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WILLIAM H. McNEILL
.:_ Greek and Indian Civilization, 1971

.._WiHiam H. McNeill is one of the leading world historians in the

~ United States. In this selection from his college textbook A World
. History, he compares the different ways in which Indian and Greek
*civilizations of the classical age (by around 500 s.c.e.) organized
- themselves. He distinguishes between Indian caste and Greek
territorial sovereignty. These concepts are complex but useful in
distinguishing between two of the basic ways societies organize
-and identify themselves. As you read, try to define what each
term means. McNeill argues that caste and territorial sovereignty
“‘had enormously different effects on the subsequent development
findiarn and European society. What were some of these

" different effects?

CTHINKING HISTORICALLY

“As you read this secondary source or historical interpretation, con-
sider what sort of primary sources might have led McNeill to this view
~or support his interpretation. Notice especially that in the first half of
" the selection, McNeill mentions specific ancient Indian writings:
These are obvious primary sources for his interpretation. Not having
~read McNeiil’s primary sources, can you imagine what in them would
“lead to this interpretation?

*‘Less of McNeill’s interpretation of Greece is included in this selec-
_tian; consequently, there is no mention of primary sources. In this
ichapter, you will read a number of Greek primary sources, but at this
“point can you speculate about what types of sources would demon-
sstrate the Greek idea of territorial sovereignty?

. Keep in mind thar caste and territorial sovereignty are

“modern terms not knewn or used by the ancients; therefore, you
“will not find them in the primary sources that follow. What words
ight the ancient indians or Greeks have used to denote these
“concepts?

I‘EL: Withiam H. McNeill, A World History, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press,
1), 78~83, 88, 90, 95, 99100, -
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Caste

A modern caste is a group of persons who wilf ear with one apg
and intermarry, while excluding others from these tWo Intimac
addition, members of any particular caste must bear some dj
guishing mark, so that everyone will know who belongs ang.
does not belong 10 it. Definite rules for how to behave in the pres
of members of other castes also become fecessary in situations w
such contacrs are frequent. When an enrire society comes ro be o
nized on these principles, any group of strangers or intruder a
matically becomes another caste, for the exclusiv '_
of the population inevitably thrust the newcomers in upon thenise]
when it comes to eating and marrying. A large caste ma ily
into smaller groupings as a result of some dispute, or :
geographical separation over a period of time. New castes canfo
around new occupations. Wanderers and displaced individuals
find 2 new niche in society are auntomatically compelled 1o ea
gether and marry one another by the caste-bound habirs of ‘th
neighbors.
How or when Indjan society came to be organized along thes
remains unclear. Perhaps the Indus civilization itself was built 1n
something like the caste principle. Or perhaps the antipathy betrw
Aryan invaders and the dark-skinned people whom they artacked Ia
the root of the caste system of later India. But whatever the origin
caste, three features of Indian thought and feeling were mobilize
sustain the caste principle in later rimes, One of these was the idea
ceremonial purity. Fear of contaminating oneself by contact with-
member of a lower, “unclean” casre gave Brahmans and others near.th
top of the pyramid strong reasons for limiting their association ¥
low-caste persons. E
From the other end of the scale, too, the poor and humble h
Strong reasons for clinging to caste. All but the most miserable
marginal could look down upon somebody, a not unim
logical feature of the system. In addition, the humb| )
groups that had only recently emerged from primitive forest life. Th
naturally sought to maintain their peculiar customs and habirs, even
the context of urban or mixed village life, where men of different bac
grounds and different castes lived side by side. Other civilized socieri
usually persuaded or compelled newcomers ]
ways, and assimilated them in the course of a few generations 1o
civilized population as a whole. In India, on the contrary,
were able to retain their separate identities indefinitely

theit own peculiar customs within the caste framework
after generation.
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¢d factor sustaining the caste principle was theoretical: the
of reincarnation and of “varna.” The latter declared that all

.naturally divided into four castes: the Brahmans who
he Kshatriyas® who fought, the Vaisyas’ who worked, and
35 who performed unclean tasks. Official doctrine cEasmﬁed
three castes as Aryan, the last as non-Aryan, and put much
caste rank, from Brahmans ar the top to Sudras at the bot-
ality never corresponded even remoreiy to this theory There
dreds if not thoasands of castes in Indla ra‘:her than the four.

h the doctrine of varna. The idea of remcamatlon mdeed '
-a] explanation and ]ust[ﬁcatlon to the system by expiammg,

designed to reward and punish souls for their actions in for-"
s:This undoubredly he]ped to stabilize the confused reality. A

f unb}emlshed life, born into the lowest caste, could hope for
irth higher up the adder Conversely, a man of high caste who
conform to proper standards could expect rebirth in a lower

or deserved such a punishment. o
early, the caste system as observed today did not exist in ancmnt_ G
Yet modern castes are the outgrowth of patterns of social organi-
n that are as old as the oldest records. Early Buddhist stories, for
Ice, reveal many episodes turning upon caste distinctions, and pas-
the Rig Veda* and other ancient w ritings imply caste-like prac-
nd aritudes. By 500 B.C.E. we can at least be sure that the seeds
m which the modern caste organization of society grew had already
ited luxuriantly on Indian soil.

aste lessened the significance of political, territorial administra-
Everyone identified himself first and foremost with his caste. But
te ordinarily lacked both definite internal administration and
rerritorial boundaries. Instead, meimbers of a particularcaste”™”
led with men of other castes, obsernnb the necessary precay: ¢

ons to prevent contamination of one by the other. No kmg or ruler
command the undivided loyalty of people who felt themselves -

e _members, rulers, officials, soldiers, and tax collectors .were ..
o.seem mere troublesome outsiders, to be neglected whenever
sible and obeyed only as far as necessary. The fragile character of

KSHAH tree uh

as a divinely established institution, hereditary from fatherto

‘man even risked reincarnation as @ wWorm or heetle 1f his mis-

long to a caste rather than to a state. Indeed, 1o all ordinary .
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most Indian srates resulted in large part from this fact. A strik;
absence of informartion abour war and government is character
of all early Indian history; and this, too, presumably reflects In,
peoples’ characteristic emotional disengagement from the srate
from politics. . . .

The Vedas and Brahmanas

Our knowledge of Aryan religion derives from the Vedas. The Veda
used as handbooks of religious ritual, consist of songs thar were
cited aloud during sacrifices, together with other passages instrugy
the priests what to do during the ceremony. In course of time, the.[3
guage of the Vedas became more or less unintelligible, even to priest
A great effort was thereupon made to preserve details of accent a
pronunciation, by insisting on exact memorization of texts from mas
ter to pupil across the generations. Every jot and tittle of the inheri
verses was felt to matrer, since a misplaced line or mispronoun
word could nullify a whole sacrifice and might even provoke divin
displeasure.
Preoccupation with correctness of detail speedily shifted empha
from the gods of the Aryan pantheon to the act of worship and invg
cation itself. Aryan priests may also have learned abourt magical pow
ers claimed by priests of the Indus civilization. At any rate, som
Brahmans began to argue that by performing rituals correctly the
could actually compel the gods to grant whar was asked of them.
deed, proper sacrifice and invocation created the world of gods an
men anew, and stabilized afresh the critical relarion berween natura
and supernatural reality. In such a view, the importance and personali
ties of the separate gods shrank ro triviality, while the power and skil
of the priesthood was greatly magnified. These extravagant priestl
claims were freely put forward in rexts calied Brahmanas. These were
cast in the form of commentaries on the Vedas, purportedly explai
ing what the older texts really meant, bur often changing meanings in
the process. '

The Upanishads and Mysticism

Priestly claims to exercise authority over gods and men were never
widely accepted in ancient India, Chiefs and warriors might be a bit
wary of priestly magic, but they were not eager to cede to the priests th
primacy claimed by the Brahmanas. Humbler ranks of sociery also ol
jected to priestly presumption. This is proved by the fact that a rival typ
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took hold in India and soon came to constitute the most distinc-
clement in the whole religious tradition of the land. Another body
iterature, the Upanishads,” constitutes our evidence of this reli-
evelopment The Upanishads are not systematic treatises nor do
agree in all details. Yer they do express a general consensus on im-
oints.

st of all, the Upanishads conceive the end of religious life in a radi-
evé Way Instead of seeking riches, heaEth and long life, a wise and
nostrives merely to escape the endless tound of rebirth. Success
his soul to dissolve into the All from whence it had come, trium-
anscending the suffering, pain, and imperfection of existence.

, the second place, holiness and reledse from ‘the cycle of rebirths
e trémed not by obedience to priests nor by obseryvance of ceremo-
The truly holy man had no need of intermediaries and, for that mat-
need of gods. Instead, by a process of SElf-dlSClphne meditation,
ticism, -and withdrawal frorn the ordmar} concerns of daily Elfe, the
ful religious athlete might attain a mystic vision of Truth—a vision
left the seer purged and happy. The nature and content of the mys-
sion could never be expressed in words, Ir revealed Truth by achiev-
1dent1tv berween the individual soul and the Soul of the universe.
an experience, surpassing human understanding and ordinary lan-
; constituted a foretaste of the ultimate bliss of self-annihilation in
lE, which was the final goal of wise and holy life. . ..

While India worked its way toward the definition of a new and dis-
rive civilization on one flank of the ancient Middle East, on its other
kanother new civilization was also emerging: the Greek. The princi-
pal stages of early Greek history closely resemble what we know or can
se about Indian development. But the end product differed funda-
tally. The Greeks put political organization into territorial states
ove all other bases of human association, and artempted to explain
orld and man not in terms of mystic illumination but through laws
nature. Thus despite a similar start, when fierce “tamers of
ses”—like those of whom Homer® later sang-— oveérran priest-led
ulrural societies, the Indian and Greek styles of cw;hzamon diverged
ingly by 500 B.C.E. . ..

he self-governing city-states created by Greei«.s on the coast of Asia
inorhad . . . great . . . importance in world history. For by inventing
' C_lt}»sta{e or polis (hence our word “politics”}, the Greeks of Ionia
tablished the prototype from which the whole Western world derived
enchant for pohtlcal orgamzatﬁon into terr;tona[fy defined sovereign

*'00 PAH nee shahdz
Ifrecix poctc. 800 B.C.E au:hor of The Hiad and The Qd»ssm {Eri 1
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units, Le., into states, The supremacy of territoriality over all other forme
of human association is neither nararal nor inevitable, as rhe Ing
caste principle may remind us. . . .

Dominance of the Polis in Greek Culture

So powerful and compelling was the psychological pull of the poiis th
almost every aspect of Greek cultaral activity was speedily caught up
and—as it were—digested by the new master institution of Greek'ci
lization. Religion, art, literature, philosophy, took shape or acquired
new accent through their relationship with the all-engulfing object of
citizens’ affection. . . . :
Despite the general success of the polis ordering of things, a f
individuals fretted over the logical inconsistencies of Greek religion an
traditional world view. As trade developed, opportunities to learn abo
the wisdom of the East multiplied. Inquiring Greeks soon discovery
that among the priestly experts of the Middle East there was no agre
ment about such fundamental questions as how the world was create
or why the planets periodically checked their forward moveme
through the heavens and wenr backward for a while before resumin
their former motion. It was in Tonia that men first confronted this so
of question systematically enough to bother recording their view
These, the first philosophers, sought to explain the phenomena of th
world by imaginarive exercise of their power of reason. Finding con
flicting and unsupported stories about the gods to be unsatisfacro;
they took the drastic step of omitting the gods entirely, and boldly sub
stituted natural law instead as the ruling force of the universe. To'b
sure, the lonian philosophers did not agree among themselves wh
they sought o describe how the laws of narure worked, and their naiy
efforts to explain an ever wider range of phenomena did not meer wit
much success.
Nevertheless, their attempts ar using speculative reason ro explak
the nature of things marked a major turning point in human intell
tual development. The lonian concept of a universe ruled nor by th
whim of some divine personality but by an impersonal and unchange
able law has never since been forgotren, Throughout the subsequen
history of European and Middle Eastern thought, this distinctive
Greek view of the nature of things stood in persistent and fruitful ten:
sion with the older, Middle Fastern theistic explanation of the w
verse. Particular chinkers, reluctant to abandon either position entire
have sought to reconcile the omnipotence of the divine will with the
unchangeability of natural law by means of the most various arg
ments. Since, however, the two views are as logically incompatible wi
one another as were the myths from which the lonian philosophers
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rted; no formulation or reconciliation ever arrained lasting and
ersal consent. Men always had to start over again to reshape for
elves a more satisfactory metaphysic and theology. Here, there-
éy a growing point for all subsequent European thought which
t-yet been exhausted.

deed, the recent successes of natural science seem to have vindi-
{ the lonian concept of natural law in ways and with a complexity
ould have utterly amazed Thales*. (d. ¢. 546 B.C.E} or any of his
ssbrs who merefv voiced what turned out to be amazingly lucky
ces. How did they do ic? It seems plausible to suggest that the Ionians
pon the notion of natural law by samp]v projecting the tighe little
dof the polis upoa the universe. For it was a fact thar the polis was
ated by law, not by the personal wil] or whim of a ruler. If such
ible ‘abstractions could govern human behavior and confine it to
ain roughly predictable paths of action, why could not similar laws
irrol the natural world? To such a question, it appears, the lonians
;e an-affirmative answer, and in doing so gave a distinctive cast to all
ubsequent Greek and Evropean thought.

ita'tions of the Polis

ouid be a mistake ro leave the impression that all facets of Greek life
ed smoothly and easily into the polis frame. The busy public world
cant room for the inwardness of personal experience. Striving for
cation, for salvarion, for holiness, which found such ample expres-
in the Indian cultural setting, was almost excluded. Yet the Greeks
ere-not immune from such impulses. Through the ancient mystery re-
1ons, as well as through such an association as the “Order” founded
thagoras,! the famous mathematician and mystic (d. c. 507 n.c.i.),
sought to meer these needs. But when such efforts took organgd
‘a fundamental mmmpatxl}lht) between the claims of the polis to
unqualified loyalty of every citizen and the pursuit of personal holi-

ickly became apparent. This was illustrated by the stormy history
of the Pythagorean Order. Either the organized seekers after holiness
ptured the polis, as happened for -a while in ‘the city of Croton in
thern lraly, or the magistrates of the polis persecuted the Order, as
appened in Pythagoras® old age. There seemed no workable ground of
mpromise in this, the earliest recorded mstance of conflict berween
urch and state in Western history. '

r__f.HAY {ecz
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The fundamental difference between Greek and Indian’i insty
as shaped by about 500 B.C.E. was made apparent by this epis
loose federarion of cultures allowed by the caste principle in Ind;
rienced no difficulty ar all in accommodatmg organized . seek:
holiness such as the communiries of Buddhist monks. By con
exclusive claim upon the citizens’ time, effort, and affection whj
been staked out by the Greek polis allowed no sort of corpo at

Enormous energies were rapped by the polis. A wider segm
total population was engaged in cultural and political action
been possible in any earlier civilized sociery, and the brillian;
of classical Greek civilization was the consequence. Yet the_
sity of the political tie excluded ranges of activity and sensitiyj
were not compatible with a territorial organization of human gr
and sowed seeds of civil strife between the Greek cities. whi
proved disastrous. Bur every achievement involves a surrender
natives: It is merely that the Greek achievemenr, by its verv ‘ma
casts an unusually clear light upon what it also excluded.




