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The Quest for an Ideal Society

People living at different times in different places created the various civilizations of mankind that historians unravel for us like a tapestry of dissimilar pieces joined together with rough seams. However, the people involved were all human beings with the same basic physical and mental facilities; therefore, they could not avoid sharing some common drives.  We can examine the similarities between several cultures in terms of what its members perceived as "the ideal society", and look at how each attempted to achieve it; for this purpose, we will compare Mesopotamia, Greece, and Rome, on the limited but central issues of Class, Justice, and Wealth.
Class: The stratification of society

In their impetus to create some kind of paradise on earth, the early civilizations did not try to include an even distribution of pleasure to everyone. The concept of equal entitlement by all individuals took a long time to come around. For the Mesopotamians, the Greeks, and the Romans, a “fair share” meant “to each according to their status”. 
Apparently, the characteristics of civilization first appeared in Sumer between 3500 and 3100 B.C.E. 1   The Sumerians perceived a simple class structure with two elements: the Gods on top and the lowly humans serving them from below. 2   The Gilgamesh Epic, one of the great pieces of literature from the time, is mostly a story of how the superior Gods directly manipulated the inferior humans and the world in which they lived. 3   

In the Hellenic Civilization between 1150 and 500 B.C.E.4 , we find the Gods are still above all, but a bit further removed from day-to-day activities which are instead mostly under the jurisdiction of a human social structure. There are monarchs, nobles and aristocrats, some artisans, common peasants, and of course slaves. Foreigners, according to Pericles, deserved a separate class of their own. 5   These groups, or at least the upper echelons, played a relatively new game called politics, swaying mostly between “government by the best”, and “government by the few”. 6   When the Mesopotamians massed into collections of many extended family groups, they introduced the city-state concept.  The Greeks developed this idea into the standard “political form”.7  Plato presented a concept of an ideal state in his “Republic”; his views were rather nationalistic but genderless and he thought there should be three classes: workers, warriors, and philosophers.8  
The Romans also adopted the city-state.9 as an ideal, but it evolved into something else. During the earlier Roman period, 509 to 133 B.C.E., the political power base moved away from a ruling aristocracy (largely feudal) to government by the people (democracy), and this solidified class levels into “patrician” and “plebian” .10  The Patricians were “the fathers of the state” such as Senators; all other citizens were “common” and labeled Plebian.11  Friction from the social and political inequality between these two classes eventually led to a new Roman “establishment”.12  This essentially became a much larger and homogenous aristocracy. It merged the inherited noble bloodlines with the rich, the famous, and the powerful, in other words anyone who could barge their way into the club. This remained as the ideal society in the Roman Empire until other winds of change reformed it in turn. Josephus wrote about the effectiveness of the Roman military at the height of the Empire”.13  Coincidentally, class distinction and pride were also strongest at that time. Someone could therefore argue that the evolution of Rome into a virtually classless society made it vulnerable to defeat by barbarian invaders, particularly when its soldiers and even its military commanders were, as the final debacle neared, barely Roman (Marcellinus speaks of officers with “tainted character”).14  Thus, the end of class distinction may have had something to do with the final destruction of Rome’s version of The Ideal Society. 
The Sumerians began class structure with the supernatural at its top; the Greeks put the Gods on an unreachable mountain and focused more on the human elements of class distinction; the Romans thrived for some time with a noble versus commoner class arrangement. All felt that the ideal kind of society, the perfect life they strived for, could not exist without classes.

Justice: The People or The State

A perceived ideal society must include justice.  In every culture, even the ones with despotic rulers, there was an attempt to find a point of balance somewhere on the spectrum between the rights of individuals and the needs of the society in which they lived.  The chosen point depended on how each society defined itself.  
During the old Babylonian period, C. 2000-1600 B.C.E., Hammurabi created a code of nearly 300 laws to provide rights to victims and under-dogs.”15  The code is best described as an expression of “an eye for an eye”, or  “do unto others as they have done onto you”. It included some ultra-severe penalties while evidently offering a security blanket to the defenseless.16  It seems appropriate that at the dawn of civilization those with the least ability to fight for themselves needed the most protection from a benevolent dictator such as Hammurabi.  And so, his laws were appropriate to the concept of an ideal society for the times.
  In Greece, the most vivid example of how a culture devised laws in line with its own view of the ideal society, although a very negative one, was the justice of Spartan Law. The Lycurgus’ Code was particularly unique and at the very basest extreme of the spectrum of individuals versus the State. In fact, individuals had no rights whatsoever in Sparta. But to that particular society, this was the ideal, because the business of Spartans was to make war and keep masses of slaves under control.  Sparta was a dictatorship and the State expected everyone to be totally subordinate to its will. Spartan law was harsher than anything Hammurabi could ever have visualized. For example, in order to maintain racial purity and the quality of its warriors, the State routinely practiced infanticide.18 
Around 450 B.C.E., Romans produced their first written laws by chiseling them on a dozen bronze tablets for display in the Forum.19  The content of the tablets is less important than the fact that those in charge publicized the laws.  This came about at the request of the plebeians to stop the patrician practice of interpreting unwritten customary laws in their favor.20  Bringing the laws out in the open for all to see was a major step towards achieving the Roman version of the ideal society: it provided a chance for consistent justice and something tangible for debate.
Hammurabi’s code, the Spartan Lycurgus Code, and the Roman Code of the Twelve Tables were all part of the introduction of justice to human society. Justice is one of the most important parts of a Civilization because it provides a stable base on which a group of people with similar characteristics can solidify their union for mutual benefit.   
Wealth: Power to Control Pleasure

Wealth is many things; economists see it as a means of exchange and a storage place for surplus. But from a practical point of view, especially when considering the early days of civilization, wealth is the power to control pleasure. A wealthy people can live a pleasant life. Therefore, the ideal society must include a goal to amass wealth.


The Sumerians found that by group effort they could coax their fertile land21 into producing more agriculture product than they needed. The creation of surplus is the creation of wealth. Wealth builds its own infrastructure which then requires control features to keep everyone confident in the system. Hammurabi’s code22 included royal permits, limits on interest, and even regulated prices and wages.23 It is therefore evident that the dawn of civilization in Mesopotamia included sophisticated economics and wealth was a big part of defining the ideal society. 


Some of the Greek cultures were very rich. The kings of Mycenae for example, as evidenced by archaeological findings in 1876, possessed much gold, silver and ivory,24 that is, the equivalent of mountains of money in their time. It is safe to say that the Greek version of the ideal society included the accumulation of wealth.


Romans elected Tiberius tribune for the year 133 B.C.E. He put into effect an agrarian reform which re-established small land owners; 25 this brought the flagging economy of Rome back into line and pointed towards the ideal of a wealthy and therefore healthy society. 


Hammurabi’s economic controls, the riches of the Mycenaeans, and the reforms of Tiberius all had one thing in common: they were all efforts towards fulfilling the requirement for wealth in an ideal society.

Conclusion: The Great Society is a fragile work-in-progress


If we accept that the Mesopotamians were the first to organize and develop civilization, then probably a self-appointed ruler claiming a God-given mandate started the human quest for the perfect society. Someone such as Hammurabi, one of the early law-givers, must have perceived that the ideal must include continuation of the class distinction which made him a ruler as well as protect and promote the acquisition of wealth for everyone.  The Greeks and the Romans then refined and expanded on these concepts and perhaps they lost their civilizations because they did achieve the ideal society to the degree that they became vulnerable to uncivilized “barbarians” from outside. We see the same thing possibly happening today: American culture is highly focused on classlessness, the rights of the individual, and creation of wealth.  Terrorists from cultures in a part of the world where these philosophies hardly exist seem to be the major threat to the ongoing quest for the ideal society in our time.
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