion
for all; salvation through
faith in Jesus Christ

lndia Jainism

India Buddhism

China Daoism

Greece Greek rationalism

Palestine/ lsrael Christianity

Palestine/ lsrael/
eastern Roman
Empire

Saint Paul Christianity
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noted the tumultuous social changes that accompanied the emergence of these new

teachings.An iron-age technology, available since roughly Iooo B.c.E., made possible

more productive economies and more deadly wafare. Growing cities, increased trade,

the prominence of merchant classes, the emergence of new states and empires, new

contacts among civilizations-all of these disruptions, occurring in already-literate

societies, led thinkers to question older oudooks and to cone up with new solutions

to fundamental questions: What is the purpose of life? How should human sociery

be ordered? What is the relationship between human life in this world and the moral

or spiritual realms that lie beyond? But precisely why various societies developed

their own distinctive answers to these questions remains elusive-a tribute, perhaps,

to the unpredictable genius of the human imagination.

China and the Search for Order
As one of the First Civilizations, China had a tradition of state building that histo-
rians have traced back to around 2ooo ts.c.E. or before. By the time the Zhou
dynasry took power in rrzz ts.c.E., the notion of the Mandate of Heaven had taken

root, as had the idea that the normal and appropriate condition of China was one

of political uniry. By the eighth century B.c.E., the authoriry of the Zhou dynasty

and its royal court had substantially weakened, and by 5oo B.c.E. any uniry that China

had earlier enjoyed was long gone. What followed was a period (4o3-zzr n.c.E.) of
chaos, growing violence, and disharmony that became known as the "age of war-

ring states" (see pp. 158-6o). During these dreadful centuries of disorder and tur-
moil, a number of Chinese thinkers began to consider how order rnight be restored,

how the apparent tranquilliry of an earlier time could be realized again. From their

reflections emersed classical cultural traditions of Chinese civilization.

The Itgalist Answer

I Comparison
What different answers to
the oroblem of disorder
arose in classical China?

One answer to the problem of disorder-though not the first to emerge-was a

hardheaded and practical philosophy known as Legalism. To Legalist thinkers, the

solution to China's problems lay in rules or laws, clearly spelled out and strictly

enforced through a system of rewards and punishments. "If rewards are high," wrote

Han Fei, one of the most prominent Legalist philosophers,"then what the ruler wants

will be quickly effected; if punishments are heavy, what he does not want will
be swiftly prevented."' (See Document 4.3,pp.174-75, for an extract from the

writing of Han Fei.) Legalists generally entertained a rather pessimistic view of
human nature. Most people were stupid and shortsighted. Only the state and its

rulers could act in their long-term interests. Doing so meant promoting farmers

and soldiers, the only two groups in sociery who performed essential functions,

while suppressing artisans, merchants, aristocrats, scholars, and other classes regarded

as useless.

Legalist thinking provided inspiration and methods for the harsh reunification

of China under Shihuangdi and the Qin dynasry (zzr-zo6 o.c.e.),but the brutaliry
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of that short dynasry thoroughly discredited Legalism. Although its techniques and
practices played a role in subsequent Chinese statecraft, no philosopher or ruler ever
again openly advocated its ideas.The Han and all subsequent dynasties drew instead
on the teachings of Chinat greatest sage-Confucius.

The Confucian Answer

Born to an aristocratic family in the state of Lu in northern China, Confucius

$Sr-+Zg n.c.r.) was both learned and ambitious. Believing that he had found the key

to solving China's problem of disorder, he spent much of his adult life seeking a polit-
ical position from which he might put his ideas into action. But no such oppoftuniry
came his way. Perhaps it was just as well, for it was as a thinker and a teacher that
Confucius left a profound imprint on Chinese history and culture and also on other
East Asian societies, such as Korea andJapan.After his death, his students collected his

teachings in a short book called the Analects,and later scholars elaborated and com-
mented endlessly on his ideas, creating a body of thought known as Confucianism
(see Document 5.I, pp. zr7-r9).

The Confucian answer to the problem of China's disorder was very different
from that of the Legalists. Not laws and punishments, but the moral example of supe-
riors was the Confucian key to a restored social harmony. For Confucius, human
society consisted primarily of unequal relationships: the father was superior to the
son; the husband to the wife; the older brother to the younger brother; and, of
course, the ruler to the subject. Ifthe superior parry in each ofthese relationships
behaved with sinceriry benevolence, and genuine concern for others, then the infe-
rior party would be motivated to respond with deference and obedience. Harmony
then would prevail.As Confucius put it,"The relation between superiors and infe-
riors is like that between the wind and the grass. The grass must bend when the
wind blows across it." Thus, in both
family life and in political life, the cul-
tivation of ren-translated as human-
heartedness, benevolence, goodness,

nobility of heart-was the essential

ingredient of a tranquil society.

But how are these humane virnres

to be nurrured? Believing that people
have a capacity for improvement, Con-
fucius emphasized education as the key
to moral betterment. He prescribed a

broad liberal arts education emphasizing
language, literature, history philoso-
phy, and ethics, all applied to the prac-
tical problems of government. Ritual
and ceremonies were also important, for
they conveyed the rules of appropriate

I Description
Why has Confucianism
been defined as a

"humanistic philosophy"
rather than a
supernatural religion?

Filial Piety
This Song dynasty painting

served as an illustration of
an ancient Chinese text in
the Confucian tradition
ca[[ed the "Classic of Filial

Piety," originalty composed
sometime around the fourth
century B.c.E. and subse-
quently reissued many

times. Here, a son kneels

submissively in front of his
parents. The long-enduring
social order that Confucius

advocated began at home
with unquestioning obedi-
ence and the utmost respect

for parents and other senior
members of the family.
(National Palace Museum, Taipei,

Taiwan, Republic of China)
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behavior in the many and varying circumstances of life. For the "superior person," or

"gentleman" in Confucian terms, this process of improvement involved serious per-

sonal reflection and a willingness to strive continuously to perGct his moral character.

Such ideas left a deep mark on Chinese culture. The discrediting of Legalism

during the Qin dynasry opened the door to the adoption of Confucianism as the

official ideology of the Chinese state, to such an extent that Confucianism became

almost synonymous with Chinese culture. As China's bureaucracy took shape dur-
ing the Han dynasty and after, Confucianism became the central element of the

educational system, which prepared students for the series of examinations required

to gain official positions. In those examinations, candidates were required to apply

the principles of Confucianism to specific situations that they might encounter

once in ofTice. Thus generation after generation of China's r.nale elite was steeped

in the ideas and values of Confucianism.

Fanrily life had long been central to Chinese popular culture, expressed in the

practice ofancestor veneration, including visiting the graves ofthe deceased, present-

ing them with offerings, and erecting commemorative tablets and shrines in their

honor. In Confucian thinking, the family became a model for political life, a kind of
miniature state. Filial piery the honoring of one's ancestors and parents, was both an

end in itself and a training ground for the reverence due to the emperor and state

officials. Confucianisnr also set the tone for defining the lives of women.A somewhat

later woman writer, Ban Zhao (45-l16 c.e.), penned a famous work called Itssons-for

Wornen,which spelled out the implication of Conftrcian thinking for women:

Let a woman modestly yield to others. . . . Always let her seem to tret.nble and to

fear. . . . Then she may be said to hun.rble herself before others. . . . To guard care-

fully her chastiry...to choose her words with care..., to wash and scrub filth

away. . . , with whole-hearted devotion to sew and to weave, to love not gossip

and silly laughter, in cleanliness and order to prepare the wine and food for serv-

ing guests: [These] n.ray be called the characteristics of wonranly work.l

Ban Zhao called for €geater attention to education for young girls, not because they

were equal to boys, but so that a young woman might be better prepared to serve

her husband. (See Document 6.2,pp.263-66,for a longer selection from Ban Zhao.)

Confucianism also placed great importance on history, for the ideal good soci-

ery lay in the past. Confucian ideas were refornrist, perhaps even revolutionary, but

they were consistently presented as an effort to restore a past golden age. Those

ideas also injected a certain democratic element into Chinese elite culture, for the

great sage had emphasized that "superior men" and potential governrnent officials

were those of outstanding n-roral character and intellectual achievement, not simply

those of aristocratic background. Usually only young men from wealthy families

could afford the education necessary for passing examinations, but on occasron

villagers could find the resources to sponsor one of their bright sons. Thus the

Confucian-based examination system provided a modest element of social mobil-
iry in an otherwise hierarchical sociery. Confucian values clearly justified the many
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inequalities of Chinese sociery, but they also established
certain expectations for government. Emperors should keep
taxes low administer justice, and provide for the material
needs of the people. Those who failed to govern by the
nroral norrns of Confucian values forfeited the Mandate
of Heaven and invited upheaval and their replacement by
another dynasry.

Finally, Confucianisrn marked Chinese elite culture by
its secular, or nonreligious, character. Confucius did not
deny the realiry of gods and spirits. In fact, he advised
people to participate in family and state rituals "as if the
spirits were present," and he believed that the universe had
a moral character with which human beings should align
themselves. But the thrust of Confucian teaching was dis-
tinctly this-worldly and practical, concerned with hurnan
relationships, effective government, and social harmony.
Asked on one occasion about his view of death and the

spirits, Confucius replied that because we do not fully
understand this life, we cannot possibly know anything
about the life beyond. Although members of the Chinese
elite generally acknowledged that magic, the gods, and spir-
its rvere perhaps necessary for the lower orders of sociery
they felt that educated people would find them of little
help in striving lor nroral improvement and in establishing

a harnronious society.

The Daoist Answer

No civilization has ever painted its cultural outlook in a

single color. As Confucian thinking became generally
known in China, a quite different school of thought also

took shape. Known as Daoisnr, it was associated with the

legendary figure Laozi, who, according to tradition, was a

sixth-century g.c.E. archivist. He is said to have penned a

short poetic volume, the Daodeiing (Tlrc Way and lts

Pouer), before vanishing in the wilderness to the west of
China on his water buffalo. Daoist ideas were later
expressed in a more explicit fashion by the philosopher
Zhuangzi (369-286 B.c. E.).

In many ways, Daoist thinking ran counter to that of Confucius, who had ) .^-.
enrphasized the inrporta'ce of education and earnest striving for nroral inrprove- il"ril?iJ';#r,
lttent and good governnlent.The Daoists ridiculed such efforts as artificial and outtookdifferfromthatof
useless, generally nraking things worse. In the face of China's disorder and chaos, Confucianism?

a;

' , 
lg .:

Chinese Landscape Paintings
Focused largely on mountains and water, Chinese landscape
paintings were much influenced by the Daoist search for har-

mony with nature. Thus human figures and buildings were

usually eclipsed by towering peaks, waterfaLls, clouds, and

trees. This seventeenth-century painting entitled Temple on a
Mountain ledge shows a Buddhist monastery in such a setting,

while the poem in the upper right refers to the artist's earlier

wanderings, a metaphor for the Buddhist quest for enlighten-
ment. (Kuncan (Chinese, 16rz-ca. 1686). Temple on a Mountain Ledge.

China. Qlng period (r6t+4 tgtt), dated 1661. Hanging scroll; ink and

color on paper. H.33112xW.19 in. (85.1 x 48.1 cm). Asia Socaety, New

York: Mr. and Mrs. lohn D. Rockefeller Collection, g7g.tz4.)www.gl
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The Yin Yang Symbol

they urged withdrawal into the world of nature and encouraged behavior that

was spontaneous, individualistic, and natural.'W'hereas Confucius focused on the

world of human relationships, the Daoists turned the spotlight on the immense

realm of nature and its mysterious unfolding patterns. "Confucius roams within
sociery" the Chinese have often said. "Laozi wanders beyond."

The central concept of Daoist thinking is dao,an elusive notion that refers to

the way of nature, the underlying and unchanging principle that governs all nat-

ural phenomena.According to the Daodejing,the dao "moves around and around,

but does not on this account suffer. All life comes from it. It wraps everything

with its love as in a garment, and yet it claims no honor, for it does not demand

to be lord. I do not know its name and so I call it the Dao, the Way, and I rejoice

in its power."a
Applied to human life, Daoism invited people to withdraw from the world of

political and social activism, to disengage from the public life so important to

Confucius, and to align themselves with the way of nature. It meant simpliciry in
living, small self-sufficient communities, limited government, and the abandonment

of education and active efforts at self-improvement."Give up learning," declares the

Daodejing,"and put an end to your troubles."The flavor of the Daoist approach to
life is evident in this passage from the Daodejing:

A small country has few people.

Though there are machines that can work ten to a hundred times faster

than man, they are not needed. . . .

Though they have boats and carriages, no one uses them... .

Men return to the knotting of ropes in place of writing.
Their food is plain and good, their clothes fine but simple....
They are happy in their ways.

Though they live within sight of their neighbors,

And crowing cocks and barking dogs are heard across the way,

Yet they leave each other in peace while they grow old and die.i

Despite its sharp difFerences with the ideas of Confucianism, the Daoist perspec-

tive was widely regarded by elite Chinese as complementing rather than contradict-
ing Confucian values (see the chapter-opening image on p. r88). Such an outlook
was facilitated by the ancient Chinese concept of yin and yang,which expressed a

belief in the uniry of opposites.

Thus a scholar-official might pursue the Confucian project of "government by
goodness" during the day, but upon returning home in the evening or following his

retirement, he might well behave in a more Daoist fashion-pursuing the simple
life, reading Daoist philosophy, practicing Daoist meditation and breathing exercises,

or enjoying landscape paintings in which tiny human figures are dwarfed by the

vast peaks and valleys of the natural world (see image on p. r95). Daoism also shaped

the culture of ordinary people as it entered popular religion.This kind of Daoism

sought to tap the power of the dao for practical uses and came to include magic,

fortune-telling, and the search for immortaliry. It also on occasion provided an ide-
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ology for peasanr uprisings, such as the yellow Turban Rebellion (rg4-zo4 c.a.),
which imagined a utopian sociery without the oppression of governments and
landlords (see chapter 6). In its many and varied forms, Daoism, like confucianism,
became an enduring element of the Chinese cultural tradition.

Cultural taditions of Classical India
The cultural development of Indian civilization was far different fron1 that of
china.whereas confucianism paid little attention to the gods, spirits, and specula-
tion about religious matters, Indian elite culture embraced the divine and all things
spiritual with enthusiasm and generated elaborate philosophical visions about the
nature of ultimate realiry. Still, the Indian religious tradition, known to us as
Hinduisnr, differed from other world religions. Unlike Buddhism, christianiry or
Islam, Hinduism had no historical founder; rather, it grew up over many centurles
along with Indian civilization. Although it later spread into Southeast Asia,
Hinduism was nor a missionary religion seeking converts, but was, like Judaism,
associated with a particular people and territory.

In fact, "Hinduism" was never a single tradition at all, and the term itself derived
from outsiders-Greeks, Muslims, and later the British-who sought to reduce the
infinit-e variery of Indian cultural patterns into a recognizable system. From the inside,
however, Hinduism dissolved into a vast diversiry of gods, spirits, beliefi, practices, rit-
uals, and philosophies.This endlessly variegated Hinduism served ro incorporare rnto
Indian civilization the many diverse peoples who migrated into or invaded the South
Asian peninsula over many centuries and several millennia. Its abiliry to accommo-
date this diversiry gave India's cultural development a distinctive qualiw

South Asian Religion: From Ritual Sacrifue
to Philosophical Speculation

Despite the fragmentation and variefy of Indian cultural and religious patrerns, an I Change
evolving set of widely recognized sacred texts provided sonle cornmonality. The ear- In what ways did the
liest of these texts, known as the Wdas, were collections of poems, hymns, prayers, religious traditions of
and rituals. Compiled by priests call,ed, Brahmin-s, theVedas were for..rr,uri., t.".rr- SouthAsiachangeover

mitted orally and were reduced to writing in Sanskrit around 600 B.c.E. In theveias, 
the centuries?

historians have caught fleeting glimpses of classical Indian civilization in its forma-
tive centuries (r5oo-6oo u.c.E.). Those sacred writings tell of small competing chief-
doms or kingdoms, of sacred sounds and fires, of numerous gods, rising and falling
in importance over the centuries, and of the elaborate ritual sacrifices that they
required. Performing these sacrifices and rituals with great precision enabled the
Brahmins to acquire enormous power and wealth, sometimes exceeding even that of
kings and warriors. But Brahmins also generated growing criticism, as ritual becane
mechanical and formal and as Brahmins required heavy fees to perform them.

From this dissatisfaction arose anorher body of sacred texrs, the Upanishads.
composed by largely anonymous thinkers berween goo and 4oo B.c.E., these were

197
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mystical and highly philosophical works that sought

to probe the inner meaning of the sacrifices pre-

scribed in the Vedas. In the Upanishads, external

ritual gave way to introspective thinking, which

expressed in many and varied formulations the cen-

tral concepts of philosophical Hinduism that have

persisted into modern times. Chief among them

was the idea of Brahman, theWorld Soul, the final

and ultimate realiry. Beyond the multipliciry of
material objects and individual persons and beyond

even the various gods themselves lay this primal

unitary energy or divine realiry infusing all things,

similar in some ways to the Chinese notion of the

dao. This alone was real; the immense diversity of
existence that human beings perceived with their

senses was but an illusion.
The fundamental assertion of philosophical

Hinduism was that the individual human soul, or

atman, was in fact a part of Brahman. Beyond the

quest for pleasure, wealth, power, and social position,

all of which were perfectly normal and quite legiti-

mate, lay the effort to achieve the final goal of
humankind-union with Brahman, an end to our

illusory perception of a separate existence. This was

moksha,or liberation, compared sometimes to a bub-

ble in a glass of water breaking through the surface

and becoming one with the surrounding atmosphere'

Hindu Ascetics
Hinduism called for men in

the final stage of life to

leave ordinary ways of living

and withdraw into the

forests to seek spiritual lib-

eration, or moksha. Here, in

an illustration from an earlY

thirteenth-century | ndian

manuscript, a holy man

explores a text with three

disciples in a secluded rural

setting. (R6union des Mus6es

Nationaux/Art Resource, N9

Achieving this exalted state was held to involve many lifetimes, as the notion of

sumsara, or rebirth/reincarnation, became a central feature of Hindu thinking.

Human souls migrated from body to body over many lifetimes, depending on one's

actions.This was the law of karma. Pure actions, appropriate to one's station in life'

resulted in rebirth in a higher social position or caste.Thus the caste system of dis-

tinct and ranked grouPs, each with its own duties, became a register of spiritual

progress. Birth in a higher caste was evidence of "good karma," based on actions in

, p..rrlo,r, life, and offered a better chance to achieve moksha, which brought with

it an end to the painful cycle of rebirth.

Various ways to this final release, appropriate to people of different temperaments'

were spelled out in Hindu teachings. Some might achieve moksha through knowledge

or study; others by means of detached action in the world, doing one''s work with-

out regard to consequences; still others through passionate devotion to some deiry

or rhrough extended meditation practice. Such ideas-carried by Brahmin priests

and even more by wandering ascetics, who had withdrawn from ordinary life to

pursue their spiritual developmenl-ls62rns widely known throughout India. (See

Document 5.2, PP. ztg-zt-)
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The Budilhist Challenge

About the same time as philosophical Hinduism was taking shape, there emerged
another movement that soon became a distinct and separate religious tradition-
Buddhism. Unlike Hinduism, this new faith had a historical founder, Siddhartha
Gautama (ca. 566-ca. 486 n.c.E.), a prince from a small north Indian state.
According to Buddhist tradition, the prince had enjoyed a sheltered and delightful
youth but was shocked to his core upon encountering old age, sickness, and death.
Leaving family and fortune behind, he then ser our on a six-year spiritual quest,
finally achieving insight, or "enlightenment," ar the age of thirty-five. For the rest
of his life, he taught what he had learned and gathered a small but growing com-
munity whose members came to see him as the Buddha, the Enlightened one.

"I teach but one thing," the Buddha said,"suffering and the end of suffering."To
the Buddha, suffering or sorrow-experiencing liG as imperfect, impermanent, and
unsatisfactory-was the central and universal feature of human life. Its cause was
desire or craving for individual fulfillment and particularly attachment to the notion
of a core self or ego that is uniquely and solidly"me."The cure for this..dis-ease"

I Comparison
In what ways did
Buddhism reflect Hindu
traditions, and in what
ways did it challenge
them?

The Mahabodhi Temple
Constructed on the tradi-
tional site of the Buddha's
enlightenment in northern
India, the Mahabodhi tem-
ple became a major pilgrim-
age site and was lavishly
patronized by local rulers.
(Alison Wright/Robert Harding

World lmagery/Getty tmages)
lay in living a modest and moral life combined with
meditation practice. Those who followed the
Buddhist path most fully could expecr to achieve
enlightenment, or niruana, a virtually indescribable
state in which individual identiry would be,.extin-
guished" along with all greed, hatred, and delusion.
With the pain of unnecessary suffering finally ended,
the enlightened person would experience an over-
whelming sereniry even in the midst of difficulry
as well as an immense loving-kindness, or compas-
sion, for all beings. It was a simple message, elabo-
rated endlessly and in various forms by those who
followed him.

Much of the Buddha's teaching reflected the
Hindu traditions from which it sprang.The idea that
ordinary life is an illusion, the concepts of karma
and rebirth, the goal of overcoming the incessant
demands of the ego, the practice of meditation, the
hope for final release from the cycle of rebirth-all
of these Hindu elements found their way into
Buddhist teaching. In this respect, Buddhism was a

simplified and more accessible version of Hinduism.
Other elements of Buddhist teaching, however,

sharply challenged prevailing Hindu thinking.
Rejecting the religious authoriry of the Brahmins,
the Buddha ridiculed their rituals and sacrifices as

irrelevant to rhe hard work of dealing with one's

www.gl
sco

tt.
org



I Comparison
What is the difference
between the Theravada

and Mahayana

expressions of Buddhism?
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suffering. Nor was he much interested in abstract speculation about the creation of
the world or the existence of God, for such questions, he declared, "are not useful

in the quest for holiness; they do not lead to peace and to the direct knowledge of
nirvana." Individuals had to take responsibiliry for their own spiritual development

with no help from human authorities or supernatural beings. It was a religion of
intense self-effort, based on personal experience. The Buddha also challenged the

inequalities of a Hindu-based caste system, arguing that neither caste position nor

gender was a barrier to enlightenment.The possibiliry of"awakening" was available

to all.

When it came to establishing a formal organization of the Buddha'.s most

devoted followers, though, the prevailing patriarchy of Indian sociery made itself

felt. Buddhist texts recount that the Buddhat foster mother, Prajapati Gotami,

sought to enter the newly created order of monks but was repeatedly refused

admission by the Buddha himself. Only after the intervention of the Buddhak

attendant.Ananda, did he relent and allow women ro join a separatc order of nuns'

Even then, these nuns were subjected to a series of rules that clearly subordinated

them to men. Male monks, for example, could officially admonish the nuns, but the

reverse was forbidden.
Nonetheless, thousands of women flocked to join the Buddhist order of nuns,

where they found a degree of lreedom and independence unavailable elsewhere in

Indian sociefy. The classic Hindu text, The Iaws of Man r.r, had clearly defined the

position of women: "In childhood a female must be subject to her father; in youth

to her husband; when her lord is dead to her sons; a woman must never be indepen-

dent."6 But Buddhist nuns delighted in the relative freedom of their order, where

they largely ran their own afrairs, were forbidden to do household chores, and

devoted themselves wholly to the search for "awakening"'which many apparently

achieved.A nun named Mutta declared:"I am free from the three crooked things:

mortar, pestle, and my crooked husband. I am free from birth and death and all that

draggedme back."7 (See Documenr 6.3, pp.266-68,for further examples of early

poetry by Indian Buddhist women.)

Gradually, Buddhist teachings found an audience in India. Buddhism's egalitar-

ian message appealed especially to lower-caste groups and to women. The avail-

ability ofits teaching in the local language ofPali, rather than the classical Sanskrit,

made it accessible. Establishing monasteries and stuPas containing relics of the

Buddha on the site of neighborhood shrines to earth spirits or near a sacred tree

linked the new religion to local traditions. The most dedicated followers joined

monasteries, devoting their lives to religious practice and spreading the message

amongnearbypeople'statesupportduringthereignofAshoka(z6tt-z3zu.c.E.)
likewise helped rhe new religion gain a foothold in India as a distinct tradition sep-

arate from Hinduism'
As Buddhism spread, both within and beyond India, differences in understand-

ing soon emerged, particularly as to how nirvana could be achieved or, in a com-

mon Buddhist metaphor, how to cross the river to the far shore of enlightenment'
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The Buddha had taught a rather austere doctrine of intense self-effort, undertaken
most actively by monks and nuns who withdrew from sociery to devote themselves
fully to the quest. This early version of rhe new religion, known as Theravada (Teach-
ing of the Elders), portrayed the tsuddha as an immensely wise teacher and model,
but certainly not divine. It was more psychological than religious, a set of practices
rather than a set of beliefs.The gods, though never completely denied, played little
role in assisting believers in their search for enlightenment. In short, individuals
were on their own in crossing the river. Clearly this was not for everyone.

By the early centuries of the common Era, a modified form of Buddhism
called Mahayana (Greatvehicle) had taken roor in parts of India, proclaiming that
help was available for the strenuous voyage. Buddhist thinkers developed the idea of
bodhisattuas, spiritually developed people who postponed their own entry into nir-
vana in order to assist those who were still suffering.The Buddha himself became
something of a god, and both earlier and future Buddhas were available to offer help.
Elaborate descriptions of these supernatural beings, togerher with various levels of
heavens and hells, transformed Buddhism into a popular religion of salvation.
Furthermore, religious merit, leading to salvation, might now be earned by acts of
piery and devotion, such as contributing to the support of a monastery, and that
merit might be transferred to others.This was the GreatVehicle, allowing far more
people to nrake the voyage across the river. (See theVisual Sources:Representations
of the Buddha,pp.227-3' for the evolution of Buddhisnr reflected in images.)

Hinduism as a Religion of Duty and Deuotion
Strangely enough, Buddhism as a distinct religious pracice ultimately died out in
the land of its birth as it was reincorporated into a broader Hindu tradition, but it
spread widely and flourished, particularly in its Mahayana form, in other parts of
Asia. Buddhism declined in India perhaps in part because the mounting wealth of
monasteries and the economic interests of their leading figures separated them from
ordinary people. competition fronr Islam after rooo c.t. also may have played a

role. The most important reason for Buddhism's decline in India, however, was the
growth during the first millennium c.s. of a new kind of popular Hinduism, which
the masses found more accessible than the elaborate sacrifices of the Brahmins or
the philosophical speculations of intellectuals. Some scholars have seen this phase of
Hinduism as a response to the challenge ofBuddhism. Expressed in the widely known
epic poems known as the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, this revived Hinduism
indicated more clearly that action in the world and the detached performance of
caste duties might also provide a path ro liberation.

In the nruch-beloved Hindu text known as the Bhagauad cita (see Documenr 5.2,
pp. zrg-zt), the troubled warrior-hero Arjuna is in anguish over the necessiry of
killing his kinsmen as a decisive battle approaches. But he is assured by his charioteer
Lord Krishna, an incarnation of the godVishnu, that performing his dury as a war-
rior, and doing so selflessly without regard to consequences, is an act of devotion

I Change
What new emohases
characterized Hinduism
as it responded to the
challenge of Euddhism?
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that would lead to "release from the shackles of repeated rebirth."This was not an

invitation to militarism, but rather an affirmation that ordinary people, not just

Brahrnins, could also make spiritual progress by selflessly performing the ordinary

duties of their lives:"The man who, casting offall desires, lives free from attachments,

who is free from egoism, and frorn the feeling that this or that is mine, obtains tran-

quilliryl'Withdrawal and asceticism were not the only ways to moksha.

Also becoming increasingly prorninent was yet another religious path-the
way of devotion to one or another of Indiai many gods and goddesses. Beginning

in south India and moving northward, thls bhakti (worship) movement involved

the intense adoration of and identification with a particular deity through songs,

prayers, and rituals associated with the many cults that emerged throughout India.

By far the most popular deities wereVishnu, the protector and preserver of creation

and associated with mercy and goodness, and Shiva, representing the divine in its

desrructive aspec, but many others also had their followers.This proliferation of gods

and goddesses, and oftheir bhakti cults, occasioned very little friction or serious reli-

gious conflict. "Hinduism," writes a leading scholar, "is essentially tolerant, and would

rather assimilate than rigidly exclude."o This capaciry for assimilation extended to

an already-declining Buddhism, which for many people had become yet another cult

worshipping yet another god.The Buddha in fact was incorporated into the Hindu

pantheon as the ninth incarnation ofVishnu. By rooo c.s., Buddhism had largely

disappeared as a separate religious tradition within India.

Thus a constantly evolving and enormously varied South Asian religious tradi-

tion had been substantially transformed. An early emphasis on ritual sacrifice gave

way to that of philosophical speculation, devotional worship, and detached action

in the world. In the process, that tradition had generated Buddhism, which became

the first of the great universal religions of world history, and then had absorbed that

new religion back into the fold of an emerging popular Hinduism.

Moving toward Monotheism: The Search for God
in the Middle East
paralleling the evolution of Chinese and Indian cultural traditions was the move-

ment toward a distinctive monotheistic religious tradition in the Middle East'

which found expression in Persian Zoroastrianisnl and in Judaism' Neither of

these religions thetnselves spread very widely, but the monotheism that they nur-

rured became the basis for both Christianiry and Islam, which have shaped so

much of world history over the past 2,ooo years. Amid the proliferation of gods

and spirits that had long characterized religious life throughout the ancient world,

monotheisnl-rhe idea of a single supreme deiry the sole source of all creation

and goodness-was a radical cultural innovation. That conception created the

possibiliry of a universal religion, open to all of humankind, but it could also mean

an exclusive and intolerant faith'
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Zoroastrianism

During the glory years of the powerful Persian Empire, a new religion arose to
challenge the polytheism of earlier times. Tradition dates its persian prophet,
Zarathustra (Zoroaster to the Greeks), to the sixth or seventh cenrury ts.c.E.,
although some scholars place him hundreds of years earlier. Whenever he actually
lived, his ideas took hold in Persia and received a degree of srate support during the
Achaemenid dynasty (ss8-llo u.c.E.).Appalled by the endemic violence of recurring
cattle raids, Zarathusta recast the traditional Persian polytheism into a vision of a

single unique god, Ahura Mazda, who ruled the world and was the source of all
truth, light, and goodness. This benevolent deity was engaged in a cosmic struggle
with the forces of evil, embodied in an equivalent supernatural figure, Angra
Mainyu. Ultimately this struggle would be decided in favor ofAhura Mazda, aided
by the arrival of a final savior who would restore the world to its earlier puriry and
peace.At a day ofjudgment, rhose who had aligned with Ahura Mazda would be
granted new resurrected bodies and rewarded with eternal life in Paradise. Those
who had sided with evil and the "Lie" were condemned to everlasting punishment.
Zoroastrian teaching thus placed great emphasis on the free will of hunankind and
the necessity for each individual to choose between good and evil.

The Zoroastrian faith achieved widespread support within the persian heart-
land, although it also found adherents in other parts of the empire, such as Egypt,
Mesopotamia, and Anatolia. Because it never became an active missionary religion,
it did not spread widely beyond the region. Alexander the Great's invasion of the
Persian Empire and the subsequenr Greek-ruled Seleucid dynasry (l:o--rss B.c.E.)
were disastrous for Zoroastrianism, as temples were plundered, priests slaughtered, and
sacred writings burned. But the new faith managed to survive this onslaught and flour-
ished again during the Parthian (247 s.c.n.-zz4 c.r..) and Sassanid (zz4-65r c.z.)
dynasties. It was the arrival of Islam and an Arab empire that occasioned the final
decline of Zoroastrianism in Persia, although a few believers fled to India, where they
became known as Parsis ("Persians"). The parsis have continued

I Connection
What aspects of
Zoroastrianism and

ludaism subsequently
found a place in

Christianity and lslam?

Zoroastrian Fire Altar
Representing the energy of
the Creator God Ahura
Mazda, the fire altar became
an important symbol of
Zoroastrianism and was
often depicted on Persian

coins in association with
images of Persian rulers.
This particular coin dates
from the third century c.r.
(OAAAC/Topham/The lmage

Works)

their faith into present times.
Like Buddhism, the Zoroastrian faith vanished from its place of

origin, but unlike Buddhism, it did not spread beyond persia in a

recognizable form. Some elements of the Zoroastrian belief system,
however, did become incorporated into other religious traditions.
The presence of manyJews in the Persian Empire meant that they
surely became aware of Zoroastrian ideas. Many of those ideas-
including the conflict of God and an evil counterpart (Satan); the
notion of a last judgment and resurrected bodies; and a belief in
the final defeat of evil, the arrival of a savior (Messiah), and the
remaking of the world at the end sf sims-found a place in an
evolvingJudaism. Some of these teachings, especially the concepts
of heaven and hell, later became prominent in those enormously
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influential successors to Judaism-Christianity and Islam.e Thus the Persian tradi-

tion of Zoroastrianism continued to echo well beyond its disappearance in the land

of its birth.

Judaism
I Description
What was distinctive
about the lewish religious
tradition?

'While Zoroastrianism emerged in the greatest empire of its time,Judaism, the Middle

East's other ancient monotheistic tradition, was born among one of the region's

smaller and, at the time, less significant peoples-the Hebrews. Their traditions,

recorded in the Old Testament, tell of an early migration from Mesopotamia to

Palestine under the leadership ofAbraham.Those same traditions report that a por-

tion of these people later fled to Egypt, where they were first enslaved and then

miraculously escaped to rejoin their kinfolk in Palestine.There, around Iooo B.C.E.,

they established a small state, which soon split into two parts-a northern kingdom

called Israel and a southern state calledJudah.

In a region politically dominated by the large empires ofAssyria, Ba\lon, and

Persia, these tiny Hebrew communities lived a precarious existence. Israel was con-

quered by Assyria in 7zz n.c.r.,and many of its inhabitants were deported to distant

regions, where they assimilated into the local culture. In 586 ts.C.E., the kingdom of

Judah likewise came under Babylonian control, and its elite class was shipped offto

exile. In Babylon, these people, now calling themselves Jews, retained their culrural

identity and later were able to return to their homeland. A large part of that iden-

tity lay in their unique religious ideas. It was in creating that religious tradition,

rather than in building a powerful empire, that this small people cast a long shadow

in world history.

From their unique historical experience of exodus from Egypt and exile in

Babylon, the Jews evolved over many centuries a distinctive conception of God'

Unlike the peoples of Mesopotamia, India, Greece, and elsewhere-all of whom pop-
Ancient lsrael

ulated the invisible realm with numerous gods and goddesses-the Jews

found in their God,whom they calledYahweh, a powerful and jealous deiry

who demanded their exclusive loyalcy. "Thou shalt have no other gods

before me"-rhis was the first of the Ten commandments. It was a difii-

cult requirement, for as the Jews turned from a pastoral life to agriculture,

many of them were continually attracted by the fertility gods of neighbor-

ing peoples.Their neighbors'goddesses also were attractive, offering a kind of

spiritual support that the primarily masculine Yahweh could not. This was

not quite monotheism, for the repeated demands of the Hebrew prophets to

turn away from other gods show that those deities remained real for many

Jews. Over time, however,Yahweh triumphed.TheJews came to understand

their relationship to him as a contract or a covenant. In return for their sole

devotion and obedience,Yahweh would consider theJews his chosen people,

favoring them in battle, causing rhem to grow in numbers, and bringing

them prosperity and blessing.
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Unlike the bickering, arbitrary, polytheistic gods of Mesopotamia or ancienr
Greece, which were associated with the forces of nature and behaved in quite
human fashion,Yahweh was increasingly seen as a lofry, transcendent deity of utter
holiness and puriry set far above the world of narure, which he had created. But
unlike the impersonal conceptions of ultimate realiry found in Daoism and Hinduism,
Yahweh was encountered as a divine person with whom people could actively
communicate. F{e also acted within the historical process, bringing the Jews out of
Egypt or using foreign empires to punish them for their disobedience.

Furthermore, Yahweh was transformed from a god of war, who ordered his
people to "utterly destroy" the original inhabitants of the promised Land, to a god
of social justice and compassion for the poor and the marginalized, especially in the
passionate pronouncenrents of Jewish prophets such as Amos and Isaiah. The
prophet Isaiah describesYahweh as rejecting the empry rituals of his chosen but sin-
ful people: "what to me is the multitude of your sacrifices, says the Lord. . . .wash
yourselves, nrake yourselves clean, . . . cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek jus-
tice; correct oppression; defend the fatherless; plead for the widow."'o

Here was a distinctive conception of the divine-singular, transcendent, per-
sonal, separate from nature, engaged in history, and demanding social justice and
moral righteousness above sacrifices and rituals. This set of ideas sustained a sepa-
rateJewish identiry in both ancient and n-rodern times, and it was this understand-
ing of God that provided the foundation on which both Christianiry and Islapr
were built.

The Cultural tadition of Classical Greece:
The Search for a Rational Order
unlike the Jews, the Persians, or rhe civilization of India, Greek thinkers of the
classical era generated no lasting religious tradition of world historical importance.
The religion of these ciry-states brought together the unpredictable, quarreling,
and lustful gods of Mount olympus, secret fertility cuhs, oracles predicting the
future, and the ecstatic worship of Dionysus, the god of wine.The distinctive fea-
ture of the classical Greek cultural tradition was the willingness of many Greek
intellectuals to abandon this mythological framework, to affirm that the world was
a physical realiry governed by natural laws, and to assert that human rationaliry
could both understand these laws and work out a sysrem of moral and ethical life.
In separating science and philosophy from conventional religion, the Greeks
developed a way of thinking that bore some similariry to the secularism of
Confucian thought in China.

Precisely why Greek thought evolved in this direction is hard to say. perhaps the
diversiry and incoherence of Greek religious mythology presented its inrellectuals
with a challenge to bring some order to their understanding of the world. Greece's
geographic position on the margins of the great civilizations of Mesopotamia,
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I Description
What are the distinctive
features of the Greek

intellectual tradition?

zo6 IART 2 / rHe clnssrcAL ERA rN woRLD HtsroRY,5oo B.c.E.-5oo c,E.

Egypt, and Persia certainly provided intellectual stimulation. Furthermore, the

growing role of law in the political life ofAthens possibly suggested that a similar

regularity also underlay the natural order.

The Greek Woy of Knowing

The Death of Socrates
Condemned to death by an

Athenian jury, Socrates

declined to go into exile, vol-

untarily drank a cup of poi-

son hemlock, and died in

399 B.c.E. in the presence of
his friends. The dramatic
scene was famously
described by Plato and

much later was immortalized
on canvas by the French

painter Jacques-Louis David

in 1787. (lmage copyright O The

N4etropolitan Museum of Art/Art

Resource, ND

The foundations of this Greek rationalism emerged in the three centuries between

6oo and 3oo B.c.E., coinciding with the flourishing of Greek city-states, especially

Athens, and with the growth of its artistic, literary, and theatrical traditions. The

enduring significance of Greek thinking lay not so much in the answers it provided

to life's great issues, for the Greeks seldom agreed with one another, but rather in

its way of asking questions. Its emphasis on argument, logic, and the relentless ques-

tioning of received wisdom; its confidence in human reason; its enthusiasm for puz-

zling out the world without much reference to the gods-these were the defining

characteristics of the Greek cultural tradition.
The great exemplar of this approach to knowledge was Socrates (+69-lrls B.(:.E.),

an Athenian philosopher who walked about the ciry engaging others in conversation

about the good liG. He wrote nothing, and his preferred manner of teaching was not

the lecture or exposition of his own ideas but rather a constant questioning of the
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assullrptions and logic of his students' thinking. Concerned always to puncture the
pretentious, he challenged conventional ideas about the importance of wealth and
power in living well, urging instead the pursuit of wisdorn and virtue. He was crit-
ical ofAthenian dernocracy and on occasion had positive things to say about Sparta,
the great enerny of his own city. Such behavior brought him into conflict with city
authorities, who accused him of corrupting the youth ofAthens and sentenced hin.r

to death.At his trial, he defended himself as the "gadfly" ofAthens, sringing its citi-
zens into awareness.To any and all,he declared,"l shall quesrion,and examine and
cross-exanrine him, and if I find that he does not possess virtue, but says he does, I
shall rebuke him for scornit.tg the things that are most inrportant and caring more for
what is of less worth."" (See Document J.3, pp. 22r-23,for a more extensivc cxcerpt
frorn this fanrous speech.)

The earliest of the classical Greek thinkers, many of thern living on the Ionian
coast ofAnatolia, applied this rational and questioning way of knowing to the world
of nature. For example, Thales, drawing on Babylonian astronomy, predicted an

eclipse of the sun and argued that the nroon simply reflected the sunb light. He also
was one of the first Greeks to ask about the fundarnental nature of the universe and
canle up with the idea that water was the basic stuff from which all else derived,
for it existed as solid, liquid, and gas. Others argued in favor of air or fire or some
combination. I)emocritus suggested that atolns, tiny "uncuttable" particles, collided
in various configurations to form visible matter. Pythagoras believed that beneath
the chaos and complexity of the visible world lay a simple, unchanging nlathemar-
ical order.What these thinkers had in conurlon was a commitrnent to a rational and
nonreligious explanation for the material world.

Such thinking also served to explain the functioning of the human body and its
diseases. Hippocrates and his followers came to believe that the body was composed
of four fluids, or "humors," which, when out of proper balance, caused various ail-
rnents. He also traced the origins of epilepsy, known to the Greeks as "the sacred

disease," to simple heredity: "lt is thus with regard to the disease called sacred: it
appears to nre to be nowise more divine nor more sacred than other diseases, but has

a natural cause...like other afflictions."''The Hippocratic Oath taken by all new
doctors is named for this ancient Greek scientrst.

A similar approach informed Greek thinking about the ways of humankind.
Herodotus, who wrote about the Greco-Persian'Wars, explained his project as an
effort to discover"the reason why they fought one another."This assumption thar
human reasons lay behind the conflict, not simply the whirns of the gods, was what
made Herodotus a historian in the modern sense of that word. Ethics and govern-
nrent also figured importantly in Greek thinking. Plato (4zg-348 n.c.r.) fanrously
sketched out in Tle Republic a design for a E;ood society. It would be ruled by a

class of highly educated "guardians" led by a "philosopher-king." Such people would
be able to penetrate the nrany illusions of the nraterial world and to grasp the"world
of forms," in which ideas such as goodness, beaury and justice lived a real and
unchanging existence. Only such people, he argued, were fit to rule.
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Aristotle Q841zz n.c.r.), a student of Plato and a teacher of Alexander the

Great, was perhaps the most complete expression of the Greek way of knowing, for

he wrote or comnlented on practically everything.With an emphasis on empirical

observation, he cataloged the constitutions of r58 Greek city-states, identi{ied hun-

dreds of species of animals, and wrote about logic, physics, astronomy' the weather,

and much else besides. Famous for his reflections on ethics, he argued that "virtue"

was a product of rational training and cultivated habit and could be learned. As to

government, he urged a mixed system, combining the principles of monarchy, aris-

tocracy. and dentocracy.

The Greek Legacy

The rationalism of the Greek tradition was clearly not the whole of Greek culture'

The gods of Mount olympus continued to be a reality for many people, and the

ecstatic songs and dances that celebrated Dionysus, the god of wine, were anyhing but

rational and reflective.The death of Socrates at the hands of anAthenian jury showed

that philosophy could be a threat as well as an engaging pastime. Nonetheless, Greek

rationalism, together with Greek art, literature, and theater, persisted long after the

glory days ofAthens were over.The Roman Empire facilitated the spread of Greek

culture within the Mediterranean basin, and not a few leading Roman figures sent

their children to be educated in Athens at the Academy, which Plato had founded'An

ernerging Christian theology was expressed in terms of Greek philosophical concepts,

.rp..i.lly those of Plato. Even after the western Roman Empire collapsed' classical

Greek texts were preserved in the eastern half, known as Byzantium (see Chapter ro)'

In the West, however, direct access to Greek texts was far more difficult in the

chaotic conditions of post-Roman Europe, and for centuries classical scholarship

was neglected in favor of Christian writers. Much of that legacy was subsequently

rediscovered after the twelfth century c.E. as European scholars gained access to

classical Greek texts. From that point on, the Greek legacy has been viewed as a

central element of an emerging "'Western" civilization. It played a role in formulat-

ing an updated christian theology, in fostering Europe's Scientific Revolution, and

in providing a point of departure for much of European philosophy'

Long before this European rediscovery, the Greek legacy had also entered

Islamic culture. Systematic translations of Greek works of science and philosophy

into Arabic, together with Indian and Persian learning, stimulated Muslim thinkers

and scientists, especially in the fields of medicine, astronomy. mathematics, geogra-

phy, and chemistry. It was in fact largely from Arabic translations of Greek writers

th"t E,r.op."ns became reacquainted with the legacy of classical Greece' especially

during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Despite the many centuries that have

p"rr.J ri.r.. the flourishing of classical Greek culture, that tradition has remained,

especially in the west, an inspiration for those who celebrate the powers of the

ho*"r, mind to probe rhe mysteries of the universe and to explore the equally

challenging domain of human life.
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$,.rpuhot Reflections on Human Love from Mediterranean Civilization

From the lews: The Song of Solomon

My beloved speaks and says to me: 'Arise my love, my fair one, and come away; for lo,
the winter is past; the rain is over and gone. The flowers appear on the earth; the time
of singing has come, and the voice of the turtle dove is heard in our land. The fig tree
puts forth its figs; and the vines are in blossom; they give fragrance. Arise my love, my
fair one, and come away."

From the Greeks: Fragments from Sappho of Lesbos

lf you witt come, I shalt put out new pillows for you to rest on.
I was so happy. Believe me, I prayed that that night might be doubled for us.
Now I know why Eros, ofall the progeny of Earth and Heaven, has been most
dearly loved.

From the Romans: Ovid Giving Advice to a Young Man on the Art of Love

Add gifts of mind to bodily advantage. A frail advantage is beauty, that grows less as
time draws on and is devoured by its own years. ... O handsome youth, will soon come
hoary hairs; soon will come furrows to make wrinkles in your body. Now make thee a
soul that will abide, and add to it thy beauty; only that endures to the ultimate pyre.
Nor let it be a stight care to cultivate your mind in the liberat arts, or to learn the two
languages well. Ulysses was not comely, but he was eloquent; yet he fired two
goddesses of the sea with love.

From the Christians: Saint Pau[ on Love: r Corinthians 13

Love is patient and kind; love is not jealous or boastfuh it is not arrogant or rude. Love
does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentfuh it does not reioice at
wrong, but reioices in the right. Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all
things, endures all things. Love never ends.... So faith, hope and love abide, these
three, but the greatest ofthese is love.

Comparing Jesus and the Buddha
About 5oo years after the time of Confucius, the Buddha, Zarathustra, and
Socrates, a young Jewish peasant/carpenter in the remote province ofJudaea in
the Roman Empire began a brief three-year career of teaching and miracle-
working before he got in trouble with local authorities and was executed. In one
of history's most unlikely stories, the teachings of that obscure rnan, barely noted
in the historical records of the time,becante the basis of the world's second great
universal religion.This man,Jesus of Nazareth, and the religion of Christianity,
which grew out of his life and teaching, had a dramaric impact on world history,
similar to and often compared with that of India's Siddhartha Gaurama, rhe
Buddha.
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I Comparison
How woutd you compare
the lives and teachings of
Jesus and the Buddha? In

what different ways did
the two religions evolve
after the deaths of their
founders?
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I Change
In what ways was

Christianity transformed
in the five centuries
following the death of
lesus?
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The Liues of the Founders

The family background of the rwo teachers could hardly have been more different.

Gautama was born to royalty and luxury whereas Jesus was a rural or small-town

worker from a distinctly lower-class family. tsut both became spiritual seekers, mystics

in their respecrive traditions, who clair.ned to have personally experienced another level

of reality.Those powerful religious experiences provided the motivation for their life's

work and the personal authenticity that attracted their growing band of followers.

Both were "wisdom teachers," challenging the conventional values of their time,

urging the renunciation of wealth, and emphasizing the suprenle importance of love

or compassion as the basis for a nroral life.The Buddha had instructed his followers

in the practice of metta, or loving-kindness:'Just as a mother would protect her only
child at the risk of her own life, even so, let [rny followers] cultivate a boundless heart

towards all beings."'3 In a similar vein during his famous Sermon on the Mount,

Jesus told his followers: "You have heard that it was said 'Love your neighbor and

hate your enenry' but I tell you 'Love your enemies and pray for those who perse-

cute you.""4 Both Jesus and the Buddha called for the personal transformation of
their follorvers, through "letting go" of the grasping that causes suffering, in the

Buddha! teaching, or "losing one's life in'order to save it," in the language ofJesus.'5

Despite these similarities, there were also some differences in their teachings

and their life stories.Jesus inherited from hisJewish tradition an intense devotion

to a single personal deiry with whonr he was on intimate terms, referring to him

as Abba ("papa" or "daddy"). According to the New Testament, the miracles he per-
formed reflected the power of God available to him as a result of that relationship.

The Buddha's original nressage, by contrast, largely ignored the supernatural,

involved no miracles, and taught a path of intense self-effort aimed at ethical living
and mindfulness as a means of ending suffering. Furthermore,Jesus' teachings had

a sharper social and political edge than did those of the Buddha.Jesus spoke more

clearly on behalf of the poor and the oppressed, directly criticized the hypocrisies

of the powerful, and deliberately associated with lepers, adulterous women, and tax

collectors, all of whon-r were regarded as "impure." In doing so, Jesus reflected his

own lower-class background, the Jewish tradition of social criticism, and the real-

ity of Roman imperial rule over his people, none of which corresponded to the

Buddha's experience. Finally, Jesus' public life was very brief, probably less than

three years, compared to more than forty years for the Buddha. His teachings had

so antagonized both Jewish and l\oman authorities that he was crucified as a com-

mon criminal.The Buddha's message was apparently less threatening to the politi-
cally powerful, and he died a natural death at age eighty.

Establishing N ew Religions

It seems likely that neither Jesus nor the tsuddha had any intention of founding a

new religion; rather, they sought to reform the traditions from which they had 'i\
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come. Nonetheless, christianiry and Buddhism soon emerged as separate religions,
distinct from Judaism and Hinduism, proclaiming their messages to a much wider
and more inclusive audience. In the process, both teachers were transformed by their
followers into gods.According to many scholars,Jesus never claimed divine status,
seeing himself as a teacher or a prophet, whose close relationship to God could be
imitated by anyone."'The Buddha likewise viewed himself as an enlightened but
fully human person, an example of what was possible for anyone who followed the
path. But in Mahayana Buddhism, the Buddha became a supernatural being who
could be worshipped and prayed to and was spiritually available to his followers.

Jesus too soon became divine in the eyes of his followers,"the Son of God,very
God of very God," according to one of the creeds of the early church, while his
death and resurrection made possible the forgiveness of sins and the eternal salva-
tion of those who believed.

The transformation of Christianiry from a smallJewish sect to a world religion
began with Saint Paul (ro-65 c.E.), an early convert whose missionary journeys in
the eastern Roman Empire led to the founding of small Christian communities that
included non-Jews. The Good News ofJesus, Paul argued, was for everyone, and
Gentile (non-Jewish) converts need not follow Jewish laws or rituals such as cir-
cumcision. In one of his many letters to these new communities, later collected as

part of the NewTestament, Paul wrote,"There is neitherJew nor Greek . . . neither
slave nor free . . . neither male nor female, for you are all one in christ Jesus."t7
Despite Pault egalitarian pronouncement, early Christianiry like Buddhism, reflected
prevailing patriarchal values, even as they both offered women new opportunities.
Although women apparently played leadership roles in the "house churches" of the
first century c.E., Paul counseled women to "be subject to your husbands" and
declared that "it is shameful for a woman to speak in church."t8

Nonetheless, the inclusive message of early christianity was one of the attrac-

Women in the Early Church
This third-century c.r. fresco
from a Roman catacomb is
called the Fractio Panis,"the
breaking of the bread" or
Holy Communion. Some

scholars argue that the
figures are those of women,
suggesting that women held
priestly office in the earty

Church and were only later
excluded from it. (Scala/Art

Resource, NY)

tions of the new faith as it spread very
gradually within the Roman Empire
during the several centuries afterJesus'
death. The earliest converts were usu-
ally lower-stratum people-artisans,
traders, and a considerable number of
women-mostly from towns and
cities, while a scattering of wealthier,
more prominent, and better-educated
people subsequently joined the ranks of
Christians.'e The spread of the faith
was often accompanied by reports of
miracles, healings, and the casting out
of demons-all of which were impres-
sive to people thoroughly accustomed
to seeing the supernatural behind the
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events of ordinary life."o Christian communities also attracted converts by the way

their menrbers cared for one another. In the rniddle of the third century C.E., the

church in Rome supported t54 priests (of whom 52 were exorcists) and some

r,5oo widows, orphans, and destitute people.2t By 3oo c.r., perhaps ro percent of
the Roman Ernpire's population (some 5 million people) identified themselves as

Christians.
In the Rornan world, the strangest and most of[ensive feature of the new faith

was its exclusive monotheism and its antagonism to all other supernatural powers,

particularly the cult of the emperors. Christians' denial of these other gods caused

thenl to be tagged as "atheists" and was one reason behind the ernpire'.s intermit-

tent persecution of Christians during the first three centuries of the Common Era.

All of that ended with Emperor Constantine's conversion in the early fourth cen-

rury C.E. and with growing levels of state support for the new religion in the

decades that followed.

l\oman rulers sought to use an increasingly popular Christianiry as glue to hold

together a very diverse population in a weakening imperial state. Constantine and

his successors thus provided Christians with newfound securiry and opportunities.

The ernperorTheodosius (reigned 37g-3g5 C.r.) enforced a ban on all polytheistic

ritual sacrifices and ordered their ternples closed. Christians by contrast received

patronage for their buildings, official approval for their doctrines, suppression of
their rivals, prestige from inrperial recognition, and, during the late fourth century

the proclamation of Christianiry as the official state religion. All of this set in

lttotion a process by which the Rornan Empire, and later all of Europe' became

overwhelmingly Christian. Beyond the Roman world, the new religion also found

a honre in various parts ofAfrica,the Middle East,andAsia (see Map 5.r).
The situation in India was quite different. Even though Ashokai support gave

Buddhism a considerable boost, it was never promoted to the exclusion of other

faiths. Ashoka sought harnrony anrong India's diverse population through religious

tolerance rather than uniformiry. The kind of monotheistic intolerance that

Christianiry exhibited was quite foreign to Indian patterns of religious practice.

Although Buddhism subsequently died out in India as it was absorbed into a reviv-

ing Hinduisnl, no renewal of Roman polytheism occurred, and Christianiry

became an enduring element of European civilization. Nonetheless, Christianiry

did adopt some elements of religious practice from the Roman world, including

perhaps the cult of saints and the dating of the birth ofJesus to the winter solstice.

In both cases, however, these new religions spread widely beyond their places of
origin. Buddhism provided a network of cultural connections in much ofAsia, and

Christianiry did the sanre for western Eurasia and parts ofAfrica.

Creating Institutions

As Christianiry spread within the Roman Empire and beyond, it developed a hier-

archical organization, with patriarchs, bishops, and priests-all men-replacing
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Map 5.r The Spread of Earty Christianity and Buddhism
In the five centuries after the birth ofiesus, Christianity found converts from Spain to northeast Africa,
CentralAsia, and India. In the Roman Empire, Axum, and Armenia, the new religion enioyed state support
as well. Subsequently Christianity took root solidly in Europe and after rooo c.r. in Russia as wel.
Meanwhile, Buddhism was spreading from its South Asian homeland to various parts of Asia, even as it
was weakening in lndia jtself.

the house churches of the early years, in which wonren played a nrore pronrinent
part.At least in sonre places, however, wonlen cor)tilluecl to exercise leadership and
even priestly roles, pronrpting Pope Gelasius in 494 to speak out sharply against
those who encourased wonren "to ofllciate at the sacred altars, and to take part in
all matters imputed to the ofllces of the rnale sex,to which they do not belong."tr2
In general, though, the exch-rsion of wonren fronr the priestl.rood established a nrale-
dominated clergy and a patriarchal church, which has lastec1 into the twenty-first
century.

This emergiug hierarchical structure of the Church, together with its nronorhe-
istic faith,also generated a great conccrn for unity in nratters ofdoctrine and prac-
tice. The bishop of Ronre gradually enrerged as the donrinant leader, or pope, of
the Church in the western half of the er.npire, br.rt this role was not recognized in
the east. This division contributed to the later split between l\onran Catholic and
Eastern Orthodox bratrches of Christenclorn, a schisnr that contirrues t() the preselt
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(see Chapter ro). Doctrinal differences also tore at the uniry of Christianity and

embroiled the Church in frequent controversy about the nature ofJesus (was he

human, divine, or both?), his relationship to God (equal or inferior?), and the

always-perplexing doctrine of the Tiinity (God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit).

A series of church councils-at Nicaea (325 c.r.), Chalcedon (45r c.r.), and

Constantinopl. (SS: c.t.), for example-sought to define an "orthodox," or cor-

rect, position on these and other issues, declaring those who disagree d as anathema,

completely expelled from the Church.
Buddhists too clashed over their various interpretations of the Buddha's teach-

ings, and a series of councils failed to prevent the division between Theravada,

Mahayana, and other approaches. A considerable proliferation of different sects,

practices, teachings, and nteditation techniques subsequently emerged within the

Buddhist world, but these divisions generally lacked the "clear-cut distinction

berween 'right'and'wrong'ideas" that characterized conflicts within the Christian

world.'3 Although Buddhist states and warrior classes (such as the famous samurai of

Japan) sometimes engaged in warfare, religious differences among Buddhists seldom

provided the basis for the kind of bitterness and violence that often accompanied

religious conflict within Christendom, such as the Thirry Years'.War (16r8-1648)

between Catholic and Protestant states in Europe. Nor did Buddhists develop the

kind of overall religious hierarchy that characterized Christianiry although conlmu-

nities of monks and nuns, organized in monasteries, created elaborate rules to govern

their internal affairs.

+# Reflections: Religion and Historians
To put it nildly, religion has always been a sensitive subject, and no less so for his-

torians than for anyone else. For believers or followers of particular traditions, reli-

gion partakes of another world-that of the sacred or the divine-s7fii6fi i5 1si
accessible to historians or other scholars, who depend on evidence available in this

world.This situation has generated various tensions or misunderstandings between

historians and religious practitioners.

One of these tensions involves the question of change. Most religions present

themselves as timeless, partaking of eternity or at least reflecting ancient practice. In

the eyes of historians, however, the religious aspect of human life changes as much

as any other.The Hindu tradition changed from a religion of ritual and sacrifice to

one of devotion and worship. Buddhism became more conventionally religious, with

an emphasis on the supernatural, as it evolved from Theravada to Mahayana forms.

A male-dominated hierarchical Christian Church, with its pope, bishops, priests,

and state supporr, was very different from the small house churches that suffered per-

secution by imperial authorities in the early Christian centuries.The implication-
that religions are at least in part a human phenonrenon-has been troublesome to

some believers.
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Historians, on the other hand, have sometimes been uncomfortable in the face of
claims by believers that they have actually experienced a divine reality. Some secular
scholars have been inclined to disn-riss such claims as unprovable at best. Even the
biographical details of the lives of the Buddha and Jesus are diflicult to prove by the
standards of historians. Certainly,modern historians are in no position to validate or
refute the spiritual clainrs of these teachers, but we need to take thent seriously.
Although we will never know precisely what happened to the Buddha as he sar in
meditation in northern India or what transpired when Jesus spent forry days in the
wilderness, clearly those experiences changed the two men and motivated their sub-
sequent actions. Later, Muhammad likewise clainred to have received revelations from
God in the caves outside Mecca. Millions of the followers of these religious leaders
have also acted on the basis of what they perceived to be an encounter with the
divine or other levels of reality.This interior dirnension of human experience, though
difficult to grasp with any precision, has been a significant mover and shaper of the
historical process.

Yet a third problem arises from debates within particular religious traditions
about which group most accurately represents the "real" or authentic version of the
faith. Historians usually refuse ro take sides in such disputes.They simply notice with
interest that most human cultural traditions generate conflicting views, sonre of
which becorne the basis for serious conflict in their societies.

Reconciling personal religious convictions with the perspectives of modern
historical scholarship is no easy task. At the very least, all of us can appreciate the
immense hutnan effort that has gone into the rnaking of classical religious traditions,
and we can acknowledge the enormous sigrrificance of these traditions in the unfold-
ing of the human story.They have shaped the meanings that billions of people over
thousands of years have attached to the world they inhabit. These religious tradi-
tions have justified the vast social inequalities and oppressive states of human civi-
lizations, but they also have enabled human beings to endure those difficulties and
on occasion have stir.nulated reform and rebellion. And they have guided much of
humankind in our endless efforts to penetrate the nysteries of the world beyond and
of the world within.
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What's the Significance?

Legalism

Confucianism

Ban Zhao

Daoism

Vedas

U panishads

$-.o'''d fhorght"

Siddhartha Gautama (the

Buddha)

Theravada/Mahayana

Bhagavad Gita

Zoroastrianism

Judaism

Greek rationaLism

Socrates, Plato, Aristotle

Jesus of Nazareth

Saint Paul

To assess your mastery of the
material in this chapter, visit
the Student Center at

bedfo rd stm a rti n s.co rn j st raVer
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Big Picture Questions

r. "Religions are fundamentalty alike." Does the material in this chapter support or undermine

this idea?

z. ls a secular outlook on the world an essentially modern phenomenon, or does it have

precedents in the classical era?

3. "Retigion is a double-edged sword, both supporting and undermining political authority

and social elites." How would you support both sides of this statement?

4. How would you define the appeal of the religious/cultural traditions discussed in this

chapter? To what groups were they attractive, and why?

Next Steps: For Further Study

For web sites and additional Karen Armstron g, The Great Transformation (zoo6). A comparative and historical study of the

documents related to this major classical-era religiOns by a well-known SCholar.
chapter, see Make History at

bedfordstmartins.com/strayer. 
peter Brown, The Rise of western Christendom (zool). A history of the first r,ooo years of

Christianity, cast in a global framework.

Don Johnson and lean Johnson, lJniversal Religions in World History Qoo). A comparative study

of the historicaI development of Buddhism, Christianity, and lstam.

HustonSmith, AnlllustratedWorld'sReligionslggq).Asympatfreticaccountof maiorwortd

religions, beautifulty ithlstrated, by a'prominent scholar of comparative religion.

Arthur Waley, Three Ways of Thought in Ancient China (tS8f).A classic work, first published more

than half a century ago, about the major philosophies of old China.

lonathan S. Watters, Finding Buddhists in Global History Q,gg8). A brief account that situates

Buddhism in a world history framework.

"Religions of the world," http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/cultural/religion. A succinct and

attractively itlustrated introduction to six maior world religious traditions.
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