Sample Essay Answer #2
(note: these samples are student work from this year’s class.  They do not represent ‘perfect’ or ‘ideal’ answers, but rather responses that earned a good grade because of the clear thesis, structure, use of specific evidence, and insight into the material).

To what extent did religion reinforce the political and social order in early agricultural civilizations?  (be sure to give examples from at least 3 of the societies we have studied)
 
Although religion is of course a standalone aspect of society and should not simply be viewed as a political tool, it is nevertheless difficult to deny that religion played a major role in reinforcing the political and social order in early agricultural civilizations.  Religion strengthened these systems of order in three major ways:  by reinforcing and sanctifying the social stratification of society, by governing social behavior with its moral principles, and by justifying the political and civil works of the ruling class.

In early civilizations, the most visible form of religion justifying social stratification was the idea of divine kingship.  Whether it was the pharaoh (said to be an embodiment of every major god) of Egypt, the kings of the Sumerian city states (said to be stewards for their city’s patron god) or the emperors of China’s early dynasties (called the ‘Sons of Heaven’ and considered intermediaries between heaven and earth), all ruled with a religious backing.  However, religion also served to justify class distinctions below that of king.  In India and the Indus River valley, a caste-based hereditary class system eventually developed which was said to have been made by the gods at the creation of the world.  This religious backing for social distinctions helped prevent rebellion by the lower classes, thereby maintaining order and keeping the elites in power.

In the early civilizations some religions developed a moral code to which worshipers were to strictly adhere.  While this features was not as prevalent as it would be in later eras (with the rise of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, etc.), the Egyptian “Book of the Dead” still provides a great early example.  The book describes the moral rules one must follow to be assured a good place in the afterlife.  This idea of adherence to a moral code that would later decide one’s fate after death would have served to reinforce the desired social orders and behaviors of the societies in which it was prevalent.  This strict moral code would have served to enforce some level of social stability and conformity without the government needing to exert great pressure.


Religion also served to justify the political and civil works of the ruling classes in early civilizations.  An example is Hammurabi’s Code, which Hammurabi claimed was a system of justice given to him by his patron god Marduke.  Another example is when the Zhou Dynasty used the idea of the “Mandate of Heaven” to justify their overview of the Shang Dynasty in East Asia.  In both these cases political rulers (even though they were considered divinely ordained themselves – though perhaps questionably in the case of the Zhou) felt the need to make it known that their works were the will of the gods, giving them greater authority.  This religious justification of works alleviated some of the social disruption that may have arisen from a change in law systems or dynasties thereby helping to maintain the social order by reinforcing the political order.


By reinforcing the social stratification of society, providing an idea of a standardized set of moral principles and by justifying the works of the ruling classes, religion was a major source of social and political stability in early civilizations.  By providing one of the most vital cornerstones of an ideological superstructure to be wielded by elites, religion helped provide leadership that did not need to be fully founded on force.  By providing stability and social identity to the people of early civilizations, it also served to reinforce the existing societal orders by creating divine rulers and obedient, pious citizens.




- freshman history major
