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80 + The Ancient World

Mazda (Lord Wisdom) and the Israelite YHWH (I am Who am) were originally per-
ceived as male sky-gods, existing among a multiplicity of other gods of nature; by the
sixth century B.C.E, however, their respective devotees worshiped each as the sole
source of all holiness. What is more, each of these two divinities was perceived as the
sole God of history. That s, each God alone used humans as agents to serve the Divine
Will and, thereby, to assist in the realization of the Divine Plan for humanity. For both
the Persians and the Israelites, human history had a purpose and a goal. By serving as
agents in the working out of God’s holy plan for creation, humans assumed a spiritual
dignity and importance that they could otherwise never have hoped to attain.

The Persian faith, known as Zoroastrianism, admitted the existence of a number of
lesser divinities and, therefore, was not strictly monotheistic. Moreover, evidence
strongly suggests that the religion of the early Israelites (Chapter 2) was monolatric
(worshiping a single god while acknowledging the existence of others) rather than
monotheistic. Nevertheless, both religions laid the basis for Southwest Asia’s dis-
tinctive vision of ethical monotheism.

The Struggle Between Good and Evil
18« ZARATHUSTRA, GATHAS

During the second millennium B.c.t,, about the same time that one branch of the
Aryans wandered into the Indian subcontinent, another branch settled the highlands
of Iran (the land of the Aryans). Initially, the religion and general culture of the people
who settled Iran were almost identical to that of the Vedic Aryans of India. For ex-
ample, the Iranians celebrated the slaying of Verethra, the drought, by their war-god
Indara. The parallel with Indra’s striking down Vritra, the dragon of drought, is obvious
(see source 9). In time, however, the Iranians developed a civilization that differed
radically from that of the Indo-Aryans. We call that ancient civilization Persian.

By the late sixth century B.C.E., the Persians possessed the largest empire the world
had yet seen. For nearly two centuries, they united Southwest Asia and portions
of Central Asia, Northeast Africa, and the Balkan region of Europe into a politi-
cally centralized yet culturally diverse entity. During the reign of Darius the Great
(r. 522-486 s.c.£), who styled himself King of Kings, the royal house of Persia
adopted as its religion the teachings of a native son, Zarathustra (or Zoroaster, as

he was called by the Greeks). The highly ethical message of this Persian religious
visionary appears to have been one of the major factors contributing to the
empire’s general policy of good government.

We know very little about the life of Zarathustra. According to a late Persian
tradition, he lived 258 years before Alexander the Great, or around the first quarter
of the sixth century e.c.E. As appealing as this putative date is for those who would
place this religious revolutionary squarely into the so-called Axial Age, it seems likely
that Zarathustra flourished many centuries earlier. The archaic language of his few
extant hymns strongly suggests that he lived no later than 1000 &.c.c., probably closer
to 1200, and possibly as early as the 1300s, although some scholars state that his use
of archaic language indicates only that he drew from much earlier rituals. Whatever
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his dates, he apparently belonged to the priestly class that performed fire sacrifices,
very much like the Indo-Aryan Brahmins and the Greeks. The religious world into
which he had been born was filled with a multiplicity of lesser gods known as daevas
(called devas by the Indo-Aryans) and three greater gods, each of whom bore the
title Ahura (Lord), and all of these deities commanded worship. Zarathustra’s great
religious breakthrough seems to have been that he preached that one of these divine
beings, Ahura Mazda (Lord Wisdom), was the sole God of creation and the supreme
deity of the universe. This uncreated God and source of all goodness alone was wor-
thy of the highest worship. To be sure, Ahura Mazda had created lesser benign spir-
its, known as yazatas, to aid him, and they merited devotion, but all of the traditional
Iranian daevas were evil demons, who deserved no worship. Indeed, these daevas
were the creation of another uncreated entity, Angra Mainyu (Hostile Spirit), whose
evil existence was the source of all sin and misery in the universe.

It is clear that Zarathustra claimed to be the prophet (a person speaking by divine
inspiration and, thereby, revealing the will of God) of Ahura Mazda. Equally clear,
Zarathustra taught his disciples that Ahura Mazda required all humans to join in the
cosmic struggle against Angra Mainyu. Although coeternal with Lord Wisdom, Hostile
Spirit was nowhere his equal. Angra Mainyu (also known as the Liar) and his minions
afflicted human souls with evil and led them away from the path of righteousness, but
in the end, Angra Mainyu and his daevas would be defeated. Strictly speaking, such a
vision, which sees the universe engaged in a contest between two divine principles,
one good and the other evil, is not monotheistic but rather dualistic. Nevertheless,
Zarathustra’s dualistic theology focused on a single God of goodness and should be
seen as one of the major roots of Southwest Asian ethical monotheism.

Zarathustra’s teachings took hold in Persia, especially with the rise of the first
Persian Empire in the sixth century s.c.. From 224 to 651 c.t., Zoroastrianism was
the official state religion of a revived Persian Empire under the Sassanian house,
and it was only in the Sassanian era, possibly as late as the sixth century c.E., that
the Avesta, the Zoroastrian collection of holy scripture, was written down in its
final form. Although the Avesta encompasses many texts that date from well after
Zarathustra’s time, it contains a few short devotional hymns, known as Gathas,
which seem to date to the age of Zarathustra and probably owe their composition
to him or an early disciple. Their archaic language and often unclear references
make them hard, even impossible to interpret with full confidence. Yet, they are our
only reliable sources for the original teachings of the Persian prophet. As such, they
illustrate, but ambiguously so, his vision and message.

QUESTIONS FORANALYSIS

I. What evidence indicates that Zarathustra saw Ahura Mazda as the sole creator
of the universe?

2. How does each person'’s life become a microcosm of the battle between Ahura
Mazda and the Liar?

3. How do we know that Zarathustra believed Ahura Mazda would ultimately
triumph over evil?
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4. Does Zarathustra see his faith as only one of many paths to the truth, or is it the

Truth?

5. What is promised to those who serve Ahura Mazda faithfully? What about those

who do not accept and serve this God?

Edisorial review has deenmed that any suppesssed coadent does ot matesilly af

‘This I ask you, tell me truly, Ahura. Who is by
generation the Father of Right, at the firs? Who
determined the path of sun and stars? Who is it
by whom the moon waxes and wanes again? This,
O Mazda, and yet more, I want to know.

‘This 1 ask you, tell me truly, Ahura. Who up-
held the Earch beneath and the firmament from
falling? Who the waters and the plants? Who
yoked swiftness to winds and clouds? Who is,
O Mazda, creator of Good Thoughe?!

“This I ask you, tell me truly, Ahura. What artist
made light and darkness? What ardist made sleep
and waking? Who made morning, noon, and night,
that call the understanding man to his duty? . . .

“This I ask you, tell me truly, Ahura, Who created
together with Dominion the precious Piety? Who
made by wisdom the son obedient to his father?
Istrive to recognize by these things you, O Mazda,
creator of all things through the holy sprit. . . .

‘This I ask you, tell me truly, Ahura. The Reli-
gion which is the best for all that are, which in
union with Right should make prosperous all that
is mine, will they duly observe it, the religion of
my creed, with the words and action of Piety, in
des

‘This 1 ask you, tell me truly, Ahura—whether

ire for your future good things, O Mazda?

Picty will extend o those to whom your Religion
shall be proclaimed? I was ordained at the first by
you: all others I look upon with hatred of spirit.
‘This I ask you, tell me truly, Ahura. Who among
those with whom I would speak is a righteous man,

and who a liar? On which side is the enemy? . . .

Source: James Hope Moulton, Yasnas 43, 44, 45, in Early
Zoroastnanism (London: Williams and Norgate, 1913),
pp. 367-370, passim.

‘Zarathustra conceived of Good Thought, Piety, and
other such moral entities as spiritual beings whom Ahura
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‘This 1 ask you, tell me truly, Ahura—whether
we shall drive the Lic away from us to those who
being full of disobedience will not strive after fel-
lowship with Right, nor trouble themselves with
counsel of Good Though. . . .

“This 1 ask you, tell me truly, Ahura—whether
through you I shall atcain my goal . . . and that
my voice may be cffectual, that Welfare and Im-
mortality may be ready to unite according to that
promise with him who joins himself with Right.

“This 1 ask you, tell me truly, Ahura—whether
I shall indeed, O Right, carn that reward, even
ten mares with a stallion and a camel,? which was
promised to me, O Mazda, as well as through you

the future gift of Welfare and Immortality.

Twill speak of that which Mazda Ahura, the all-
knowing, revealed to me first in this carchly life.
Those of you that put not in practice this word as
I think and utter it, to them shall be woe at the
end of life. . ..

1 will speak of that which the Holiest declared
to me as the word that is best for mortals to
obey: he, Mazda Ahura said, “They who at my
bidding render him® obedience, shall all attain
Welfare and Immortality by the actions of the
Good Spirit.” . ...

In immortality shall the soul of the righteous be
joyful, in perpetuity shall be the torments of the
Liars. All this does Mazda Ahura appoint by his
Dominion.

Mazda had created to help in the battle against the forces
of evil.

2Symbols of good fortune and earthly prosperity.
“Zarathustra.
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‘Those who in conversation dare to quote the old
songs and records, " should be publicly executed,
those who use old precedents to oppose the new
order should have their families wiped out; and
officers who know of such cases bu fail to report
them should be punished in the same way.

“If thirty days after the issuing of this order the
owners of these books have still not had them

A reference to The Book of Songs (source 8) and The Book
of Documents (source 7).

“Chinese tradition maintains that 460 recalcitrant Con-
fucian scholars were buried alive in a common grave and
many others were stoned to death.

"“This is not the Great Wall of fitted stones just outside
Beijing that present-day tourists visit. That was constructed
by the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644). Beginning late in the
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destroyed, they should have their faces tattooed
and be condemned to hard labor at the Great
Wall.s ‘The only books which need not be de-
stroyed are those dealing with medicine, divina-
tion, and agriculture. Those who want to study the
law can learn it from the officers.” The emperor

sanctioned this proposal.

fortifications. One of the earliest (if not the earliest) was
that of King Zhao Wuling of the Zhao state. Begun around
305 e.c.k. it ran for about 600 miles and in places rose to
over 25 feet. The best-preserved portions today are in
Inner Mongolia. The First Emperor ordered some of these
earlier long walls connected and rebuilt. Many of the work-
ers on this project were convicted felons. Portions of the
Qin Empire’s rammed-earth wall are extant today, but far

fourth century B.C.£, several of the more northerly war-  from tourist areas.

ring states constructed earthen-berm long walls as frontier

Hellenic Civilization:
An Inquiry into Life

Early in the sixth century 8.C.t,, a small group of Greek intellectuals along the west-
ern coast of Anatolia, a region known as lonia, began to challenge age-old mythic
ways of explaining the workings of the universe by looking at the world as an objec-
tive phenomenon that could be studied in a systematic manner. These thinkers, who
sought to discover the physical underpinnings of the universe, are acknowledged as
ancient Hellas's first philosophers and scientists and the people who established the
Greek intellectual tradition of rational inquiry into all aspects of the physical and
moral world.

As important as reason was in the formation of Greek thought, it never threat-
ened to displace myth, mysticism, and religion. We would very much misunder-
stand ancient Greek civilization by concluding that rational inquiry dominated every
element of Greek life from the sixth century onward. Indeed, the nonrational, or
suprarational, permeated Greek society. This should not be surprising, nor should
it cause us to undervalue the achievements of Greek rationalists, whose modes of
analysis became a hallmark of Greek civilization.

The period from about 750 e.c.e,, down to the death of Alexander the Great in
323 8.k, is known as the Hellenic Age because, as we have seen, the people we
call Greeks referred to themselves as Hellenes and their land as Hellas. (It was the
Romans who began the tradition of calling all Hellenes Greeks.)
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During the Hellenic Age, the Greek World was very much a frontier society
along the western periphery of the ancient civilized world. As a result, the Greeks
were able to draw from the experiences of their more deeply rooted neighbors,
while simultaneously enjoying a certain amount of freedom to experiment culturally,
especially in the areas of politics, philosophy, and art. This age was characterized
by general Greek independence from foreign domination, political decentralization,
intense rivalry among Hellas's many city-states, and a deep-seated ethnocentrism
and even contempt for the non-Hellenic World. The two dominating events of the
Hellenic Age were the Persian Wars (499450 s..c) and the Peloponnesian War
(431-404 s.C). In the first, Greeks, under the leadership of Athens and Sparta,
withstood the threat of Persian domination. In the latter, again under Athenian and
Spartan leadership, the whole Greek World was embroiled in a bitter family blood-
letting. Despite the wars that dominated so much of the fifth century s.c.E, this
100-year period is rightly regarded as the classical era of Hellenic civilization—an
age when Hellas’s intellectuals and artists soared to new heights as they explored
the place of humans in a world that they confidently assumed was understandable
and human-sized.

Scythians and the Greeks

23 « HERODOTUS, HISTORIES, AND THE GOLDEN COMB WITH
BATTLE SCENE

During the eighth century B.c.t,, Homer, the putative author of the lliad and the
Odyssey, interpreted the past through the medium of poetic myth. By the middle of
the fifth century, a few Hellenic researchers were recapturing and interpreting the
past through the more prosaic but accurate medium of history. The word historia
is Greek and means “knowledge achieved through inquiry.” As we have seen, the
Israelites and the Persians had already evolved a sense of divinely directed history.
However, it was the Greeks who became western Afro-Eurasia’s first students of
worldly events that were divorced from any consideration of divine intervention or
control. The particular genius of Greek historiography (the writing of history) was
that certain thinkers, beginning with Herodotus (ca. 484—ca. 424 s.ct.), believed
that human events could be reconstructed and made comprehensible through care-
ful research into the human record.

Herodotus, a citizen of Halicarnassus (present-day Bodrum, Turkey) on the
western shore of Anatolia, probably deserves the title “the first world historian.”
Halicarnassus was Hellenic in culture, but its inhabitants were of mixed ancestry,
with many of them having Persian and native Anatolian forbearers. As a young man,
Herodotus traveled widely though the waterways and lands of the Mediterranean
and Black seas and beyond. Sometime after the end of the Persian Wars, he began
offering public recitations in various Greek cities, including Athens, which was then
atits cultural and imperial apogee. These lectures detailed his many discoveries along
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the way and, moreover, dealt in great detail with the recent conflicts with Persia,
which he presented as a war between two diametrically opposed cultures. He was
the first recorded historian to argue that there is an inherent schism between the
civilizations of East and West, even as he pointed out the many admirable qualities
of Persian culture and Hellas’s debt to its neighbors, especially Egypt. In short, al-
though he argued for a clash of civilizations, he did so with nuance and a sensitivity
to non-Hellenic customs. As he noted when discussing the madness of trying to alter
a people’s customs, “If we were to ask all of humanity to choose the best customs
from among all, after surveying the field, each ethnicity would choose its own.”

Somehow and somewhere, by a process we know nothing about, his Histories
(Investigations), as he termed them, were written down “to prevent the traces of
human events from being erased by time,” as the opening lines of the Histories proclaim.
Although he gave special attention to the recent hostilities between Greeks and Per-
sians, Herodotus claimed that he was trying to preserve the “important and wonderful
achievements of Hellenes and barbarians (non-Greeks) alike.” And that claim was not
empty. His history is polycentric, providing posterity with the multiple perspectives,
voices, narratives, and points of view of many different people from a wide variety of
cultures. In a real sense, he crafted a history of the entire world that he knew.

Among those to whom he gave voice was a nomadic, Iranian-speaking steppe
people known to the Greeks as the Scythians—a people whom he had encoun-
tered. Indeed, almost two thirds of Book 4 (the Histories is divided into nine books)
deals with these people, who between roughly 700 and 300 s.c. controlled
that part of the Great Eurasian Steppe stretching from the lands north of the
Black Sea to the northern Caucasus—an area that included present-day southern
Ukraine, southern Russia, Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. The Scythians, who
had migrated west from unknown points much farther east, were important to
the Greeks for many reasons. By the end of the seventh century, Greek colonists
had established substantial cities along the northern shores of the Black Sea, and
it appears that some of these settlements were possible only because of Scythian
tolerance. Scythian burial mounds, known as kurgans, have also yielded plenty of
evidence of Hellenic-Scythian economic and artistic interchange.

In the following excerpt from the Histories, we learn about the Scythians’ cultural
conservatism and the fate of two men who dared to embrace Greek culture. That
is followed by one of the most spectacular pieces of Greco-Scythian art ever ex-
cavated, the Golden Comb with Battle Scene. This masterpiece, which was probably
crafted around 500 s.C.t. by a Greek goldsmith residing near or among the Scythians,
appears to be a visual representation (but fashioned with artistic license) of the
story of Scyles’s death that Herodotus reported about 50 years later. Here we see
a horseman wearing a Corinthian Greek helmet, Greek body armor, and Scythian
trousers and boots. Using a lance, in the manner of a Greek cavalryman, he is fight-
ing either one or two men on foot. The man facing him carries and wields only a
short, Greek-like sword and wears a Scythian helmet, Greek body armor, and Scyth-
ian trousers and boots. The crescent shield he carries is a pelta, which was popular
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among the Thracians, who figure prominently in this story. The man to the rear,
who is either the horseman’s enemy or his comrade, is clad only in traditional Scyth-
ian clothes and also carries a short sword. Both the horseman and man to his rear
carry on their left hips an empty gorytos, the leather carrying-case for the recurved
bow, the primary weapon of the horse-riding warriors of the steppe. Apparently,
the fallen horse belonged to one of the two warriors on foot. The comb was un-
earthed lying next to the skull of a Scythian king. Could he have been Octamasades,
who figures so prominently in the story told by Herodotus?

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

|. How does Herodotus balance critical analysis and religious belief? What conclu-
sion follows from this?

2. To the Hellenes, the term “barbarian” (barbaros) meant anyone who was not
a native speaker of Greek and whose language sounded like meaningless noise
(barbar) to Hellenic ears. Is there any evidence in Herodotus’s account that he
did not view the “barbarian” Scythians as uncivilized brutes?

3. Which of the warriors depicted on the comb do you think is Scyles, the horse-
man or the man facing the horseman? What are the clues that lead you to your
conclusion?

4. Regardless of which warrior is Scyles, what do this comb and Herodotus’s story
suggest about Greco-Scythian cultural contact and exchange?

5. Why was it that the Scythians, still largely a nomadic pastoral people, were avid
to avoid the customs of foreigners?

6. What do the comb and the story suggest about the wealth and importance of the
Scythians, who controlled most of the trade routes of the western steppe?

When it comes to foreign customs, the Scythians After Anacharsis had seen much of the world in

(as others) are absolutely opposed to adopting
those of any other people, especially those of
Hellas, as was shown in the case of Anacharsis and

then later of Scyles.

Source: Herodotus, translated from the Greek by A. J.
Andrea. Copyright © 2011 by A. . Andrea

'Known to subsequent Greek generations as a great
Scythian philosopher, Anacharsis was reputed to have been
the son of a Scythian father and Greek mother. According
t0 a fifth-century tradition, he arrived in Athens around 589
s.ce. and was awarded Athenian citizenship in light of his
wisdom. Centuries later, the Cynics and the Stoics, each
a school of Hellenistic philosophy, equally claimed him as
a progenitor. Greek tradition ascribed many aphorisms
to him, but none can be shown to be genuine. One such
saying, “I am a Scythian by birth but not in my manners,”

Ediorialreview has deeaned that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overal earning experience: Ceng

his travels and had demonstrated many times over
his wisdom during those travels,' he was on his way
back to Scythia. Sailing through the Hellespont,*

he put in at Cyzicus. Here he found the Cyzicenes

which later Greeks applauded, points out the fact that for
the Greeks, Hellenism was a matter of acquired culture and
not birth or blood—an attitude that underlay the Hellenistic
Age (Chapter 5). He was also credited with having intro-
duced Athenians to “Scythian discourse,” namely a rough,
free, and straightforward form of talking.

*The narrow strait separating the Aegean Sea from the Sea
of Marmara or, as the Hellenes knew it, the Propontis.

*A city on the Asian side of the Sea of Marmara. Greeks
from the city of Miletus, located on the west coast of
Anatolia, established it as colony in the middle of the eighth
century s.c. See note |1.
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celebrating the festival of the Mother of the Gods*
with great pageantry. He vowed to this same
Mother that if he returned home safe and sound,
he would sacrifice to her as he witnessed the Cyzi-
cenes doing, and he would establish a nighely rite
of worship for her. So, when he arrived in Scythia,
he hid in a region known as the Wild Forest,

. which is overgrown with every sort of trec.
Taking refuge there, Anacharsis celebrated the
goddess's liturgy with precision, carrying a small
drum and hanging images on himself. Then some
Scythian noticed him doing this and informed
King Saulius, who went to the place. Upon see-
ing Anacharsis performing these rites, he shot him
dead with an arrow. If the Scythians are now asked
about Anacharsis, they say they have no knowl-
edge of him. This is because he left his country for
Hellas and followed the customs of strangers.

[ have, indeed, heard another story told by the
Peloponnesians.® Anacharsis had been sent by
the king of Scythia and had learned the ways of
Hellas. Upon his return, he informed the king
that all Hellenes were avid for every sort of learn-
ing, except for the Lacedaemonians.” They were,
however, the only Greeks who spoke and listened
with discretion. But this is a silly tale invented by
the Greeks themselves. Be it as it may, the man

was put to death, as I said.

“Cybele, an ancient Earth Mother deity of the Phrygians, a
people who inhabited west-central Anatolia from around
1200 6. The Greeks adopted Cybele as one of their dei-
ties, and during the Hellenistic era she became something of
a universal Great Mother. See Chapter 6, source 39.

5Of Cybele and her lover-priest Atys, or Attis.

“Greeks residing in the southern peninsula of the Greek
mainland (the Peloponnesus).

"The Spartans, who resided in Lacedaemonia in the
Peloponnesus.

*A peninsula at the head of the Adriatic Sea, it is shared
today by the nations of ltaly, Croatia, and Slovenia.

It was a custom among the various nomadic pastoralists
of the Great Eurasian Steppe that sons would marry those
wives of deceased fathers who were not their mothers. See
William of Rubruck’s account of thirteenth-century Mongol
customs, Chapter |1, source 82.
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A great many years later, Scyles, son of
Ariapithes, suffered a similar fate. Scyles was onc
of the sons born to Ariapithes, king of Scythia,
but his mother was not native-born, having come
from Istria,* and she taught him to speak and
tead Greek. . . . In time, . . . Scyles inherited the
kingship and his father's wife, a native Scythian
woman whose name was Opoca.” . . . So, Scyles
was king of Scythia, but he was not at all content
with the Scythian way of life. He was much more
inclined toward Hellenic ways because of his up-
bringing. So, whenever he led the Scythian army
to the city of the Borysthenites' (who claim they
are Milesians),"" he would always leave his army
outside the city, but he would enter within the
walls and lock the gates. He would then take off
his Scythian robe and dress himself in Greek ap-
parel. Wearing this attire, he would walk among
the inhabitants, unaccompanied by any body-
guards or anyonc else, and the gates were guarded
to prevent any Scythian from seeing him dressed
this way. And he followed the Greek way of life,
including worshipping the gods in the manner
of the Hellenes. Then, after a month or more, he
put on his Scythian clothes and left the city. He
did this often and built a house in Borysthenes
and married a local woman whom he brought

there.

"%Borysthenes was the Greek name for the Dnieper River.
He refers either to the inhabitants of the small Greek
colony on the Black Sea island just outside the Dnieper-
Bug estuary, which today is known as Berezen, Ukraine,
or, much more likely, to nearby Olbia, a mainland Greek
port city located along that same estuary. Grains and slaves
flowed into Hellas from both sites, whereas Hellenic ex-
port wares, such as Attic pottery (source 26), passed into
Scythia through them. Such cities were also residences
for artisans who produced the goldware so prized by the
Scythians. The tombs of Scythian nobles are filled with gold
ornaments (as well as the bodies of sacrificed wives and
retainers).

""True enough. Colonists from Miletus established them-
selves in this area in the middle of the seventh century e.c.£
See note 3. Most of Herodotus's audience would be aware
of the parallelism.
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But when the time came for evil to befall him,
the following circumstances were its cause. He
wanted to be initiated into the rites of the Bacchic
Dionysus."> When he was about to begin the
sacred mysteries,?a wondrous omen occurred. He
had a large, spacious, and costly house in the city
of the Borysthenites (the same house I just men-
tioned), surrounded by white marble sphinxes and
griffins.! A god struck the house with a thunder-
bolt. Although it was totally consumed by fire,
Scyles completed the rites. Now, Bacchic revel-
ing is one aspect of Hellenic culture of which the
Scythians disapprove, saying that it is unreason-
able to seek after a god who drives people to a state
of madness. So after Scyles had been initiated into
the Bacchic rites, one of the Borysthenites said to
the Scythians: “You Scythians mock us for revel-
ing and being possessed by the god, but now this
god has taken possession of your own king. He is
reveling and driven to a state of frenzy by the god.
If you do not believe me, come and 1 will show
you.” The Scythian leaders followed him, and the
Borysthenite brought them secretly into a high
tower. Presently, when Scyles passed by it with his

company of worshipers, they saw him among the

revelers. Being greatly disturbed, they left the city
and told the entire army what they had seen.
After this, Scyles rode back home, but the
Scythians rebelled against him, setting up his
brother Octamasades as their king. . . . When
Scyles learned how they had dealt with him and
their reason for doing so, he fled to Thrace.!s
When Octamasades heard this, he led his army
there. But when he reached the Ister, the Thra-
cians barred his way. Just as the armies were
about to clash, Sitalces” sent this message to
Octamasades: “Why should we test one another’s
strength? You are my sister’s son, and you have
my brother with you. Give him back to me, and
[ will give Scyles up to you. And let us not put
our armies in harm’s way.” Such was the offer sent
to him by Sitalces, for Siltalces’ brother had fled
and was with Octamasades. The Scythian agreed
to this and reccived his brother Scyles, giving up
his own undle to Sitalces. Sitalces then took his
brother and led him away, but Octamasades be-
headed Scyles on the spot. The Scythians guard
their way of life in such a manner and lay such
penalties on those who add foreign customs to

their own.

Ediorialreview has deemmed that any suppressed content does not materially afl

"See sources 24 and 26. Excavated graffiti indicate that the
Bacchic cult was prominent in Olbia.

“*Called mysteries because they were only open to and known
by the initiated. See source 24 and Chapter 6, source 39.
““An ironic note. Statues of both mythical creatures, which
the Greeks had adopted from Egypt many centuries earlier,
were used as guardian effigies.

"*Then an untamed Balkan borderland to the northeast of
Hellas. Today it comprises southeastern Bulgaria, north-
eastern Greece, and all of European Turkey.

““The Danube River.

“’King of one of the Thracian tribes.

Bacchic Maenads: Feminine Religious Ecstasy

24 « EURIPIDES, THE BACCHAE

Athens created one of the Hellenic World’s most enduring art forms—tragic
drama. In the sixth century B.c.., improvised songs and dances performed at festi-
vals honoring Dionysus (also known as Bacchus), the god of wine, evolved into formal
lyric narratives and dances, and from there became full-fledged dramas. The first
known dramatic contest at which a prize was offered took place in Athens around
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the year 534. By the fifth century, tragic dramas were annually offered in competi-
tion during Athens’s six-day spring festival dedicated to Dionysus. Production of the
plays was supported by public funds, and money was put aside to allow the poorest
of Athens’s citizens leisure time to attend the festivities and plays.

As Athenian tragic drama evolved, three playwrights emerged as the city’s pre-
eminent dramatists and dramatic innovators: Aeschylus (ca. 525-456), Sophocles
(ca. 496-406), and Euripides (ca. 480-406). Of the three, Euripides won the few-
est first prizes, despite having composed about 90 plays, but more of his tragedies
have survived (19, but one is of doubtful authenticity) than those of Aeschylus and
Sophocles combined. The reason for his later popularity, which ensured the survival
of s0 many of his plays, is that, more than any other Hellenic playwright, Euripides
explored the dark side of the human psyche and the underside of Athenian life. Put
simply, he was a master psychologist and an outspoken critic of the indignities suf-
fered by those whom Athenian society exploited or overlooked: war victims, slaves,
foreigners, and especially women.

Late in life, he lefc Athens, probably because his outspoken opposition to Athenian
atrocities in the Peloponnesian War made his native city an unwelcome place for
him, and he took up residence in Macedon. Following Euripides’ death in 406, his son
returned to Athens, bearing with him three plays that his father had written in exile.
One of them, the Bacchae, was produced for the City Dionysia in 405, where it won
first prize—only the fifth first prize that the Athenians accorded the great playwright.

The Bacchae is a troubling play. Some interpret it as the aged Euripides’ recan-
tation of the rationalism that pervaded his earlier work. Others see it as a final
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indicement of religion by an unregenerate skeptic. It is neither. The play unfolds as
a rationalist’s argument for a balanced acceptance of all religious expressions. lIts
underlying theme is that rejection of one religion in favor of another, no matter how
irrational the rejected cult might appear to be, is intellectual arrogance that leads to
dangerous imbalance and inevitable disaster. Composed of mind and body, humans
need both lofty spirituality and earthy emotionalism.

The story revolves around the return of Dionysus to Thebes, where he was
born from a union of Zeus, king of the gods, and a mortal, Semele, the daughter
of Cadmus, who was then king of the city. The god has come out of western Asia
(where his cult originated), followed by a group of ecstatic female devotees. His
purpose is to redeem the reputation of his deceased mother, whose sisters said she
lied when claiming Dionysus was the son of Zeus. Because they refused to recog-
nize his divinity, Dionysus drove the sisters and every other woman in Thebes mad
with frenzy, whereupon they took to the mountains to perform bacchanal rites in
devotion to him. The young king of Thebes, Pentheus, grandson of Cadmus, refuses
to accept this new religion. Determined to root out a pernicious rite that has led
women to abandon their traditional roles, Pentheus disguises himself as a woman
and goes to the mountains to spy on the bacchants. Dionysus blinds the women
to Pentheus’s identity and convinces them he is a mountain lion. Led by Pentheus’s
mother, Agave, and her two sisters (the three sisters who had rejected Semele’s
story of her divine pregnancy), the women tear Pentheus apart and carry his head
back to Thebes in triumph. The still-living former king, Cadmus, informs Agave
of her murderous error, which has extinguished the male line of his royal house.
Dionysus then appears and justifies Pentheus’s death. He also announces that the
three sisters will be banished from the city because of their blood guilt and that
Cadmus and his wife will undergo great trials before eventual redemption. Full price
has been paid for the blasphemy of not recognizing Dionysus’s godhood.

Our selection comes from the play’s midpoint, where a herdsman describes to
Pentheus the activities of the bacchants, known as Maenads (literally, “mad women”),
whom he observed on Mount Cithaeron.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

I. Maenads were often accused of indulging in orgiastic rites of sexual license, unin-
hibited drunkenness, and unprovoked, uncontrolled violence. Where does Eurip-
ides stand on the three issues?

2. Why do you think Euripides has the herdsman report miracles performed by the
Maenads?

3. Some commentators note that bacchanal worship included “rituals of inver-
sion,” whereby women participated in acts that inverted, or turned on their
head, normal female activities or modes of behavior. Can you find any in this
passage?

4. Some scholars argue that the bacchanal rites were a safety valve that allowed
women to break out momentarily from the confines of the roles assigned
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them by their society. Do you see any evidence to support that thesis in this
source?

. Some scholars argue that whatever other purposes the bacchanal rites served,
rumors regarding what transpired during them reinforced men’s stereotypes of
women as out-of-control creatures when restraints were lifted, and helped justify
male domination of them. Comment.

«
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Body and Soul

25 « PLATO, PHAEDO

Terms such as “rational,” “secular,” and “humanistic” have great validity when ap-
plied to classical Greek thought, especially of the fifth and early fourth centuries
B.CE Yet, it is very much of an oversimplification to say that Hellas’s thinkers fo-
cused exclusively on the human in the here and now. A case in point is the philoso-
pher Plato (427-348), the most profound and influential of the students of Socrates
of Athens (ca. 469-399), Hellas’s first great social philosopher.

Almost all that we know, or think that we know, about Socrates derives from
Plato’s Dialogues, which purport to be conversations between Socrates and others in
which the philosopher probed the true meaning of such abstractions as “the Good,”
“piety,” and “knowledge.” Here, we see the Socratic method of analysis—dialectical
reasoning in which assumptions, opinions, and received wisdom are tested through
a process of intellectual volleying. Propositions are tendered, their inherent contra-
dictions or flaws are pointed out, a new proposition is offered, only to be greeted
by more objections, and so it goes in this “investigation through discussion,” which
is what the Greek verb dialego means. And there is no good reason to doubt that
this was the method by which Socrates turned himself into the “gadfly of Athens,”
and through which he enraged a number of people by questioning and demonstrat-
ing the logical flaws within some of their most cherished opinions.

The problem for Socrates was that he incurred such animosity that he was con-
demned to death in 399 B.C.E. on charges of atheism and corrupting the youth.
The problem for modern scholars is that it is almost impossible on most points to
separate clearly Plato’s ideas from those of Socrates. One dialogue, however, that
most historians think is much more Platonic than Socratic is the Phaedo. The scene
is Socrates’ prison cell, where he is consoling some of his friends and students min-
utes before drinking the condemned prisoner’s cup of hemlock that will kill him.
Pointedly, Plato puts into the mouth of Phaedo, Socrates’ disciple who recounts his
master’s last moments, the fact that Plato was not present because he was ill.

Here, Socrates discusses the soul, and the views put into his mouth illustrate
the spiritual bent of Plato’s philosophy. His vision had a profound impact on later
Hellenistic and Greco-Roman philosophy and religion, much of which emphasized
a mystical otherworldliness. Beyond that, Platonic and Neo-Platonic thought pro-
foundly influenced Christian theology (Chapter 6).

QUESTIONS FORANALYSIS

. Did Plato believe that the attainment of true wisdom is possible in this world?
Why or why not?

Plato’s philosophy has been characterized as “mystical rationalism.” Whatever is
meant by this, and is that a proper term to apply to it?

3. In what ways might Platonic thought have influenced Christianity?

4. Can you discover any traditions exemplified by a source or sources in Chapter 3
that might have influenced Plato’s thought? Be specific.

M
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And when real philosophers consider all these
things, will they not be led to make a reflection
which they will express in words something like
the following? “Have we not found,” they will
say, “a path of thought which seems to bring us
and our argument to the conclusion, that while
we are in the body, and while the soul is infected
with the evils of the body, our desire will not
be satisfied? and our desire is of the truth. For
the body is a source of endless trouble to us by
reason of the mere requirement of food; and is
liable also to discases which overtake and impede
us in the search after true being: it fills us full
of loves, and lusts, and fears, and fancies of all
kinds, and endless foolery, and in fact, as men say,
takes away from us the power of thinking at all.
Whence come wars, and fightings, and factions?
whence but from the body and the lusts of the
body? Wars are occasioned by the love of money,
and money has to be acquired for the sake and in
the service of the body: and by reason of all these
impediments we have no time to give to philoso-
phy; and, last and worst of all, even if we are at
leisure and betake ourselves to some speculation,
the body is always breaking in upon us, causing
turmoil and confusion in our inquiries, and so
amazing us that we are prevented from seeing the
truth. It has been proved to us by experience that
if we would have pure knowledge of anything
we must be quit of the body—the soul in herself
must behold things in themselves: and then we
shall attain the wisdom which we desire, and of
which we say that we are lovers; not while we live,
but after death; for if while in company with the
body, the soul cannot have pure knowledge, one
of two things follows—either knowledge is not
to be atained at all, o, if at all, after death. For
then, and no till then, the soul will be parted
from the body and exist in herself alone. In this
present life, I reckon that we make the nearest

approach to knowledge when we have the least

possible intercourse or communion with the
body, and are not surfeited with the bodily na-
. And thus hav-
ing got rid of the foolishness of the body we shall

ture, but keep ourselves pure. .

be pure and converse with the pure, and know
of ourselves the clear light everywhere, which is
none other than the light of truth.” For the im-
pure are not permitted to approach the pure.
These are the sort of words . . . which the true
lovers of knowledge cannot help saying to one
another, and thinking. . . .

If this be true, there s great reason to hope that,
going whither I go, when I have come to the end
of my journey, I shall attain that which has been
the pursuit of my life. And therefore I go on my
way rejoicing, and not [ only, but every other man
who believes that his mind has been made ready
and that he is in a manner purified. . . .

And what is purification but the separation of
the soul from the body, as I was saying before; the
habit of the soul gathering and collecting herself
into herself from all sides out of the body; the
dwelling in her own place alone, as in another
life, so also in this, as far as she canj—the re-
lease of the soul from the chains of the body? . . .
Clearly.

And the true philosophers . . . are always occu-
pied in the practice of dying, wherefore also to them
least of all men is death terrible. Lok at the matter
thus:—if they have been in every way the enemies of
the body, and are wanting to be alone with the soul,
when this desire of theirs is granted, how inconsis-
tent would they be if they trembled and repined,
instead of rejoicing at their departure to that place
where, when they arrive, they hope to gain that
which in life they desired—and this was wisdom—
and at the same time to be rid of the company of
theit enemy. Many a man has been willing to go
to the world below animated by the hope of secing
there an carthly love, or wife, or son, and convers-

ing with them. And will he who is a true lover of
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wisdom, and is strongly persuaded in like manner philosopher. For he will have a firm conviction that
that only in the world below he can worthily enjoy  there, and there only, he can find wisdom in her pu-
her, still repine at death? Will he not depart with  rity.' And if this be true, he would be very absurd, as
joy? Surely he will, O my friend, if he be a true I was saying, if he were afraid of death.

Source: Plato, Phaedo, Benjamin Jowett, trans., The Didlogues  'Sophia (wisdom) is a feminine Greek noun. Socrates per-
of Plato, 3rd ed. (London: Humphrey Milford, 1892), pp. sonifies wisdom as a beloved woman.
205-207, passim.

Art and the Human Form
26 * FOUR HELLENIC WORKS OF ART

It is often said that the ancient Hellenes used the human as the measure of all things
(although Plato would have disagreed). Their gods were humanlike in appearance
and in their passions, and human concerns, especially morality and politics, con-
sumed most Greek thinkers and writers. Humanity, particularly the human form,
was also the consuming interest of fifth-century s.c.e. Hellenic sculptural and graphic
artists, as the following four pieces of art illustrate.

The first example is a black-on-white painting found on the interior of a kylix,
or wine cup. The work, crafted around 490 s.c.c. by an artist known simply as the
Brygos Painter, depicts a Maenad. Note the panther pelt around her neck, the pan-
ther she holds in her left hand, the snake in her hair, and the thyrsus, all of which
were mentioned by Euripides in the Bacchae (source 24).

The second work, dated to about 470 s.CE., is a ceramic krater (a large, bell-
shaped bowl in which wine and water were mixed) with a red-figured scene of
Artemis, goddess of the hunt, shooting an arrow at the hunter Aktaion, who has
fallen to the ground and is being torn apart by his dogs. One version of why he
incurred her wrath is that he viewed her, a virgin goddess, while she was bathing. In
her anger, she transformed him into a stag, whereupon his hunting dogs killed him.

Known as the Girl with Doves, the third example is a grave stele (an upright stone
monument) from the island of Paros. Its style places it squarely in midcentury,
around 450 s.ce. Carved from Parian marble, this raised relief depicts a young
girl who died unmarried (the doves symbolize virginity). The artist has created an
especially poignant work of art by contrasting the subject’s head with her body. The
body is that of a child (note the arms and hands), but her stylishly coiffured head is
that of the young woman she would never become. Note also how the sculptor has
used the maiden’s draped robe to give form to her figure.

The fourth piece of art is one of six standing-maiden columns on the south
porch of the Erechtheum on Athens’s Acropolis (high city), the site of its most sacred
temples. This temple was constructed in the period 421-405 s.c.. in honor of
the legendary king of Athens, Erechtheus. To fifth-century Athenians, the columns
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were known affectionately as “The Maidens,” but later ages came to know them as
the Caryatids, a term for any architectural support in the form of a woman.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

I. How, if at all, had fifth-century Hellenic art moved away from the archaic style
and form of kouroi and kourai (source |1)?

2. “The art of classical Hellas expressed the importance of the human person.” Based
on these four examples and the Golden Comb with Battle Scene of source 23, do you
agree or disagree! Be specific in articulating your reasons.

Museun of At/ At Resource, NY

©The Actopolis Museum, Photo by Socrats Mavamatis

Girl with Doves A Maiden of the Erechtheum
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3. It has also been said that Hellenic artists created idealized human forms that
conveyed a sense of serene balance without losing reality. Based on these five
examples (include the golden comb of source 23 in your analysis), do you agree
or disagree? Be specific in articulating your reasons.

“Simplicity, dignity, and restraint were the hallmarks of classical Hellenic art, and
all three qualities reflected the Greek vision of a world that was understandable
and controllable.” Based on these artifacts, do you agree or disagree? Be specific
in articulating your reasons.

>
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The Healing Arts in China, India,
and Greece

BACKGROUND

The search for effective cures of humanity’s manifold ailments and injuries is
almost as old as the species itself. The following five sources illustrate how three
of Eurasia’s most distantly separated cultures, China, India, and Hellas, approached
that challenge.

Each culture developed a medical science that reflected its distinctive way of
explaining the natural world and the manner in which it functions. For the Chinese,
this was the cosmology of Yin and Yang. Yin and Yang theory assumes that the
universe is composed of two principles: Yang is the male principle of light and life,
the day and the sun, strength and activity; Yin is the female principle of darkness
and death, the night and the moon, weakness and passivity. Heaven is the creation
of Yang; Earth is the creation of Yin. But precisely because Yin and Yang are polar
opposites, they complement and complete each other. Every part of nature, includ-
ing humans, contains its unique blend of Yin and Yang, and each element’s mixture
of Yin and Yang defines its essence and characteristics. It follows, therefore, that
maintaining the harmonious balance of Yin and Yang that is special to each element
of nature is essential for preserving its well-being and proper function.

For the Indians, who developed ayurveda, which means “knowledge for (or the
science of) long life,” the art of maintaining a healthy body and of healing a dis-
eased one was inextricably connected with religion in its broadest sense. The
earliest Vedas, such as the Rig Veda (source 9), contained numerous charms and
verses for the cure of bodily afflictions and to ward off malady-causing demons
who otherwise would enter and corrupt the body. Such incantations remained
an integral part of Indian medicine for millennia thereafter, but by no later than
the fifth century B.CE, practioners of ayurveda had also developed a complex,
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India in the Age of Empires

Between the third century B.C.. and the sixth century c.E,, India witnessed the rise
of two native empires, each of which participated in the general interchange of
goods, ideas, and peoples that characterized this age of Afro-Eurasian interchange.

The firsc was the Mauryan Empire (ca. 315-183 s.C), which controlled all but
the most southern portions of the subcontinent. Centuries later, the Gupta Empire
(320—ca. 550 c..) arose, centered on the Ganges River in the northeast but exercising
authority over most of northern and central India. Although neither equaled the Han
and Roman empires in size, military power, o longevity, both Indian empires provided
peace and general prosperity based, at least in part, on energetic administration and
benign social intervention. At the height of the Gupta Empire, under Chandragupta Il
(r. ca. 376-415), India was possibly the most prosperous and peaceful society in Afro-
Eurasia. China was then immersed in an interdynastic time of troubles; Greco-Roman
civilization was undergoing severe stresses at every level; and the Sassanian Empire of
Persia was embroiled in internal religious turmoil and wars on its frontiers.

Between these two homebred imperial periods, India underwent a series of inva-
sions from the northwest that resulted in portions of northern India falling under
the domination of alien rulers and being joined to important Central Asian kingdoms
and empires. First came Greeks from Bactria (sources 30 and 33), who arrived in
the early second century ..t and established a number of competing kingdoms in
northern India. The Greco-Bactrians soon gave way to various nomadic invaders
from East and Central Asia, whose lives had been disrupted by the emergence of
Chinese imperialism in the late third and second centuries .C.t. and also by inter-
tribal conflicts. The most significant of the new invaders were the nomadic people
who created the Kushan Empire, whom we have already seen. During the Kushans’
several centuries of empire, they provided India with connections to Southwest
Asia, the Mediterranean, and China.

The Softening Effects of Dharma
31+ ASOKA, ROCK AND PILLAR EDICTS

As Alexander the Great and his Macedonian generals pulled back from northwest
India,  local lord, Chandragupta Maurya (r. ca. 315-281 s.C.£.), began forming what
would become the greatest of India’s ancient empires. Under the founder and his
son, Bindusara, the empire expanded and functioned with brutal efficiency. Around
269 s.c.E., Bindusara's son Asoka (r. ca. 269-232) inherited the throne and initially
continued his family’s tradition of foreign aggression and domestic repression.

In the eighth year of his reign, however, he underwent a spiritual conversion
when he beheld the bloodshed and misery that resulted from his conquest of the
land of Kalinga, along India’s southeastern coast. As a consequence, Asoka em-
braced the teachings of the Buddha and embarked on a new policy of government.
Inspired by the public monuments of the kings of Persia, Asoka publicized his change
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of heart and new imperial policies in a series of engraved rock and pillar inscriptions
scattered throughout his lands. More than 30 still exist, located in present-day India,
Nepal, Pakistan, and Afghanistan.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

1. Is there evidence that Asoka promoted Buddhist missionary activities?

2. What was Asoka’s attitude and policy toward all non-Buddhist religions?

3. Following his conversion, what did Asoka consider to be the purpose of good
government? What structures and policies did he institute to achieve his vision?

4. Asoka saw himself as a follower of the Buddha'’s Law of Righteousness (Dharma).
Review sources |6 and 17. Based on your understanding of these two lessons by
the Buddha, respond to the following questions: Would the Buddha agree with
any of Asoka’s policies and beliefs? If so, which ones? Would the Buddha disagree
with any of Asoka’s policies and beliefs? If so, which ones? What would be the
Buddha’s overall evaluation of Asoka’s understanding of Buddhist teachings?

5. Imagine that three Chinese travelers—a Confucian, a Legalist, and a Daoist—
read these inscriptions. What would be their reactions?
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Gupta India Through Chinese Buddhist Eyes

32« FAXIAN, TRAVELS

As Buddhism expanded in China (Chapter 8, Multiple Voices VI), devotees of the
new religion, particularly monks, avidly sought to add to the available body of
Buddhist literature, which meant tracking down various Buddhist holy books, or
sutras, in India and translating them into Chinese. They also desired to journey to
pilgrimage sites, to acquire more authentic images of the Buddha, and to bring home
relics, if they could be acquired. The result was a small but steady stream of Chinese
travelers to India during the age of the Gupta Empire and thereafter.

The earliest known Chinese pilgrim to travel to India and return with sacred
books and images was the monk Faxian (3372-4222), who, around the age of 62, set
out from North China in 399 along a difficult overland route. Once in India, he con-
fined himself to areas in the north sacred to the memory of the Buddha, although
he sailed south to Ceylon on his homeward journey (Multiple Voices Ill, source 5).
In 414, he returned home, where he spent the rest of his days translating the texts
he had obtained in India.
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In addition to the translations, Faxian left behind a record of his travels, in which
he described northern Indian society in the reign of Chandragupta II. Although he
was mainly concerned with pilgrimage sites and holy books rather than with provid-
ing a detailed description of Indian culture, his travelogue gives us an outsider’s view
of northern India at the height of Gupta prosperity.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

|. What was the state of Buddhism in northern India at this time?

Consider the Buddha's original teaching, which refused to deal with such ques-
tions as the existence of spirits and gods (source 17) and rejected all ritual. How
had Buddhism evolved by Faxian’s day?

. Describe in detail the social, religious, and political situation in Gupta India as

M

w

reported by Faxian,

-

China that he knew?

«

In describing Gupta India, does Faxian inadvertently tell us something about the

. Play a bit of historical fantasy: Compose Asoka’s commentary on Gupta India.

Ediorialreview has deemmed that any suppressed content does not materially afl

[Tlhey' traveled southeast, passing by a succes-
sion of very many monasteries, with a multitude of
monks, who might be counted by myriads. After
passing all these places, they came o a . . . river on
the banks of which, lefe and righe, there were twenty
monasteries, which might contain three thousand
monks; and here the Law of Buddha was still more
flourishing. Everywhere, from the Sandy Desert,?
in all the countries of India, the kings had been
firm believers in that Law. When they make their
offerings to a community of monks, they take off
their royal caps, and along with their relatives and
ministers, supply them with food with their own
hands. That done, the king has a carpet spread for
himself on the ground, and sits down on it in front
of the leader of the monastery;—they dare not pre-
sume o sit on couches in front of the community.
‘The laws and ways, according to which the kings
presented their offerings when Buddha was in the

world, have been handed down to the present day.

Source: James Legge, trans., A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1886), 42-45, 77-79.

"Faxian and his fellow pilgrims.
*The Thar Desert in the northwest.

All south from this the Middle

Kingdom.* . . . The people are numerous and

is named

happys they have not o register their households,
or attend to any magistrates and their rules; only
those who cultivate the royal land have to pay a
portion of the gain from it. If they want to go,
they gos if they want to stay on, they stay. The
king governs without decapitation or other cor-
poral punishments. Criminals are simply fined,
lightly or heavily, according to the circumstances
of cach case. Even in cases of repeated attemprs at
wicked rebellion, they only have their right hands
cut off. The king’s bodyguards and attendants all
have salaries. Throughout the whole country the
people do not kill any living creature, nor drink
intoxicating liquor, nor eat onions or garlic. The
only exception is that of the Kandalas.! That is
the name for those who are held to be wicked
men, and live apare from others. When they enter

the gate of a city or a market-place, they strike a

*Majhimadesa in Pali—the Middle Country, an Indian term
that refers to north-central India, the region of the Buddha’s
early activities.

“The lowest group of untouchables.
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picce of wood to make themselves known, so that
men know and avoid them, and do not come into
contact with them. In that country they do not
keep pigs and fowls, and do not sell live cattle;
in the markets there are no butchers’ shops and
no dealers in intoxicating drink. . . . Only the
Kandalas are fishermen and hunters, and sell flesh
meat.

After Buddha artained to pari-nirvana’ the kings
of the various countries and the heads of the Vai-
syas® built viharas” for the monks, and endowed
them with fields, houses, gardens, and orchards,
along with the resident populations and their cat-
e, the grants being engraved on plates of metal,
so that afterwards they were handed down from
king to king, without any one daring to annul
them, and they remain even to the present time.

‘The regular business of the monks is to per-
form acts of meritorious virtue, and to recite their
Sutras and sit wrapt in meditation. . . .

Where a community of monks resides, they
erect stupas® to Sariputtra, to Mahamaudgalya-
yana, and to Ananda,’ and also stupas in honor of
the Abhidharma, the Vinaya, and the Sutras.” A
month after the annual season of rest, the families
which are looking out for blessing stimulate one
another to make offerings to the monks, and send
round to them the liquid food which may be taken
out of the ordinary hours." All the monks come
together in a great assembly, and preach the Law;
after which offerings are presented at the stupa of

Sariputtra, with all kinds of flowers and incense.

*The Buddha’s release from the bonds of matter—his final
death.

“The caste of merchants and prosperous farmers.

7A hermitage for a recluse or a little house built for a holy
person.

*A stupa is a large, domed structure built to house a relic of
the Buddha or of one of his early disciples.

"Three of the Buddha's principal disciples.

"*The Tipitaka, or “Three Baskets"—the three major col-
lections of Buddhist scripture. See the introduction to
source 16

"1Solid food was prohibited between sunrise and sunset.

All through the night lamps are kept burning, and
skillful musicians are employed to perform. . . .

By the side of the stupa of Asoka, there has
been made a Mahayana monastery, very grand and
beautiful; there is also a Hinayana'® one; the two
together containing six hundred or seven hundred
monks. The rules of demeanor and the scholastic
arrangements in them are worthy of observation.

Shamans' of the highest virtue from all quar-
ters, and students, inquiters wishing to find out
truth and the grounds of it, all resort to these
monasteries. There also resides in this monastery
a Brahmin teacher, whose name also is Manjusri,'*
whom the shamans of greatest virtue in the king-
dom, and the Mahayana bhikshus's honor and
look up to.

‘The cities and towns of this country are the
greatest of all in the Middle Kingdom. The in-
habitants are rich and prosperous, and vie with
one another in the practice of benevolence and
righteousness. Every year on the cighth day of
the second month they celebrate a procession of
images. They make a four-wheeled car, and on it
erect a structure of five stories by means of bam-
boos tied together. This is supported by a king-
post, with poles and lances slanting from it, and
is rather more than twenty cubits high, having
the shape of a stupa. White and silk-like cloth of
hair is wrapped all round it, which is then painted
in various colors. They make figures of devas'
with gold, silver, and lapis lazuli grandly blended

and having silken streamers and canopies hung

2One of the stupas outside present-day Patna.
“*Mahayana (the Great Vehicle) and Hinayana (the Small
Vehicle), or, more correctly, Theravada (the Way of the
Elders), were the two major branches of Buddhism at this
time. Both are treated in Chapter 6.

““He means Hindu holy persons.

“*Manjusri is the name of one of the most popular
Mahayana Bodhisattvas (see Chapter 6, sources 37 and 38).
Hence, Faxian points out that this Hindu “also” bears that
name.

““Buddhist monks.

""Gods and goddesses.
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out over them. On the four sides are niches, with
a Buddha seated in cach, and a Bodhisattva'®
standing in attendance on him. There may be
twenty cars, all grand and imposing, but cach
one different from the others. On the day men-
tioned, the monks and laity within the borders
all come together; they have singers and skillful
musicians; they pay their devotions with flow-
ers and incense. The Brahmins come and invite
the Buddhas to enter the city. These do so in
order, and remain two nights in it. All through

the night they keep lamps burning, have skillful

"*See Chapter 6, sources 37 and 38.

music, and present offerings. This is the practice
in all the other kingdoms as well. The heads of
the Vaisya families in them establish in the
cities houses for dispensing charity and medi-
cines. All the poor and destitute in the country,
orphans, widowers, and childless men, maimed
people and cripples, and all who are discased, go
to those houses, and are provided with every kind
of help, and doctors examine their discases. They
get the food and medicines which their cases re-
quire, and are made to feel at case; and when they

are better, they go away of themselves.

See Multiple Voices II, source 2.

""See note 6.

The Greco-Roman World

Alexander the Great died in Babylon in 323 s.c.t., and several of his Macedonian-
Greek generals divided the Hellenistic World into a number of rival successor
states. The two mightiest and most brilliant were the kingdom of the Seleucids,
centered on Anatolia, Mesopotamia, and Syria, and the kingdom of Egypt, which fell
to the family of Ptolemy.

Ptolemy and his successors lavished money on their capital, Alexandria, transform-
ing this new city, located in Egypt’s northern delta region, into the most impressive
cosmopolitan setting in the Hellenistic World. Two of the city's glories were the
Museum, which functioned as a center of advanced research, and the Library. In an
attempt to gather under one roof the entire Hellenistic World’s store of written
knowledge, it contained perhaps as many as half a million separate scrolls.

Both institutions enjoyed the continuous generous patronage of the Macedonian
god-kings of Egypt and served as focal points for scientific and literary studies that
were Greek in form and substance but cosmopolitan in scope and clientele. Edu-
cated Persians, Jews, Mesopotamians, Syrians, Italians, and members of many other
ethnic groups flocked to Alexandria, where they formed an ecumenical community
of scholars and artists whose common tongue and intellectual perspective were as
Greek as that of their Ptolemaic hosts.

In 30 8.c.e,, Cleopatra VII, the last Ptolemaic ruler of Egypt, died in Alexandria, and
Egypt passed under the direct control of the rising imperial power of Rome. By this
time, Rome had already seized control of Italy, Greece, major portions of Anatolia
(which it termed Asia Minor), Syria, most of North Africa, all of the major Mediter-
ranean islands, Spain, and the area north of the Alps and Pyrenees known as Gaul.
The Mediterranean had truly become Rome’s Mare Nostrum (Our Sea), and the
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A Challenge to Caste:
The Teachings of the Buddha

By 600 e.c.k, the central spiritual question in Indian society was how to find lib-
eration from karma and the painful cycle of rebirth. Upanishadic teachers and the
school of religious thought exemplified by the excerpt from the Bhagavad Gita
offered different but complementary answers, and both held out the possibility
that anyone, regardless of caste, could find release in the present life by achieving a
state of absolute selflessness. Regardless, Brahmin teachers continued to emphasize
the four-fold division of society, and by about 300 8.c.E., the idea and even reality
of caste divisions and duties would be pretty well established throughout most of
northern and central India (but not yet in the south). Even before caste became
fixed within the social-religious fabric of much of India, there was a widespread
consensus—at least among Brahminical teachers—that conformity to one’s dharma,
no matter how lacking in perfect selflessness it might be, and slow karmic progress
up the chain of caste through a series of reincarnations were the dual keys to
release from the bonds of matter.

In opposition to this notion, some spiritual teachers offered their followers
avenues to liberation that rejected the entire caste system, and not surprisingly,
some of the most important of these challengers to caste were from the Kshatriya
class. The most significant of them was Siddhartha Gautama, better known as the
Buddha (the Enlightened One).

The Buddha and his doctrine are understandable only within the context of
Hindu cosmology. Although he formulated a spiritual philosophy that denied certain
concepts basic to what was emerging as classical Brahminical Hinduism, the ques-
tions he asked and the answers he offered were predicated on the world-denying
assumptions that underlie all Indian spiritual thought.

Although grounded in Indian spirituality, Buddhism eventually expanded well beyond
the cultural and geographic boundaries of India. By the first century c.t,, the Buddha's
teachings had been transformed into a family of related religious sects, many of which
worshiped the Buddha himself as a divine being. For well over 2,000 years, Buddhism,
in its various forms, has profoundly shaped the lives of countless devotees throughout
South, Central, and East Asia and remains a vital religious force today.

The Path to Enlightenment

16+ THE BUDDHA, SETTING IN MOTION THE WHEEL
OF THE LAW

Most details of the Buddha’s life are uncertain. Unanimous tradition places
Siddhartha Gautama’s birth into a princely family residing in the Himalayan foothills
of Nepal, but the written sources for his life and teachings, all composed long
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after his time, differ as to his birth and death dates; the three strongest traditions
are 624-544, 563483, and 448-368 s.c.t. Significantly, all three agree that he lived
to the age of 80. Recent scholarship, based on archaeological evidence, has led to
a growing consensus that the approximate dates 480-400 make the most sense.

Tradition holds that the prince led a sheltered court life up to age 29, when he
viewed human aging, suffering, and death for the first time. Shrinking in horror at
these manifestations of misery, he fled his comfortable life, his wife, and his new-
born son and became an ascetic (someone who denies the pleasures of the body
in order to liberate the soul), determined to find a remedy for suffering. Mendicant
(begging) ascetics, known as Shramanas, who rejected the religious traditions of
the Vedas and the primacy of the Brahmins, were already a major religious force
in India. Siddhartha Gautama, however, found that the ascetic life offered him no
insight as to how one might escape the sorrows of mortal existence. In an act of
desperation, he sat under a sacred pipal tree (see source 6, seals 2 and 3), vowing to
meditate until he achieved his goal. Despite the attempts of the armies of Mara, “the
Evil One,” the divine Lord of the Realm of Desire, to deflect Siddhartha from his
course, he persisted. Shortly after his victory over Mara’s temptations, he achieved
his goal. He was now the Buddha, the Enlightened One.

Legend tells us that seven weeks later, he proceeded to share the path to Enlight-
enment, which he termed the Middle Path, by preaching a sermon in a deer park at
Sarnath in northeastern India to five ascetics, former companions and students who
had abandoned him as a false teacher when he had renounced asceticism as the path
to Enlightenment. Through the aura of compassion that he now radiated, as well
as by the words of his first sermon, the Buddha converted these five into his first
disciples. Buddhists refer to that initial sermon as “Setting in Motion the Wheel of
the Law,” which means that the Buddha had embarked on a journey (turning the
wheel) on behalf of the Law of Righteousness (Dharma). Now, at age 35, he had
45 years ahead of him to preach his doctrine.

Our text is a reconstruction of that sermon as preserved in a body of Buddhist
literature known as the Pali Canon, which contains the most authentic texts relating
to the Buddha and his doctrine known to exist today. Assembled as an authoritative
collection, or canon, of orally transmitted remembrances during the period between
the Buddha’s death and the late third century B.C.E, the texts were probably not
written down in the form in which we have them until the late first century s.cE.
Composed in Pali, a language that is close to classical Sanskrit, they first appeared on
the island of Ceylon (present-day Sri Lanka) and traveled from there to Burma and
Thailand, where they became the core canonical books of the branch of Buddhism
known as Theravada (see Chapter 6). Each text is located in one of three groupings,
or “baskets,” a designation that traces back to a time when the palm-leaf manuscripts
of the texts were kept in three separate baskets. For this reason, the entire collec-
tion is known as the Tipitaka (also spelled Tripitaka), or Three Baskets. The following
source comes from The Discipline Basket, which consists of a number of books that
concern the discipline, or regimented life, of Buddhist monks and nuns.
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QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

|. What is the Middle Path? According to the Buddha, why is it the proper path to

Enlightenment?

2. What are the Four Noble Truths, and how does one’s total comprehension and
acceptance of them lead to Nirvana, or escape from the cycle of suffering?

3. Buddhists call the Law taught by the Buddha Dharma. How does Buddhist Dharma
differ from that of Brahminical Hinduism?

Ediorialreview has deemmed that any suppressed content does not materially afl

And the Blessed One thus addressed the five
Bhikkhus.' “There are two extremes, O Bhikkhus,
which he who has given up the world ought to
avoid. What are these two extremes? A life given
to pleasures, devoted to pleasures and lusts: this is
degrading, sensual, vulgar, ignoble, and profitless;
and a life given to mortifications: this is painful,
ignoble, and profitless. By avoiding these two
extremes, O Bhikkhus, the Tathagara® has gained
the knowledge of the Middle Path which leads to
insight, which leads to wisdom, which conduces
to calm, to knowledge, to the Sambodhi,’ to
Nirvana.*

“Which, O Bhikkhus, is this Middle Path the
knowledge of which the Tathagata has gained . . . ?
It is the Holy Eightfold Path, namely, Right Be-
lief,” Right Aspiration,® Right Speech,’ Right
Conduct,® Right Means of Livelihood,” Right En-
deavor,' Right Memory,'! Right Meditation.'. . .

Source: T. W. Rhys Davids and Hermann Oldenberg, trans.,
Vinaya Texts, in F. Max Mueller, ed., The Sacred Books of
the East, 50 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1879-1910),
vol. 13, pp. 94-97, 100-102, passim.

‘Ascetics. The term later was used to refer to Buddhism's
mendicant monks.

*One of the Buddha's itles. It means “one who has gone thus.”
which is a way of saying "He who has arrived at the Truth.”
*Total Enlightenment.

“The state of release from the limitations of existence and
rebirth. The word means “extinction,” in the sense that one
has extinguished all worldly desires. In essence, it is Buddha-
hood. Like the Hindu Brahma-nirvana, Buddhist Nirvana is a
state of absolute being and nonbeing.

*Understanding the truth about the universality of suffering,
knowing the path leading to its extinction, and realizing it
is attainable.

“This, O Bhikkhus, is the Noble Truth of Suffer-
ing: Birth is suffering; decay is suffering; illness is
suffering; death is suffering. Presence of objects we
hate, is suffering; Separation from objects we love,
is suffering; not to obtain what we desire, is suffer-
ing. Briefly, . . . clinging to existence is suffering.

“This, O Bhikkhus, is the Noble Truth of the
Cause of suffering: Thirst,"? that leads to rebirth,
accompanied by pleasure and lust, finding its
delight here and there. This thirst is threcfold,
namely, thirst for pleasure, thirst for cxistence,
thirst for prosperity.

“This, O Bhikkhus, is the Noble Truth of the
Cessation of suffering; it ceases with the complete
cessation of this thirst,—a cessation which consists
in the absence of every passion—uwith the aban-
doning of this thirst, with the doing away with it,
with the deliverance from it, with the destruction

of desire.

“Preparing for the journey to Enlightenment by freeing one's
mind of il will sensuous desire, and cruelty.

"Abstaining from lying, harsh language, and gossip.

*Acting honestly by avoiding killing, stealing, and unlawful
sexual intercourse.

*Avoiding any occupation that harms directly or indirectly
any living being.

"%Going beyond simply acting morally, a person now avoids
all distractions and temptations of the flesh.

"'Now that one has put aside distractions, one focuses the
entire mind fully on important issues, such as life, suffering,
and death.

““Toral discipline of the mind, body, and spirit leading to a
state of absolute awareness that transcends consciousness.

"Desire.
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“This, O Bhikkhus, is the Noble Truth of the
Path which leads to the cessation of suffering: that
Holy Eightfold Path, that is to say, Right Belicf,
Right Aspiration, Right Speech, Right Conduct,
Right Means of Livelihood, Right Endeavor, Right
Memory, Right Meditation. . . .

“As long, O Bhikkhus, as I did not possess with
perfect purity this true knowledge and insight into
these four Noble Truths . . . so long, O Bhikkhus,
I knew that I had not yet obtained the highest,
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absolute Sambodhi in the world of men and
gods. .. .

“But since I possessed, O Bhikkhus, with
perfect purity this true knowledge and insight
into these four Noble Truths . . . then I knew,
O Bhikkhus, that I had obtained the highest,
universal Sambodhi. . . .

“And this knowledge and insight arose in my
mind: The emancipation of my mind cannot be lost;

this is my last birth; hence I shall not be born again!”

The Poison Arrow of Needless Speculation
17« THE BUDDHA, QUESTIONS THAT TEND

NOT TO EDIFICATION

The Pali Canon contains thousands of sermons ascribed to the Buddha. Other than

“Setting in Motion the Wheel of the Law,” none is more famous or central to the
Buddha’s teaching than “Questions That Tend Not to Edification,” also known as
the “Poison Arrow.” The sermon displays two characteristics common to most
of the lessons ascribed to the Buddha in the Tipitaka: his use of earthy parables
and analogies to convey his profound spiritual insights, and teaching by means of a
dialogue between Enlightened Master and pupil.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

|. Which issues or questions did the Buddha refuse to consider?
2. Did the Buddha consider such speculation simply a waste of time, or was there
a more profound reason for his antipathy to the search for answers to such

questions?

A w

. What does his refusal to speculate on these issues suggest about his core doctrine?
. Now that you have studied these four Indian sources, you are ready for the Big

Questions: What assumptions and values do Brahminical Hinduism and Buddhism
share? Where do they differ Which are more significant, the similarities or the
differences? What conclusions follow from your answers?
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On a certain occasion the Blessed One! was
dwelling at Savacchi in Jetavana monastery. . . .
Now it happened to the venerable Malunkya-

putta? being in seclusion and plunged in

Source: The Buddha, “Questions That Tend Not to Edifi-
cation,” in Henry C. Warrant, ed. and trans., Buddhism in
Translations (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1896),
pp. 117-122, passim (modernized).

meditation, that a consideration presented itself
to his mind as follows:
“These theories that the Blessed One has left

unexplained, has set aside and rejected—that the

'The Buddha.
*One of the Buddha's disciples.
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world is cternal, that the world is not eternal, that
the world is finite, that the world is infinite, that
the soul and the body are identical, that the soul
is one thing and the body another, that the saint’
exists after death, that the saint does not exist after
death, that the saint both exists and does not exist
after death, that the saint neither exists nor does
not exist after death—these the Blessed One does
not explain to me. And the fact that the Blessed
One does not explain them to me does not please
me nor suit me. Therefore I will draw near to the
Blessed One and inquire of him concerning this
matter. If the Blessed One will explain them to
me, . .. I will lead the religious life under the
Blessed One. If the Blessed One will not explain
them to me, . . . I will abandon religious training
and return to the lower life of a layman.”

‘Then the venerable Malunkyaputta arose in the
evening from his seclusion, and drew near to where
the Blessed One was; and having drawn near and
greeted the Blessed One, he sat down respectfully
at one side. And . . . the venerable Malunkyaputta
spoke to the Blessed One as follows: . . .

“If the Blessed One knows that the world is eter-
nal, let the Blessed One explain to me that the world
is cernal; if the Blessed One knows that the world
is not cternal, let the Blessed One explain to me that
the world is not cternal. If the Blessed One does
not know ither that the world is eternal or that the
world is not eternal, the only upright thing for one
who does not know, or who has not that insight,
is to say, ‘I do not know; I have not that insight.””

“Pray Malunkyaputta, did 1 ever say to you,
‘Come, Malunkyaputta, lead the religious life
under me, and I will explain to you cither that
the world is cternal, or that the world is not eter-
nal ... . or that the saint neither exists nor does not
exist after death?”

“No, indeed, Reverend Sir.”

*An arahat, or “one worthy of reverence,” who has achieved
the fourth and highest stage leading to Nirvana. The title is
also spelled arahant and arhat.

“Or did you ever say to me, ‘Reverend Sir, 1
will lead the religious life under the Blessed One,
on condition that the Blessed One explain to
me cither that the world is cternal, or that the
world is not eternal . . . or that the saint neither
exists nor does not exist after death?”

“No, indeed, Reverend Sir.” . . .

“That being the case, vain man, whom are you
so angrily denouncing?

“Malunkyaputta, any one who should say, ‘I will
not lead the religious life under the Blessed One
until the Blessed One shall explain to me cither
that the world is eternal. Or that the world is not
eternal . . . or that the saint neither exists nor does
not exist after death’s—that person would die,
Malunkyaputta, before the Tathagata had ever
explained this to him.

“It is as if, Malunkyaputta, a man had been
wounded by an arrow thickly smeared with poison,
and his friends and companions, his relatives and
kinsfolk, were to procure for him a physician or
surgeon; and the sick man were to say, ‘I will not
have this arrow taken out until I have learned
whether the man who wounded me belonged to
the warrior caste, or to the Brahmin caste, or to
the agricultural caste, o to the menial caste.”

“Oragain he were to say, ‘I will not have this arrow
taken out until I have learned the name of the man
who wounded me, and to what clan he belongs.”

“Or again he were to say, ‘I will not have this
arrow taken out until 1 have learned whether the
man who wounded me was tall, or shore, or of
the middle height.’

“Or again he were to say, ‘I will not have this
arrow taken out until I have learned whether the
man who wounded me was black, or dusky, or of
ayellow skin.’

“Or again he were to say, ‘I will not have this

arrow taken out until I have learned whether
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the man who wounded me was from this or that

village, or town, or city’ .. .

> Many similar possibilities are mentioned.

“That man would die, Malunkyaputea, without
ever having learned this.

“In exactly the same way, Malunkyaputta, any
one who should say, ‘I will not lead the eligious
life under the Blessed One until the Blessed One
shall explain to me cither that the world is cternal,
or that the world is not eternal .. . or that the saint
neither exists nor does not exist after death’s—
that person would die, Malunkyaputta, before the
Tathagata had ever explained this to him.

“The religious life, Malunkyaputta, does not de-
pend on the dogma that the world is eternal; nor
does the religious life, Malunkyaputta, depend
on the dogma that the world is not cternal.
Whether the dogma obtain, Malunkyaputta,
that the world is eternal, or that the world is not
cternal, there still remain birth, old age, death,
sorrow, lamentation, misery, gricf, and despair,
for the extinction of which in the present life I am
prescribing. . . .

“Accordingly, Malunkyaputta, bear always in
mind what it is that | have not explained, and what
it is that I have explained. And what, Malunkya-
putta, have [ not explained? I have not explained,
Malunkyaputta, that the world is cternal; T have
not explained that the world is not cternal;

I have not explained that the world is finite; I have

“The Four Noble Truths. See source 16.

Chapter 3 Transcendental Reality + 79

not explained that the world is infinite; I have not
explained that the soul and the body are identi-
cali T have not explained that the soul is one
thing and the body another; I have not explained
that the saint exists after death; I have not
explained that the saint does not exist after
death; 1 have not explained that the saint both
exists and does not exist after death; I have not
explained that the saint neither exists nor does
not exist after death. And why, Malunkyaputta,
have I not explained this? Because, Malunkya-
putta, this profits not, nor has to do with the
fundamentals of religion, nor tends to aversion,
absence of passion, cessation, quicscence, the
supernatural facultics, supreme wisdom, and
Nirvana; therefore I have not explained it.

“And what, Malunkyaputta, have I explained?
Misery, Malunkyaputta, have 1 explained; the
origin of misery have I explained; the cessation
of misery have I explained; and the path lead-
ing to the cessation of misery have I explained.t
And why, Malunkyaputta, have I explained this?
Because, Malunkyaputta, this does profit, has to
do with the fundamentals of religion, and tends
to aversion, absence of passion, cessation, quies-
cence, knowledge, supreme wisdom, and Nir-
vana; therefore have I explained it. Accordingly,
Malunkyaputta, bear always in mind what it is
that I have not explained, and what it is that I have
explained.”

Thus the Blessed One spoke and, delighted, the
venerable Malunkyaputta applauded the speech of
the Blessed One.

Persians, Israelites, and Their Gods

Two peoples of Southwest Asia, the Persians and the Israelites, evolved visions of a
single, exclusive, and uncreated God of the universe, a belief known as monotheism.

The Creator of all goodness, He demanded wholehearted devotion and imposed an
uncompromising code of moral behavior upon all believers. Both the Persian Ahura
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