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	HOW DID THE ANCIENT WORLD MEASURE UP?




In a recent survey, 1,500 people from all walks of life were asked to name the fundamental values and principles necessary to create a perfect world. Here are some of the possibilities: activism, animal rights, charity, children’s rights, civil liberty, democracy, dignity/honor, education, environmental issues, equal justice, equal opportunities, family values, free health care, freedom of speech, human rights, kindness, legalized drugs, literacy, lower prices, no taxes, peace, sexual freedom, social responsibility, social welfare, value of life, and women’s rights.
Based on the survey, six clear categories of values emerged: value of life, world peace, justice and equality, education, family, and social responsibility. There seems to be universal agreement that these six values are fundamental to building a perfect world. 

How did ancient civilizations measure up to these fundamental values and principles? Let’s take a look.
Value of Life 
Did Greece and Rome think that a human life is of infinite value? The ancients had a shockingly different attitude. It is clear that people in antiquity had a very different concept of the value of life:
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Infanticide: Infanticide (the murder of newborn babies) was universally practiced by virtually every culture we know about. Why were babies killed? Typical reasons were:

* Population control
* Sex selection (which always meant killing newborn girls)
* Ridding society of potentially burdensome or deformed members.

A newborn who was weak or sickly, or even with a minor birth defect such as a cleft pallet, harelip, or just a missing finger, was killed. The "baby removal squad" did not do this. It was a member of the immediate family, usually the mother or father, who disposed of the infant soon after its birth. The baby was taken outside and left to die of exposure, dropped down a well to drown, or smothered.


ROMAN BATHHOUSE IN ASHKELON
"Remains of nearly 100 infants, killed very soon after birth, were discovered in this Roman bathhouse.  The ancient Greeks and Romans considered infanticide, especially through abandonment and exposure to the elements, the most effective form of birth control." Biblical Archaeology Review, July / August 1991
Gruesome evidence of this practice was recently found by archaeologists in Ashkelon, on the Mediterranean coast of Israel. Ashkelon was a center of Roman life 2,000 years ago. In 1990, archaeologists excavating the ancient bathhouses in the city found the skeletal remains of 100 newborn babies who were dumped into the sewers after birth. They were literally dropped down the toilet by their parents. 

Not only the common man practiced infanticide; it was intellectually justified by some of the greatest minds of antiquity. Aristotle, one of the most influential thinkers in Western intellectual history, wrote: 

"There must be a law that no imperfect or maimed child shall be brought up. And to avoid excess in population, some children must be exposed. For a limit must be fixed to the population of the state."  Aristotle-Politics: Book VII: Ch.16
Note the tone of this quote. Aristotle isn't saying "I like killing babies." With coldly rational calculation, he states that overpopulation is dangerous. The easiest members of society to get rid of are babies. 


Here is a 2,000 year old letter from a Roman named Hilarion to his pregnant wife, Alis:

"Know that I am still in Alexandria.... I ask and beg of you to take good care of our baby son, and as soon as I receive payment I will send it up to you. If you deliver of a child (before I get home), if it is a boy, keep it, if it is a girl discard it...." Biblical Archaeology Review-July/August 1991
 Today we would view the killing of a newborn infant as probably the most heinous act a person could commit. Yet, infanticide was almost universally practiced. Ancient cultures did not value the life of a baby as we do today.

Human Sacrifice: Ancient civilizations killed people as a form of religious worship -- the human sacrifice. 
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Pictured here are two of the 200 victims sacrificed at the dedication of the Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent in Teotihuacan, Mexico.

Some, like the Greeks and Romans performed human sacrifice relatively infrequently. In other civilizations, human sacrifice was the focal point. Sometimes people sacrificed their own children; sometimes the victims would be prisoners or slaves. 
The funeral rites of nobility and kings, whether in Ancient Egypt, China or among the Vikings, often included sacrificing servants, young girls and prisoners. I
n many civilizations, instead of dedicating a new building with a cornerstone-laying ceremony, people would be sacrificed and buried in its foundations.
Killing for Entertainment: The most extreme example of callousness towards the value of life is the killing of people for entertainment. Today we have violence in sports such as hockey, football and boxing, but this is child’s play compared to the public entertainment of many ancient cultures. Some actually killed people for sport. In over 200 locations throughout their Empire, the Romans killed people for sport.
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THE ROMAN COLISEUM: Travelers to Italy today will most likely visit "The Forum." This site served as the political center and seat of power in the Roman Empire 2,000 years ago. At the end of the Forum stands the Coliseum. Rome, which was world-renowned for its building skills, considered the Coliseum to be one of the greatest feats of Roman engineering. This giant arena, completed in the year 80 CE, seated 50,000 people. It was the world's first Astrodome, with a removable roof. The floor of the arena could be raised or lowered. The Coliseum could be filled with water and boats could sail through it. 

What was this marvel of engineering used for? Virtually every day of the year, 50,000 men, women, and children would come in for free. They would get a seat, a pillow to sit on, meat and wine, all for free. The first act of the day featured animals killing each other: The Romans went all over the empire to find wild, exotic beasts that could tear each other to pieces. Up to 1,000 animals fought at one time. The second act entailed feeding people to animals. Keep in mind that Rome was a very "law and order" society and everything had to be done legally -- you couldn't just throw anyone to the lions. The victim had to have been convicted of a capital offense. If the Romans didn't have enough victims, they would find minor criminals to condemn to death. Intermissions consisted of mass executions of condemned prisoners -- by burning, beheading, and flaying the skin off them while they were still alive.

	

	


The main event, as popular as the World Series, was the gladiatorial combat. In the arena, condemned prisoners, slaves, and captives of war fought to the death, sometimes by the thousands. In 107 CE, the Emperor Trajan held a huge tournament in which 10,000 gladiators fought. Spectators of this event witnessed at least 5,000 people die. Even the Romans were not immune to the stench of death; the Coliseum was designed with giant fountains which sprayed perfume into the air. The Romans didn't just use men as gladiators; they also used women, children, blind people, dwarfs, etc. -- anything to keep the bloodthirsty masses entertained. 

Rome was considered the most sophisticated civilization at that time in history, yet it was the most barbaric. Do not mistake cultural and technological sophistication with moral standards. There is no connection. Throughout history many of the cruelest civilizations were also among the most advanced. 
World Peace

Including nuclear weapons, there are about 2,000 pounds of explosive force material for every person on Earth today. There are not 2,000 pounds of food or medicine for each person. The amount of resources, money, technology, and effort countries spend to create weapons of mass destruction is mind-boggling. Do any of us doubt that the world would be a completely different place if all our resources and energy would be spent on food and medicine, social programs, and environmental health? What were the attitudes of antiquity?
War: The destructive nature of war is so obvious to us today, but was it obvious to the peoples of the ancient world? We certainly can't claim that we're smarter -- you don't often meet people like Aristotle, Plato and Socrates nowadays. Why it is that humanity has been perpetually locked in warfare for over 5,000 years since the dawn of [image: image5.jpg]


civilization? Why perpetuate war? 
	

	


DIFFERENT VALUES: If killing people for sport is acceptable, killing during wartime provided even more advantages: rape, pillage, spoils, etc. 

THE LAW OF THE JUNGLE: The law of interaction of nations was like that of animals in the jungle: The strong devour the weak. Nations acted in basically the same way. "If I am stronger, it is my natural right to conquer. Might makes right." 

PAX ROMANA: The Romans did have a period of history called "Pax Romana" (Roman Peace), which lasted from about 80 BCE until 120 CE. The Roman Empire experienced 200 years of relative calm and stability. No small accomplishment! Yet, the Roman idea of peace was, "Let us conquer the world and subdue all threats to empire!" This is very different from our 21st-century conception of peace on a global scale. Many other countries in history have also looked at peace as the break taken between wars in order to re-arm.
Hero Worship:   Who is glorified in antiquity? The warrior.  Homer's "The Iliad" is one of the greatest classics of Greek literature.  The Iliad is one giant battle scene where the person with the greatest success in killing strong and [image: image6.jpg]i



numerous opponents is the hero. The hero was honored in his lifetime and glorified in his death by song, poetry, and inscriptions on elaborate monuments. The far-reaching effects of such glorification impact us even today. Soldiering is considered both a manly and a gentlemanly pursuit.

Wallis Caldwell's description of the Greeks holds true for all civilizations: "War, therefore, is in the mind of the poet, the chief business of men from youth to age. But he regards it as special flower of youth… The glorification of war, the glamour and glory of battle were subjects of the finest words and pictures…"  Wallis Caldwell, "Hellenic Conceptions of Peace" Columbia University Press, 1919

Harmony may have been an abstract idea for a few individuals in world history. But real peace was never a practical reality in world history by any stretch of the imagination. 
Equal Justice 
Justice and equality are the foundations upon which Democracy stands. These fundamental principles insure that all citizens have the right to be treated equally before the law, regardless of their status in society.
Were justice and equality valued in the ancient world? How would you classify the socioeconomic position of the average man of antiquity, living in Europe, Asia or anywhere else? 
THE FEUDAL SYSTEM: The typical relationship between the public and the aristocracy is reflected in the Feudal System. Joe Average was a serf, a peasant, which usually meant that he either farmed land that he didn't own or owned his land but gave most of his crops in taxes to his lord. Certainly he lived at the bottom of the economic barrel. This was the position of the overwhelming majority of people throughout history.
Above the peasant masses existed a tiny minority, the ruling elite, and the nobility. What gave them the right to rule? Were they democratically elected by the masses?
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THE GOLDEN RULE: Popularity did not determine ruling status; wealth gave them their power. They practiced the "Golden Rule," that is, "He who has the gold makes the rules." Ancestry, success in killing enemies and in conquest of land, the value and expanse of one's property, all determined the right to rule. It had nothing to do with democracy, personal integrity, education, or competence. We see this as well in feudal Europe and feudal Japan, and almost everywhere else we look throughout history.

A king or an emperor usually presided above the nobility. He was all-powerful, completely above the law, and often given the status of a god. The vast majority of the people were not protected by any lawful procedures and lived at the mercy of the small ruling elite. The serf couldn't go over to the nobleman and say, "Your horse knocked me over, I'm going to sue you!"  
As a matter of fact, in many feudal and quasi-feudal societies the lord practiced what was called "droit de seigneur," the right of the lord. According to this practice, the lord or nobleman would take the peasant's bride on the night of her wedding and rape her before the new bridegroom consummated the marriage. This was considered a legal right of the lord over his peasants.

 What about democracy in Greece? The concept of democracy comes from the Athenian Greeks. About 2,500 years ago, in the Golden Age of Athens, Peracles established the most perfect democratic system in history. They invented the idea of democracy, meaning "government of the people." In [image: image8.jpg]


Athens every citizen voted directly. (Today we have representational democracy: You vote for someone who hopefully will vote in your interests.)

Who voted in this beautiful Greek democratic system? Citizens! 
Who were citizens? Land-owning, adult men. That is not a very large percentage of the population of Athens. Historians estimate that several hundred thousand people populated Athens. Of that number, about 50% were slaves. Of the remaining half, the vast majority were women, children, craftsmen, freedmen, etc., all of whom were barred from the democratic process. In the final reckoning, only a few thousand males actually were qualified to vote. True, this system was more advanced than anything else at the time, and it served as the basis of modern democracy. But it was far from our modern democratic vision of the perfectly egalitarian system of one person, one vote, and equal justice for all. Even the greatest Greek thinkers did not consider the latter approach logical. 

The Greeks distinguish strongly between different types of persons and thought it only proper to treat them differently. This inequality of treatment they endorsed in the name of Justice. An endorsement that, with Aristotle, included the justification for slavery.... only those men were citizens who had certain qualifications. Beyond them-it was taken for granted were all women, farmers, slaves, mechanics, labors, freed men, and aliens....  Henry Phelps-Brown. Egalitarianism and the Generation of Inequality. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988, pp. 15-16)

Even our basic idea of justice and equality was not a reality for the vast majority of people throughout history.
Education
Today, we view education as one of the most basic responsibilities of any government towards its citizens. Moreover, we realize that an educated population is beneficial for its country. Ignorant people are generally limited in personal achievement and in their contribution to society. The benefits of education are obvious. The question is: Were they also obvious to the people of antiquity?

Let's return to the average peasants who constituted the overwhelming majority of the population. Consider all the people who lived during the past 5,000 years collectively. 

99% ILLITERACY: Historians estimate that less than 1 percent of the people were literate. This means that over 99% of all humanity throughout history has been functionally illiterate. Even the most advanced societies, like Greece and Rome, which did have a rudimentary education system, did not have free public education for the masses. Why was the majority of humanity uneducated? 

There are two main reasons for mass illiteracy throughout history. The first relates to the practical realities of life and the second to the deliberate policies of governments.
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Practical Reality/ Survival: Today, we take our existence for granted. We may not be millionaires, but most of us live in houses with heat, electricity, and indoor plumbing. We sleep through the night in peace (unless we have small children!). We wake up in the morning, have a hot shower, and then go to the kitchen which is stocked with vast amounts of foods. We climb into a car or bus, go to school, or to work. We come home after our 8-hour workday, eat supper, and relax. We have vacations, leisure time, and retirement. We look forward to living long enough to see our grandchildren. We don’t appreciate how amazing this all is! Most of us take it entirely for granted. 

The overwhelming day-to-day goal of the average peasant in antiquity (and even many who live in some parts of the Third World today) was survival.  Daily concerns included: An enemy shouldn't sack my village, rape my wife, kill me, and burn my house down. My wife shouldn't die in childbirth; my children shouldn't die young from all kinds of diseases. My crops shouldn't fail or a drought or plague hit my village. Those were some of the things people worried about. The average man labored from dawn to dusk -- no weekends, no vacations, no retirement. Life painted a pretty bleak picture. 
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With the goal of survival, who could afford to send their children to school? The youngsters who survived were needed to work in the fields. In addition, while both Greece and Rome had schools, education wasn’t free. Who had the leisure time and the financial resources to educate their children? Certainly not the average peasant. Historians estimate that the literacy rates in Greece and Rome were between 10%-15%. By our modern standards that’s horrible, but compared to other societies of antiquity, it’s fantastic! Only the ruling minority, the nobility, and landowners could afford to educate their children. Yet, even many of them didn't bother. More than a few noblemen and monarchs, especially in the Middle Ages, were illiterate. (Note: The one exception to this rule was the priests [not only Christian ones]. In many cultures, the priest served a dual function as religious leader and scribe. His status was also above that of the common man.)
Controlling the Masses: The second reason for mass illiteracy was to maintain control. Education is power. Educated people are potentially dangerous. Who are often the revolutionaries in history? Who started trouble in America in the 60's, in China today? Students! They are young, idealistic, and educated; they fill their heads with all kinds of dangerous ideas. Even in the former Soviet Union, which provided universal, free education through graduate school, the government was very careful to control the material that was taught. Knowledge is dangerous -- it can destabilize society. Ignorant people are far easier to control. We know it today, and people knew it thousands of years ago, too.
The written culture of antiquity was in the main restricted to a privileged minority.... It should be obvious in Greece and to an even greater extent in the Roman Empire the illiteracy of the masses contributed to the stability of political order.... The disturbances caused by the spread of literacy on the other hand, had been numerous and varied.... The Greeks and Romans would have been very different people if, per impossibile, they had achieved mass literacy. William V. Harris. Ancient Literacy. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1989.), 333-337. 

So much for the concept of education in antiquity.
Family Values
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We appreciate today that a stable family structure is one of the basic building blocks for a healthy society. Societies in which the family unit is falling apart are societies in trouble.

Sensuality and sexuality were rampant in the ancient world. While these are certainly hot topics today, we'll see that they were even hotter topics in the ancient world.

Today there seems to be an obsession with sexuality. Look at advertising. The power of sex to sell, specifically to men, is unbelievable. Twenty years ago, TV commercials used to promote a product by commending its quality and discussing its benefits. Nowadays, all you seem to see are beautiful bodies; the product itself is almost irrelevant.

The Greeks, Romans and other civilizations of antiquity were even more obsessed with sex than we are. Here are some examples: 

Ancient Sexuality: Sporting events had young men running, wrestling, and throwing spears ... without wearing a shred of clothing. The players were completely and totally naked. How a person looked -- every bit of his body -- [image: image12.jpg]


was incredibly important. The emphasis on the physical and the lack of modesty wasn’t confined to sporting events. In the bathhouses, men sat and socialized in the nude. To the Greeks, the beautiful was holy. Modesty was not a practiced concept.
The entire notion of sexuality was very different in antiquity.  With the exception of prohibitions against incest or sleeping with parents or siblings (which most societies seem to have prohibited), everything else was fair game.  There was no phenomenon of correct or incorrect sexual behavior; everything was considered totally acceptable. The only issue was whether you were the active or passive partner. The passive partner could be a man, a boy, a woman, a girl, an animal, or even an inanimate object. The demarcation of homosexuality and heterosexuality were non-existent for most of the history of human sexuality.

In the modern world, religion is generally viewed as the moral guard against sexual promiscuity. This was not so 2,000 years ago. In antiquity, sexuality permeated virtually every religion. Almost all the creation stories in all polytheistic religions begin with the gods engaging in some sort of sexual activity in order to create the world. Temple prostitutes, temple orgies, and fertility rites were regular features of almost all religions. Sex was everywhere.  

PLATO’S SYMPOSIUM: Pederasty, a sexual relationship between an adult man and a boy, was quite common in antiquity. In classical Greek civilization, pederasty was viewed as something positive and beautiful, the highest form of love. It was also considered a fundamental part of the education and socialization of a boy. Let’s look at a quote from Plato’s Symposium. Keep in mind that he’s talking about the relationship between a grown man and an older boy: 

I, for my part, am at a loss to say what a greater blessing a man can have at earliest youth than an honorable lover.... If we can somehow contrive to have a city or an army composed of lovers and their favorites, they could not be better citizens of their country.... No man is such a craven that love's own influence can not inspire him with valor that makes him equal to the bravest born. Thorkil Vanggaard. Phallos-A Symbol and its History in the Male World. (London: Jonathan Cape, 1969.), 40.

Valor? The Greeks viewed men who chased women as effeminate. A real man wooed older boys -- this was macho. (You also see this in Japanese Samurai culture.) In militaristic Sparta, the Greek city-state where children spent their whole lives training to be soldiers, they created units of soldiers comprised of older men together with their younger boy-lovers. And they fought incredibly well because no one wanted to die inglo  riously in front of his lover.

 How do you think all this boy-chasing affected the attitude of Greek men toward women? 
Women in Classic Greece and Rome: The status of women was very low and their image very negative. Greece was a very misogynous, woman-hating society.  This attitude is clearly reflected by the Greek poet Palladas: 
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Marriage brings a man only two happy days. The day he takes his bride to bed and the day he lays her in her grave. Morton M. Hunt. The Natural History of Love. (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1959.)

 

Another example is the Greek Poet Propertius, who said:

 

May my enemies fall in love with women and my friends with boys. Philippe Aries and Andre Bejin (ed.), Western Sexuality-Practice and Precept in the Past and Present Times. (Oxford: Basil Blackewll Ltd, 1985.), 33.

While the status of women in Roman society was considerably better, homosexuality and uncontrolled sexual behavior were regular features of Roman society. The great 18th century historian Gibbon, author of The Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire, states that of all the Roman Emperors, only Claudius was heterosexual.

EFFECT ON SOCIETY: Sexual promiscuity and negative attitudes toward women had a very detrimental effect on society: Not only did they not contribute toward the creation of stable families, but they also seriously affected the size of the population. Both Greece and Rome passed laws requiring a man to marry and have a certain minimum number of children in order to bequeath his property. Without a law, men would not get married. They would be too busy having fun with prostitutes and boys.
However, these laws ultimately failed. Rome built an empire based on peasant Roman soldiers fighting and dying for their country. It was one of the greatest military machines in human history. But Rome collapsed in the 5th century CE. Why? It could no longer defend itself. The very low birth rate meant a scarcity of Romans for the Army!  The army by that time was entirely comprised of hired mercenary soldiers, and could not maintain an empire. The greatest empires fell due to the internal rot of the society, primarily caused by uncontrolled sexual behavior. 

The idea of a stable family structure was often lacking in the most advanced societies. 
Social Responsibility
Societies that did not embrace the value of life, that were continually locked in warfare, that did not grant equal rights to all their inhabitants, and that had a huge, uneducated population, were certainly not going to put much effort into social welfare programs. All social welfare programs in America and Europe today are products of the last 100-150 years. Prior to that, if you were destitute, it was your own bad luck -- the government wasn't going to help. 
Even worse were international relationships. Multinational peacekeeping forces, foreign aid, the World Bank, etc., were completely unknown in antiquity. If you asked Rome for foreign aid, it would send you five legions: "We'll take care of all your problems" meant "We'll invade and take over your country."  Rome did not want to make the world a better place for mankind -- Rome was interested in building its empire. This was the reality of the world.
Conclusion Based on Ancient Values 
The values expressed in the ancient world would be considered completely uncivilized to us today. It is not that all human beings throughout history were evil people who spent their lives killing babies, waging war, and watching bloody sports. The average man of antiquity was simply trying to get through the day – to survive. The world operated on an entirely different value system than the one upon which we citizens of a Liberal Democratic world operate today. While a few individuals in antiquity preached the importance of peace and education, the vast majority of humanity believed and practiced otherwise.

Greece, Rome and virtually every other nation have certainly contributed something of value to civilization: art and architecture, engineering, philosophy, government, and science. However, we definitely did NOT inherit, even from the most advanced civilizations of the ancient world, a sense of morality or values. The vision of a utopian world which we all share -- a world of peace, caring, and harmony -- built on these six fundamental values, did not come from these ancient nations. 
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Adapted from: http://www.aish.com/seminars/worldperfect/wp01n00.htm
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