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What People Are Saying About

WorldPerfect: The Jewish Impact on Civilization…


“Ken Spiro, a historian and rabbi, offers a welcome antidote to the bad news blaring from most headlines. His readable WorldPerfect: The Jewish Impact on Civilization is a popular, unstuffy guide.… This is plainly history as unabashed advocacy, not the buttoned-down, objective variety most academically vetted tomes offer. Spiro makes no Gibbonian pretensions but rather presents a simple and passionate profession of faith in Jewish values that lies at the heart of Western culture.”

The Jewish Press

“I just finished reading WorldPerfect: The Jewish Impact on Civilization, and I was enormously impressed. This is a book that everyone in the world should read. [It] document[s] so carefully and clearly that today’s democratic values owe their existence to the Jewish people. Why has the world not recognized this?”

Kirk Douglas

actor and author of My Stroke of Luck

“Ken Spiro has given us a great gift with this inspired volume. He speaks directly to the role of faith, religion and life with no holds barred. The title WorldPerfect applies to a book whose words are perfect for this troubled world.”

John F. Rothmann

talk-show host, KGO Newstalk

“Mr. Spiro clearly articulates a fascinating theory of the roots of modern morality and the strong connection to Jewish values. I really enjoyed reading this book, and as an added treat, I learned a great deal of history in a way that I could absorb and remember. Now, that’s a great teacher! I will recommend this book as a ‘must-read’ for teachers coming into our center.”

Debbie Seiden

Board of Jewish Education, Educational Resource Center, New York
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Introduction



While developing an idea for a lecture program, I conducted a series of surveys over a period of two years, asking people to list the fundamental values and principles they felt we needed to uphold in order to make our world as perfect as is humanly possible. In total, some fifteen hundred individuals were questioned. Overwhelmingly, my respondents—predominantly Westerners from the United States, Canada, South America, England, France, Germany, Austria, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Spain, Portugal, Italy, etc.—came up with remarkably similar answers, which could be grouped into these six categories:


	
Respect for Human Life. In a perfect world, all people would be guaranteed certain basic human rights, paramount among which must be the right to life. They should be able to live that life without constant fear of its loss and with certain basic dignity.

	
Peace and Harmony. On all levels—whether communal or global—people and nations should coexist in peace and harmony with respect for each other.

	
Justice and Equality. All people, regardless of race, sex, or social status, should be treated equally and fairly in the eyes of the law.

	
Education. Everyone should receive a basic education that would guarantee functional social literacy.

	
Family. A strong, stable family structure needs to exist to serve as the moral foundation for society and as the most important institution for socializing/educating children.

	
Social Responsibility. On an individual, community, national and global level, people must take responsibility for the world. This should include an organized social network to address basic concerns such as disease, poverty, famine, crime, and drug-related problems, as well as environmental and animal protection issues.



The respondents to my survey came from all walks of life, yet regardless of their backgrounds, they were in agreement. Indeed, they, and I venture to say most human beings the world over, deeply believe that a perfect world must include these universal values.

After I compiled the results of my survey and had some chance to think about them, I had to ask why.

Are these six basic ideas intrinsic to human nature? Have people always felt this way? And if not, where did we get these values? What is the source of this utopian world vision?

My search for answers to these questions has produced this book. Where did the values and principles of the modern world come from? The answer I found will surprise, perhaps even shock, the reader.

As the respondents to my survey were predominantly residents of democratic countries, they naturally assumed that the values they hold dear have originated—as did democracy—with the Greeks and, to a lesser extent, with disseminators of Hellenistic, or Greek, ideas: the Romans.

Indeed, this issue is subject to much debate in academic circles these days. Traditionalists continue to insist that the values of ancient Greece and Rome underlie all our learning, philosophy, art and ethics, while their opponents assert that their idealization of Greco-Roman standards of virtue, wisdom and beauty is sentimental if not downright unreal.

Reporting on this bitter controversy, the New York Times1 asked in a headline:

THE ANCIENTS WERE: A) BELLICOSE ELITISTS OR B) THE SOURCE OF WESTERN VALUES?

It would be pointless to negate that Greece and Rome, besides being among the most advanced civilizations of antiquity, have also been the most influential of civilizations on Western Europe and, by extension, the Americas. Without a doubt, many of our ideas about art, beauty, philosophy, government and modern empirical science do come from classical Greek thought. Western law, government, administration and engineering were also powerfully shaped by Rome. Indeed, we overwhelmingly get the lion’s share of our culture from these civilizations.

But can the same be said about our values, ethics and principles?

Let me hasten to say that this is not a trick question; I am not hinting at some far-fetched notion that we really got our values from the Far East. With the recent interest in Eastern philosophies, a few voices have been raised advocating this view, but the undisputed historical fact is that only within the last few hundred years did the West have any significant interaction with the East.

So the question remains: How did we come to order our moral values in this particular way?

To answer this question, we shall begin our examination by taking a look at just how those civilizations—which, without a doubt, shaped our political and social systems—related to the values we hold dear today.







Part I [image: ] Where the Quality of Mercy Was Not Strained: The World of Greece and Rome







As we begin to trace the history of the values of our world, we shall first look at how the ancients who bequeathed to us so many of our ideas regarded the values we cherish today. Did they consider them essential to the making of an ideal world? Or was their world view considerably different from ours?




CHAPTER 1 Horror Show


Of all the principles we might list, the basic right to life seems certainly the most fundamental. We all want to live without fear of being arbitrarily deprived of life. We all want to live with a certain minimal amount of human dignity. We all want certain protection in the law against oppression by tyrants who might consider certain segments of society expendable simply because they are too weak or too poor to protect themselves.

As obvious and important as this concept seems to us today, it was not so obvious or important in the world of antiquity.

To begin with, Greeks and Romans—as well as virtually every ancient culture we know of—practiced infanticide.

By infanticide, I mean the killing of newborn children as a way of population control, sex selection (generally, boys were desirable and girls undesirable) and as a way of ridding society of potentially burdensome or deformed members.

A baby that appeared weak or sickly at birth, or had even a minor birth defect, such as a cleft palate, harelip or clubfoot, or was in some other way imperfect was killed. This was not done by some Nazi-like baby removal squad. This was done by an immediate member of the family, usually the mother or father, and usually within three days after birth.

The method of “disposal” varied, but generally we know that, in antiquity, babies were taken out to the forest and left to die of exposure, dropped down wells to drown, or thrown into sewers or onto manure piles.

The horror of a parent killing his or her child is shocking enough. But that this parent should have so little regard for the child as to unmercifully dump it where it might die slowly and painfully, or be picked up by someone to be reared into slavery or prostitution (as sometimes happened), suggests a level of cruelty beyond our modern imagination. In his essay “The Evolution of Childhood,” Lloyd DeMause reports:


Infanticide during antiquity has usually been played down despite literally hundreds of clear references by ancient writers that it was an accepted, everyday occurrence. Children were thrown into rivers, flung into dung-heaps and cess trenches, “potted” in jars to starve to death, and exposed in every hill and roadside, “a prey for birds, food for wild beasts to rend.” (Euripides, Ion, 504)1



Gruesome evidence of this practice has been found in various archeological excavations. Most notably, in the Athenian Agora, a well was uncovered containing the remains of 175 babies thrown there to drown.2

Lest we assume that was the practice of the poor and ignorant, one of the most influential thinkers in Western intellectual history—none other than Aristotle—argued in his Politics that killing children was essential to the functioning of society. He wrote:


There must be a law that no imperfect or maimed child shall be brought up. And to avoid an excess in population, some children must be exposed. For a limit must be fixed to the population of the state.3



Note the tone of his statement. Aristotle isn’t saying “I like killing babies,” but he is making a cold, rational calculation: Overpopulation is dangerous, and this is the most expedient way to keep it in check.

Four hundred years after Aristotle, the practice of killing babies was firmly entrenched in the Roman Empire. This is an excerpt from a famous and much-quoted letter from a Roman citizen named Hilarion to his pregnant wife, Alis, dated June 17, circa 1 C.E.:


Know that I am still in Alexandria. And do not worry if they all come back and I remain 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 a child [before I get home], if it is a boy, keep it, if a girl discard it.4



Hilarion, as we see, is very much concerned about his baby son, his heir. Indeed, a typical Roman family might be made up of two or three sons—to ensure succession should one son die—but seldom more than one daughter, who was considered a burdensome responsibility and was expendable. DeMause, one of many scholars quoting the Hilarion letter, adds:


Girls were, of course, valued little, and the instructions of Hilarion to his wife Alis are typical of the open way these things were discussed.… The result was a large imbalance of males over females.… Available statistics for antiquity show large surpluses of boys over girls; for instance, out of 79 families who gained Milesian citizenship about 228–220 B.C., there were 118 sons and 28 daughters.5



Of course, it could be argued that on other fronts the Greeks and the Romans were capable of refined thinking and an elevated approach to behavior. Seneca, the famed Roman philosopher and writer, developed a lengthy treatise on the control and consequences of anger. In it, he draws the distinction between anger and wisdom, using the following example:


Children also, if weak and deformed, we drown, not through anger, but through the wisdom of preferring the sound to the useless.6



Incidentally, Seneca, exemplifying the noblest ideals of Roman philosophy, condemned killing of human beings and even animals for sport. But he saw nothing wrong with killing babies for expediency. Indeed, infanticide was so common, so “natural” that playwrights made fun of it in the comedies of the time.7 For example, the comedy The Girl from Samos, by the fourth-century B.C.E. Greek poet and playwright Menander, centers on two illegitimate babies, one of whom is exposed and whose mother ends up caring for the other child while fooling her lover that the baby is his.8

But then, the whole attitude toward the weak and helpless was totally skewed in ancient societies. Apart from thinking nothing of killing infants when they saw fit, the Romans engaged in the practice of mutilating unwanted children to make them at least “useful” for begging. (Incidentally, this horrifying practice is still seen today in India.)

Our morally minded friend Seneca, who was so concerned with the issue of useful versus useless, also came up with a tortured justification for this abomination:


Look on the blind wandering about the streets leaning on their sticks, and those with crushed feet, and still again look on those with broken limbs. This one is without arms, that one has had his shoulder pulled down out of shape in order that his grotesqueries may excite laughter.… Let us go to the origin of those ills—a laboratory for the manufacture of human wrecks—a cavern filled with the limbs torn from living children.… What wrong has been done to the Republic? On the contrary, have not these children been done a service inasmuch as their parents had cast them out?9



Today, we would view the killing of newborn babies because they were unwanted or the mutilation of tiny infants for profit as probably the most heinous act a person could commit. What is the weakest, most defenseless, most innocent member of society? A little child. Therefore, we believe that a child, a baby, deserves the protection of society even more than an adult. But in Greek and Roman thinking, rather than being accorded the most protection, children were given the least; this happened simply because, as totally powerless, they were the easiest people to trample on or get rid of.

William L. Langer, Harvard professor and former president of the American Historical Association, points out in his foreword to The History of Childhood:


Children, being physically unable to resist aggression, were the victims of forces over which they had no control, and they were abused in many imaginable and some almost unimaginable ways.10



So we see how very different the attitude of antiquity was to ours. The most basic right—to life (never mind life with dignity)—was by no means guaranteed.11

Another example, which clearly indicates this difference, is the practice of human sacrifice—killing people as a form of religious observance.

As with infanticide, virtually every culture we know of engaged in this practice: killing people in order to appease or pay homage to the gods. From the earliest recorded history to as late as the sixteenth century in the Americas and seventeenth century in Asia, human sacrifice was an accepted way of worship.

The Greeks and the Romans seemed generally more advanced on this one issue—with some exceptions—preferring to sacrifice animals to their phalanx of gods.

The Greeks practiced a custom where a human scapegoat was offered to the gods. Writes Sir James George Frazer in The Illustrated Golden Bough, his study of magic and religion:


The Athenians regularly maintained a number of degraded and useless beings at the public expense; and when any calamity, such as a plague, drought, or famine, befell the city, they sacrificed two of these outcast scapegoats.… They were led about the city and then sacrificed, apparently by being stoned to death outside the city.… But such sacrifices were not confined to extraordinary occasions of public calamity; it appears that every year, at the festival of the Thargelia in May, two victims, one for the men and one for the women, were led out of Athens and stoned to death.12



Romans were more fond of sacrificing flocks of sheep; then, after the entrails and livers were extracted and reserved for godly consumption, they’d have a banquet and enjoy the rest themselves. Still, human sacrifice—of children, slaves and prisoners of war—was an accepted practice until the time of Hannibal,13 and though it was officially outlawed in 97 B.C.E., it continued on a smaller scale, nevertheless, well into the first century C.E.

DeMause cites the following confirming sources:


Dio said Julianus “killed many boys as a magic rite”; Suetonius said because of a portent the Senate “decreed that no male born that year should be reared”; and Pliny the Elder spoke of men who seek “to secure the leg marrow and the brain of infants.”14



Probably, the practice was brought into the empire and nurtured by the various peoples the Romans conquered.

The Carthaginians, who represented a superpower in the region before being vanquished by Rome in the Punic Wars, were fond of human sacrifice to honor their most important god, Baal-Haman. Italian historian Indro Montanelli describes a Carthaginian religious ceremony in his book Romans Without Laurels:


When it was a matter of placating or ingratiating themselves with Baal-Haman, they used babies, putting them in the arms of his great bronze statue and letting them fall into the fire blazing below. They were known to burn as many as three hundred a day while the blast of trumpets and the thunder of drums drowned out their screams.15



Similarly, Druidism, a Celtic religion that favored human sacrifice, entered the empire after the conquest of Gaul (which is now modern France and western Germany). The Romans went to the trouble of suppressing this cult, which, strangely, they considered “immoral.” I say strangely, because while the Romans frowned on the slaughter of people for the purposes of worship, they thought it was perfectly fine to slaughter people for the sheer fun of it.

Surely, there can’t be a better example of a total disregard for the value of human life than killing people for entertainment. And here the Romans take first prize. No civilization before or since was so bloodthirsty in this regard. Throughout the empire, more than two hundred stadiums were specifically erected for the exhibition of this particular “sport,” which required that people and animals be housed and displayed in such a way that they couldn’t escape before being murdered in front of a cheering and jeering audience.

The practice was extremely popular, and Emperor Augustus in his Acts brags that during his reign (29 B.C.E. to 14 C.E.) he staged games where ten thousand men fought and three thousand five hundred wild beasts were slain. While savage fights to the death between gladiators—who were usually slaves trained for the purpose—were the highlight, to keep up the novelty of death, Nero and Domitian even sent in women, children, blind people and dwarfs to fight each other. Anything went to keep the crowds happy.16

This form of entertainment reached its pinnacle with the inauguration, in the year 80 C.E. of the Coliseum, the ruins of which are today a big tourist attraction in Rome.

The Romans were justly proud of the engineering feat that the construction of the Coliseum represented. The giant 600-by-500-foot arena, built by Vespasian and completed by Titus, seated fifty thousand people. It had a removable roof and a floor that could be raised or lowered, depending on what the day’s atmosphere demanded. Sometimes the Coliseum was transformed into a desert or into a jungle, and it could also be filled with water and turned into a lake so boats could sail in it.17

Why was this incredible place built? To feature death as an elaborate form of amusement for the masses.

On a typical day when the Coliseum was playing to a full house, the place was crowded with men, women and children—yes, the Romans thought nothing wrong with exposing children to this kind of grotesquerie. Admission was free, and a pillow for your seat, meat and wine were provided, also for free. The opening act to start off the morning was an exhibition of wild animals. The Romans went all over the empire to find wild, exotic beasts to astonish the crowds. Next, the arena was lowered to feature combat between them—Romans cheered as lions tore apart tigers, tigers went up against bears, leopards against wolves. It goes without saying that the Romans had never heard of animal rights.

Then came the bullfights, except that the toreadors, being slaves or convicts, had been given no chance to practice, so the bull usually gored them to death. The crowd roared. This is what they came to see.

You’d think that would be enough carnage for anyone. But no. That was only the warm-up act. Next came feeding people to the animals. Keep in mind that Rome was a very law-and-order-minded society and everything had to be done legally—you couldn’t throw just anyone to the lions, just people convicted of a capital offense. But if they didn’t have enough victims for a good day’s fun, the Romans would conveniently condemn even minor criminals to death and replenish the supply. (Christianity, being a capital offense in Rome ever since the great fire of 64 C.E., for which its adherents were blamed, provided a steady supply of victims.)

During intermissions, giant fountains sprayed perfume in the air to reduce the stench of death. Entertainment did not stop, however. In between the spectacular killings were held run-of-the-mill executions by burning, beheading and flaying (that is, skinning people alive).

The main event was saved for the afternoon, and this was what the crowd was really waiting for—gladiatorial combat. The gladiators fought to the death, although the lives of particularly brave fighters could be spared by the emperor or the vote of the crowd.

In the year 107 C.E., during a four-month celebration of his conquest of Dacia, Trajan—who was perhaps trying to match Augustus’s record—held a major tournament in which ten thousand gladiators and three thousand animals fought. This meant that whoever sat through that spectacle watched at least five thousand people die. Trajan was so fond of this kind of massacre—and he had a large supply of Dacian prisoners of war for the purpose—that apparently he sent twenty-three thousand people to their slaughter between 106 and 118 C.E.

It was all horrible and perverse, and if you thought it couldn’t get worse, consider that Commodus (emperor from 180 to 192 C.E.) organized fights between crippled people and finished them off himself.

Of the Roman philosophers and great thinkers, only Seneca saw anything wrong with death as entertainment. He gives us the following grisly description of gladiatorial games. (Note that Seneca lived before the Coliseum was built and, therefore, in his day this “sport” had not yet reached full flower.) Seneca writes:


Now for the butchery pure and simple! The combatants have nothing to protect them. Their bodies are utterly open to every blow. Never a thrust but finds its mark.… The sword is not checked by helmet or shield. What good is armour? What good is swordsmanship? All these things only put off death a little. In the morning men are matched with lions and bears, at noon with their spectators… death is the fighter’s only exit.… [The crowd yells:] “Kill! Flog Burn! Why does he jib at cold steel? Why boggle at killing? Why die so squeamishly?” The lash forces them on the sword.… There’s an interval in the display. [The crowd grows impatient:] “Cut a few throats meanwhile to keep things going!”18



Other Roman greats were not as soft as Seneca. Cicero, for example, thought that gladiatorial contests promoted courage and endurance, although he was of the opinion that they were not all that entertaining. Juvenal, who criticized everything, loved the games. And Pliny found that watching people being massacred toughened the audience and therefore had educational value.

That about sums up the ancient world attitude toward the value of life. The key thing to keep in mind, however, is that the Greeks or Romans did think that law and order were essential to the efficient functioning of society, and laws under both empires were many and strictly enforced. But the idea that along with your status as a human being came the right to life (forget about life with dignity) was not a given by any means.






CHAPTER 2 War Makes the World Go ’Round


Today we understand that peace and harmony are vital to the future survival and development of humanity. The major world wars of this century, combined with frighteningly rapid technological advances in warfare, have brought home the realization that wars are something to be avoided at all costs. And while it is true that the world’s nations have somehow accumulated enough nuclear weapons to kill each and every human being on the planet several times over, nevertheless, we see armament not as a preparation for war but as a deterrent to war.

Today, Western countries continue to develop arms not in order to conquer the countries weaker than they, but primarily to make sure that the few renegade dictators or fanatics—like Osama bin Laden, Slobodan Milosevic, Saddam Hussein or Muammar al Qaddafi, for example—don’t try to realize their aspirations.

Even during the years of the Cold War when the Western world viewed the Communist bloc as a threat to democracy, a civilized dialogue was maintained between “enemies” within the confines of the United Nations. In short, no one doubts that peace is an ideal or that, if peace were somehow assured, the world would be a completely different place, with the resources now spent on armaments available for food, medicine, social programs and protection of the environment.

If the destructive nature of war is so obvious to us today, was it also obvious to the peoples of the ancient world?

We certainly can’t claim that we’re smarter than they were. You don’t meet people like Plato, Aristotle, Socrates, Seneca or Marcus Aurelius nowadays. So if people were so smart back then, why is it that they were perpetually locked in warfare?

Three primary factors come to mind:


	For one, as we have already seen, human life had much less value. While laws for the orderly working of society existed, the stigma attached to killing people was far less. If you could kill people for sport, for the fun of it, how much more advantage to killing in war when you could get something material for your trouble—you could pillage the village, collect the spoils, rape the women and acquire the lands of the conquered for the empire.

	Another factor that encouraged war was the mentality of “might makes right.” International law was the law of the jungle where the strong survive and the weak die. It was taken as an accepted fact that the strongest had the “natural” right to conquer.

	And finally, war was seen as glorious. The hero of antiquity was the warrior, and he was often chosen over others to lead the nation. He was glorified in song and poetry while still alive and memorialized in monuments and legends after his death.



The immortal Iliad by Homer, one of the greatest works of Greek literature, is exactly this kind of epic poem to the heroes of the Trojan Wars. In his Hellenic Conceptions of Peace, Wallis Caldwell analyzes the Iliad, pointing out the loopholes of the morality of the day:


Among the most interesting aspects of [Sarpedon’s speech] is the absence of tension or contradiction between the warrior’s pursuit of material gain (booty, land and privileged banquet portions) and his pursuit of glory.19



It must be stressed that to the Greeks, the Iliad was more than a great tale, it was also a text for teaching values to the young. And what primary values does one learn in studying this classic? Well, the Iliad is one giant battle scene; the heroes are those who killed the most and greatest opponents. Thus the youth got the message: If you want to become a “star” in Greece, there is nothing better you can do with your life than to become a warrior. That was the one way open to all to achieve glamour, glory and immortality.

Since war (rather than peace) was a primary value in the ancient world, it is no wonder that every history book of the Greco-Roman period is filled with the seemingly endless recitation of battles, conquests and bloodshed.

From the arrival of the Greeks in the Mediterranean region in about 1000 B.C.E., the region was nearly constantly at war. The Greek city-states—Athens, Sparta, Corinth, Thebes—warred with each other when they weren’t conquering and colonizing adjoining territories. Pericles—so famous for his principles of democracy and encouragement of art and culture—saw nothing wrong with rampant imperialism, a policy that led to the Peloponnesian War with Sparta lasting twenty-seven years.

The Greeks made war into an art form. The so-called “pitched battle”—with thousands of expendable foot soldiers colliding with the enemy, slaughtering and being slaughtered as they advanced—is a Greek invention. While we tend to think today of the Greeks as cultured and noble and of the Romans as roughshod, it is shocking to learn to what extent the Greeks abandoned all humanity when bent on conquest. As an example of their fighting style, let’s consider the case of the island of Melos, which was neutral in the Athens versus Sparta conflict. Athens sought to subjugate Melos, and when it finally did so, it punished the Melians savagely, putting all the men of military age to death and enslaving the women and children. Did this bother the more elevated Athenians? Hardly. Aristophanes made fun of the poor Melians in his play Birds.

Granted, there were truce periods when one or the other of the city-states unquestionably dominated the region, but the Greeks could hardly be called lovers of peace. The peace of 362 B.C.E., for instance, came about because Athens, Sparta and Thebes had fought themselves into exhaustion, not because they had decided to renounce war. The peace lasted a mere seven years.

Plato, who lived and taught during those years, regarded it as “normal” for the city-states to be continually at war with each other, though he felt there had to be civilized rules to the fighting.

Then, of course, Phillip of Macedonia conquered the lot, becoming the supreme lord of all of Greece and creating a springboard for his son Alexander to conquer more—literally, the rest of the known world.

Trained by Aristotle, and heavily influenced by Homer, Alexander the Great came to power young, at age twenty, and went off to war—for the sheer glory of it. The Thebians revolted against him, so he razed their city and slaughtered or sold into slavery all its inhabitants. But we see moral progress in Alexander. He felt remorse for the bloody terror he had unleashed, and he repented in the temple of Apollo, the god of light and purification. Then he went off to war again.

After conquering the Middle East and chunks of Asia and North Africa, and spreading Hellenism wherever he went, Alexander died at age thirty-three of a fever.

Historians make much of the fact that Alexander’s actions were all about ends justifying the means—that he conquered in order to unite all into a peaceful empire. If that was indeed true, then his method was never put to the test, because at the time of his death more wars were unleashed in a seemingly never-ending contest over succession.

Warring continued until the Romans came on the scene. A very pious people, the Romans believed that they were guided by their gods—particularly the trinity of Jupiter/Jove, Juno and Minerva—and could only go to war if the cause was just. They did not subscribe to the injunctions of might makes right or winner takes all.

So how is it that they set out to take over the world?

It all began with Rome wanting to safeguard its territories from takeover by another power. To keep Capua safe, you had to conquer Naples, then, of course, to keep Naples safe you had to conquer Beneveto, and so on and so on.

Serious land grabbing began in the third century B.C.E., when an internal conflict erupted on the nearby island of Sicily between the cities of Messina and Syracuse. Carthage, then a superpower whose interference Rome would not abide, came to the rescue of Messina, and Rome had to jump into the fray lest the Carthaginians got too close to Roman territory proper.

Thus was unleashed the first of the titanic struggles known as the Punic Wars, which, after much bloodshed over more than one hundred years (264 to 146 B.C.E.), led to the Roman domination of what had been the Carthaginian Empire.

Amidst the three Punic Wars came the Macedonian Wars, which pitted Rome against Greece. The rationale for these complicated conflicts arose when the Romans saw the Greeks—with whom they had a peace treaty—making alliances that they found potentially irksome, if not downright threatening. The Macedonian Wars ended in 168 B.C.E. with Rome victorious and in control of what had been Greece.

After that, nobody pretended that there was any just cause in conquest. When Julius Caesar conquered Gaul—a swath of land west of the Rhine and north of the Pyrenees that was then ruled by the Celts—he was motivated to do so by greed and ambition, and he openly used genocidal tactics. He himself summed it up best: Veni, Vidi, Vici—“I came, I saw, I conquered.”

Caesar’s ascent to power led to a civil war, and the Roman Empire was temporarily split between loyalists to Caesar and to his rival Pompey. That fight ended when Pompey was assassinated and Caesar became dictator in 44 B.C.E. He also met a violent end, stabbed to death on the Senate floor by a mob of “friends” just a few months after his ascent to absolute power, managing to utter the famous last words, Et tu, Brute? (or so Shakespeare tells us).20

Augustus Caesar, his successor, managed to bring about more political stability, and while he reigned as emperor, there was actually peace. This period from 27 B.C.E., and extending through the reign of Marcus Aurelius, until 180 C.E.—a whole two hundred years of peace—became known as Pax Romana. Of course, it came after all threats to the empire had been stamped out by the Roman boot. Everything that could be conquered had been conquered—Europe, the Middle East, Asia Minor, Northern Africa, just about all of the Western world.

Some ambiguous scraps of land were still not firmly under Roman administration. Therefore, while there was no full-scale war during Pax Romana, annexation and consolidation of land, sometimes by force, naturally had to continue. But these forays via allies and mercenaries did not count as a breach of peace according to the way Rome looked at it, an attitude that might not match up exactly to the way we’d see it now.






CHAPTER 3 Even-Handed Injustice


Natives of liberal, democratic societies see justice and equality as the foundations upon which democracy is built. These are fundamental principles that ensure all citizens have the right to be treated equally before the law, regardless of their status in that society. These are the cornerstones of the U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights.

Of course, the system is not 100 percent perfect, and we have seen cases where the wealthy (i.e., those who can hire the most expensive lawyers) do manage to get away with stuff the poorest folk (the ones with the public defenders) never seem to. Nevertheless, without a doubt, any “Joe Average” living in a democratic country today can say that he is protected under the law, which ensures him a measure of justice, equality, liberty and happiness.

Now let’s look at Joe Average of antiquity (or for that matter of most of history). Could the same be said of him? Did he even come close?

Hardly.

He was usually a serf, a word that came into English usage from the Latin servus and that in the days of the Roman Empire meant “servant” or “slave”—in the ancient world there was no real distinction between the two.

The serf most often didn’t own the land he farmed and had to pay rent for it in the form of percentage of crops grown. Sometimes he did own the land, in a manner of speaking, but had to pay a tax on it—also in the form of percentage of crops grown.

In Greece, specifically in Sparta, where the Spartans seem to have invented the idea, serfs were called “helots.” The helots were a conquered people who were permitted to remain as state slaves on what was formerly their land. As such, they were bound to the soil and assigned to individual Spartans to till their holdings. In their munificence, the Spartans allowed the helots a limited right to accumulate property in exchange for half of the produce raised, according to Spartan poet Tyrtaeus, who compared the poor helots to asses worn down by heavy burdens.

Not surprisingly, the Spartans suspected that the slaves might revolt at any time. Therefore, laws existed permitting the murder of helots on any pretext, and secret police scoured the countryside for possible plots of sedition. Even the least rumor was instantly punishable by death.

In other parts of Greece, the serfs were called “hektermoroi,” or sixth-partners, and they tilled the land of wealthy owners, paying a sixth of their produce for the privilege. In the years when the crop was bad, the peasants might not produce enough to feed themselves and thus accumulated an ever-growing debt to their masters. When Greece hit economic woes in the sixth century B.C.E., and antagonism between the filthy rich and the dirt poor threatened a near revolution, the Greek lawmaker (and poet) Solon annulled the huge debts of these poor peasants, but the system of wealthy men lording over a large number of humble dependents continued.

The Romans had a similar system of serfs called “coloni,” or tenant farmers. Like the helots, the coloni were bound to the soil by debts that their children inherited and by laws restricting their freedom of movement. Alhough it was said that the coloni were not slaves, when the land was sold, they were sold along with it; and landlords were permitted to chain any of the hapless coloni suspected of wanting out of the arrangement.

The Romans bequeathed this tenant-farmer idea to Western Europe, where it blossomed as feudalism, a system that existed in France and Germany until the late eighteenth century, in Japan and Russia until the nineteenth century.

So the majority of average folk in antiquity tilled land that was not theirs, lorded over by an elite minority.

The power to determine the quality of life for thousands of people under their control was not vested in the nobility by virtue of integrity, education, competence or fairness, not by any stretch of the imagination. What gave the nobles power over the masses? The original “golden rule”: He who has the gold makes the rules. The ability to rule was based almost exclusively on birth and wealth—the lineage of your family and what it owned were the sole determinants of your position in society. (In some cases, who managed to kill off who in order to get there also came into play.)

The vast majority of people were totally at the mercy of a small ruling class and could complain to no one if treated unjustly.

So what about democracy?

We certainly have to give credit where credit is due. Without a doubt, the Athenian Greeks invented the idea of government by the people. Not only that, theirs was the most efficient democratic system in history. Today, we only have representational democracy with each one of us voting for a representative who, we hope, will represent his or her constituency well. The Athenians, thanks to Pericles, had something better—each citizen voted directly.

But before we applaud the Greeks too much, we have to define who a citizen was. Today, a citizen means a resident or inhabitant of a place. In Athens, you could become a citizen only if you were an adult male and owned land and both your parents had been Athenians. This designation, it turns out, applied only to a small minority of people. (Hardly majority rule, which defines democracy today.)

Historians estimate several hundred thousand people were living in Athens, but—after women and children (who did not qualify as adult males), craftsmen and freedmen (none of whom owned land), slaves and resident aliens were deducted—only a few thousand Athenian males were eligible to vote. Thus, most of the residents of Athens were cut out of the “democratic” process. In the final analysis, the Greeks did not practice democracy as much as what we would call oligarchy—government by a few.

Incidentally, the Greeks discriminated across the board, so that even among citizens there were classes, or castes, and political privilege was proportional to your wealth.

While the Greek system was more advanced than anything else at the time and it served as the basis of our democracy, it was a far cry from our modern democratic vision of a true egalitarian system of one person one vote and equal justice for all. Henry Phelps-Brown, in his Egalitarianism and the Generation of Inequality, gives us an insight into the Greek mind:


The Greeks distinguished 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.21



It is in this context that we can better understand Aristotle when he tells us in his Politics:


It is thought that justice is equality; and so it is, but not for all persons, only those that are equal.… Again, as between male and female, the former is by nature superior and ruler, the latter inferior and subject. And this must hold good for mankind in general. Therefore, whenever there is the same wide discrepancy between human beings as there is between the soul and the body, as between man and beast, then those whose condition is such that their function is the use of their bodies and nothing better can be expected of them, those, I say are slaves by nature. It is better for them, just as in the case mentioned, to be ruled thus.22



Now it must be said that in Aristotle’s society even freedmen, who did not qualify as “citizens,” were no better off than slaves in some respects. Artisans, laborers and tradesmen had no legal rights and were the victims of those who were deemed superior to them and who ruled over them.23

Distinctions in one’s legal standing carried through into the courts of law, where a killer of a citizen was treated differently from a killer of a slave. In the former instance, he was put to death. In the latter, he paid remuneration to the slave’s owner. The reason is obvious. Slaves were not considered human. Slaves were rather like animals, i.e., property of the owner.24

In Athens, a slave could not testify in court because he was expected to say only things that would favor his master’s case. Therefore, if his testimony was vital, he first had to be tortured so that the court could be sure his word could be trusted. Page DuBois in Torture and Truth, recounts the horror of it:


The party in a trial who wished a slave to be tortured would put his question in writing, specifying which slaves he wished to have tortured and the questions they were to be asked, and also agreeing to pay the slave’s owner for any permanent damage inflicted on the slave.25



Note that the slave’s feelings about what terrible mutilation might be done to him were not considered. But if he lost a limb and could not work, then his master had suffered a loss, and his master would be compensated.

The Athenian “democratic” system underwent a major upheaval in 404 B.C.E., when Athens lost the Peloponnesian War to its sister city-state, Sparta. The citizen body was reduced to three thousand privileged men and some one thousand five hundred political opponents were killed for holding the wrong views. A few years later, even the famed Socrates was condemned to death for his teachings. As we know, he died by drinking hemlock.

Not long after, Alexander the Great came to power and, perhaps taking Aristotle’s lessons in superiority versus inferiority a little too much to heart, had himself declared a god.

It was a natural progression really. The Greeks long believed that the gods interacted with humans, had sexual relations with them and produced offspring. Indeed, from time immemorial, there had existed a widespread belief among pagan peoples the world over that their rulers were offspring of the gods. They took it as a given that their monarch was begotten by a god who visited his mother one starry night.26

The Greeks had no trouble swallowing this one wholesale, and from Alexander’s time on, their political system was a divinely ordained monarchy, or perhaps it should be more accurately described as a divinely ordained dictatorship.

So much for Greek democracy.

We must not leave the Romans out here and also must give them credit where credit is due.

In the early sixth century B.C.E., the Romans overthrew the tyrant Traquinius Superbus, dispensed with monarchy and established libertas. Thus the Roman Republic was born, proclaiming a government by the people, which translated to rule by a few special people, the nobilitas. The Romans were just as picky as the Greeks regarding who was a citizen.

Much is made of the political organization of the republic with a Senate (where the “patricians,” i.e., aristocrats, had a voice), and an Assembly (where the “plebeians,” i.e., commoners, had a voting voice). But the plebeians, far from what we might think of as commoners today, were, in fact, the rich who were relative newcomers to Rome and not of the original aristocratic paterfamilias.

In Rome, according to Montanelli, “the poor man counted for nothing.”

Eventually the masses, the proletariat in Latin (though certainly not the slaves), came to have some voice in the councils of the plebs, but that was a long way from having real political power, as all the decisions of importance were made in the Senate.

Additionally, the practical matter of protection under the law did not improve for the poor man; if anything, his rights were even further reduced.

In his study of the Roman legal system, Peter Garnsey writes that when the aristocrats committed heinous crimes, the worst punishment they could suffer would be exile, while others would lose their lives for the very same offense:


“Deportation” and “relegation,” two forms of exile, were standard penalties in the first group [upper class penalty].… The most serious “lower class penalty” is called by the jurists summum supplicium (“the highest punishment”). The term stood for aggravated forms of the death penalty, including exposure to wild animals, crucifixion and death by fire. Next, condemnation to hard labour in the mines was for life, and the condemned was reduced to a status akin to slavery. Condemnation to live and fight as a gladiator was just as degrading and carried a greater risk of death.… Torture was, by tradition, applied only to slaves. But legal texts which forbid the use of torture for certain classes of free men indicated both that free men were not immune from torture in the middle and late second century, and that only well-connected free men were considered worthy of protection against it.27



The pretense of justice and of representational government in Rome went out the window by 133 B.C.E. That was when, following an argument over land redistribution, Tiberius Gracchus—a duly elected tribune whose job was to protect the rights of the plebeians against encroachment by the patricians—was clubbed to death on the floor of the Assembly. A period of tyrannical repression followed, and political murder and martyrdom—hardly the values of democracy—became regular features of Roman politics. Self-interest, self-indulgence and extortion for political gain were the order of the day between the major scandals, coups and assassinations. Law and order vanished as the ruling aristocrats challenged each other in bloody feuds.

During this time, the famed orator Cicero defended the republic—at the same time arguing against democracy. Like Aristotle, Cicero saw equality as illogical and even undesirable:


What is called equality is really more inequitable. For when equal honor is given to the highest and the lowest—for men of both types must exist in every nation—then this very “fairness” is most unfair; but this cannot happen in states ruled by their best citizens.28



But the matter was no longer up for debate. The vestiges of the Roman Republic collapsed in 44 B.C.E. when Julius Caesar declared himself dictator. Although his reign was short-lived (as we mentioned earlier, he was stabbed to death in the Senate the same year), others followed in his precedent-setting footsteps. After that, the Roman emperors were self-defined gods to be worshipped and obeyed without question.

So much for Roman democracy.

Before we leave the subject of equality, another word has to be said about the human being who was totally without rights, who was considered subhuman, but whose labor held up the world of antiquity—the slave.

The slaves actually were the majority of the population of Athens and Rome. For example, in the year 331 B.C.E., it is estimated that the ratio of slaves to citizens was almost 5:1. In Rome, in the year 100 C.E., 90 percent of the population (!) consisted of non-Italians of slave origin (though some now were freedmen). Important Romans averaged as many as five hundred slaves apiece, according to Michael Grant’s The World of Rome.29 Elsewhere in Italy, the slaves numbered as many as two million wretched souls, who, owing to their terrible work conditions, could hope to live to the ripe age of twenty-one. The treatment of Roman slaves, writes Grant, “was frightful and unspeakable, one of the worst blots on the history of the human race.”

As a result, there were slave revolts, mercilessly put down. Diodorus, the Roman historian, records such a revolt on the island of Sicily in the first century B.C.E.:


The Slave War broke out from the following cause. The Sicilians, being grown very rich and elegant, in their manner of living, brought up large numbers of slaves… and immediately branded them with marks on their bodies.… Oppressed by the grinding toil and beatings, maltreated for the most part beyond all reason, the slaves could endure it no longer.…30



The most famous slave revolt, led by Spartacus in 73–71 B.C.E., pitted ninety thousand slaves against the imperial Roman army and was put down with much difficulty and six thousand slaves crucified along the Apian Way.31

It must be said that, subsequently, various voices spoke up for a better treatment of slaves (the Stoics being the most prominent advocates of natural equality of all men), and laws were passed to protect slaves from murder and the worst kinds of cruelties. But Rome still was what Rome was. Grant writes:


The visible and practical sign of Roman will to power was Roman cruelty. This found expression in savage primitive floggings, often resulting in death, crucifixions, tortures, burnings and buryings alive, hurling from the Tarpeian rocks, drowning in sacks, brutal punishments by heads of families and schoolmasters. It was not for nothing that the axe and rods were the emblems of Roman authority. And although certain Romans, rising above the bloodstained world in which they lived, protested against this cruelty and legal improvements followed, the slaves were always the worst sufferers.32
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