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CHAPTER 3

ANCIENT NEAR
EASTERN CITY-STATES

INTRODUCTION

In most standard introductions to world history, we learn that civilization beg§n
in the city-states of the ancient Near East. Theurban revolution that took place in
fourth millennium BCE Mesopotamia was one of the few examples of the pristine
development of complex civilization and its attendant characteristics, such as the

* rise of the state. My goal is to analyze the nature and operation of the city-state in

the ancient Near East. The enduring significance of these urbax'l centers throughT
out later antiquity adds to the value of this study. As we “Vill seein t.he final sectiog
of this chapter, the development of the territorial and regional polities that replace

city-states did not do away with the “city-centered” view of the populace. Moreover,
the centers of power in those great kingdoms, such as-Babylon and Assyria, were

the: reﬂoudy.ipdgpmmnrm,om.aa. o
‘ ;;v{y discussion of city-states in the ancient Near East is divided into the follow-

ing sections. In the next section, I define the city-state inhath.sndal.and.spatwl
terms. The following section is devoted to a survey of our source material. We

are far removed in both time and space from the ancient Near East; therefore itis
necessary not only to examine the varied sources for our study but also to under-

stand their limitations. The fourth section is a brief survey of the deve.lopment of
the city—sﬁate, especially in the historical periods of early Mesopotamla:. The foi-.
lowing sections are devoted to discussion of four related aspects of s._(_)c1al 1:.|o'wer.
the development of the ideology of the city-state, the appearance of kingship'and
the institutions of government, the administration of an integrated economy, and

ANCIENT NEAR'EASTERN CITY-STATES 95

the legal and military apparatuses that supported this administration. In the final
section, I look at the collapse of the city-state system and the growth of territorial
kingdoms in Mesopotamia.

WHAT Is A CITY-STATE?

The city-state is defined here as an ind®pendent:social, economic, and political
entity that first appéared in southern Mesopotamia during the “urban revolution”

-in the fourth-millennium Bee.The city-state included #n urban core plusiits-sur-

rounding agricultural hinterfland: The walled city was surrounded by suburbs,
harbors, orchards, and fields (Van De Mieroop 19973, 65). The urban center itself
was-at the top of a hierarchy of smaller settlements, ‘essentially agricultural towns
and villages, which clustered around the city and viewed it as both cult center and
socioeconomiciorganizer. The rapid growth of urban centers in the late fourth mil-
lennium BCE meant that these cities often relied on the exploitation of rural com-
munities to suppott.the subsistence of city residents who werenot engaged in.food
production {Pollock 2001, 194-195). This distinct combination of settlements was
ideally autarkic. Certainly, these-cities-did riot, and could-not; exist in-isolation;
but, as far as subsistence was concerned; they-wereable tofunction independently.
This was true for the majority of the successful city-states in the ancient Near East
in spite of great emphasis placed on-“foreign” trade and on competition with neigh-
boringstates. Over the long history of the ancient Near East, there were exceptions,
and these were usually caravan cities that sat astride important trade routes and
were often not as agriculturally independent as other city-states. These settlements
were also usually a secondary development responding to the growth of neighbor-
ing city-state systems.

City-states most oféen were not sulturally distinct but rather existed among
a network of otherwise independent city-states that shared a common language,
material culture, and religion (Trigger 2008, 56). This was true throughout the Near
East in antiquity. The most obvious examples were the Sumerian and Akkadian
city-states of southern Mesopotamia, the Canaanite city-states in Syro-Palestine,
and later the Phoenician city-states on the Levantine coast. In this respect, the
poleis of the Greeks, with which we are often more familiar, paralleled the ear-
lier Near Eastern city-states. These city-state systems were quite extensive. We can
identify at least fifteen:major Sumerian city-states and similar numbers for the
Canaanites and Phoenicians.

By the beginning of the third millennium BcE, the city-state was the dominant
form. of political community throughout the Near East. This included the area
of the modern Middle East and parts of. Turkey and Iran, but'it did not-include.

_.-ancient BEgypt (for Egypt, see above, chapter 2). In the rain-fed areas of the Fertile

Crescent itself, the city-states tended to be more dispersed, while in Mesopotﬁmia
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we encounter denser clusters of city-states. (The Fertile Crescent is defined here as

the arc of land surrounding Mesopotamia that had sufficient rainfall to support

. lex polity that usually stood at the
The city-state in the Near East was a complex p ty

center of aycluster of smaller settlements, What-additional fatu:es,separated_ a
city from a village in antiquity? Certainly size was important, but precise d(;mo}
l .

ion i i for well-documented periods o

ic information is often unavailable even _ : .

E:Zf:l.:it}" and the ancients themselves did not differentiate on the basis of size.

In both Sumerian and Akkadian the words for “city” could be used. to describe .

both.small towns‘and mighty urban centers. Without knowing the exact popula-

. . 3 oda
tion of these ancient centers, we can propose several criteria for what constitut

i f a city-state, in the ancient Near East: city walls; monu-
cnit:;lfarlﬁ:l:lrifi:;i::::u:e, setthneny thierarchy, a professional clas_s ?fcri.f‘trsexzﬁzxs
ari&amnmlmandintegmtedagrariar; economy over:whichran administrati
exercised ollock 1999; 46-51). w

As wec;]illtll‘gc(ielow, th(ﬁi'igins of these city-states m the Near East Ilie in pe:h‘.
ods thatbeganlong béfore the adventof writing. I .will dls-cussr these devte; opme:e :;
but I will focus most of my attention on the historical pf:nods w.hen we have ac
to a variety of evidence including both texts-and material remains.

SOURCES FOR THE STUDY OF THE ANCIENT
NEAR EASTERN CITY-STATE

Our evidence for the city-states of the ancient Near East is ric§ and di\-rerse, 1(r11'<:1ud-f
ing pﬁysical remains, written sources, and, more recently, comparative studies o

early communities. The evidence may be copious, but it is also unevenly distrib- -

uted over time and space. For the earliest periods of city-state formalfion, wz haze
access exclusively to the archaeological evidence and to anthropolog.lcal. an ;ch-
nomic studies of state formation in more recent eras. From the beginning o tl e
third millennium BcE onward we have access to the textual data preserved on clay
tablets and stone monuments. - : —
The study.of urban centersin the Near Easﬁhas-bmcﬁted‘fmmﬂbeﬁi intensive
cavationvof-cities-suchias Urulg Ui and:Ugarit and extensive surface surveys.
X 01 LA - ' :
The last two decades of unrest and disruption in Iraq have also meant that archae

ologists have paid increasing attention to the peripheral areas, such as Syria and.

i d scholarship.
Anatolia, which had been the focus of less excavation an ‘ '
The texts from the era of city-states; mostly pre.servad'on clay-mb-tets. were
written in numerous languages, including Sumerian, Akkadian, and various West
Semitic languages such as Eblaite and Ugaritic, The written sources, lh0}1gl‘1 thiy
are unevenly preserved, document most of the activities of the urban elite in the
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city-states of the Near East (on the limits of these sources, see Van De Mieroop
1997b). Unfortunately, the ‘documentary-evidence becormes: most prolific in. the
Near Eastjust when the city-states were eclipsed by the formation of latger territo-
rial states. The trickle of texts becomes a torrent by the end-of the third Millénnium
BCE. This was not the result of an explosion of literacy but rather a consequence
of the riseof the:state and the desire to document the various activitiesitoversaw,
Hence, there was a proliferation of literary texts and hymns; -many of which extol
vthe virtue of the city and its ryler. We find a complementary rise in the number of
royal inscriptions, especially those describing the king'sbuildingactivities; and, of
course, there was tremendous growth in administrative texts relating to the man-
agement of the economy and the judicial and military apparatuses of the state.

The biases in our surviving sources are especially relevant to the study of the
city-state. Bothethe ancient literate elite and the madernscholarlyinvestigator-have
shown adistine}.preferente-for the preservation and .st'il-dy of the urban environ-

-ment and-its concerns, The cities have received the most attention from modern -

* scholars precisely because ‘they stand out so prominently in the archaeological
récord, Cities are easier to find, they leave behind a more permanent imprint, and
they are the source of the magnificent objects that have always attracted more
attention. As we will see below, this was also a preference expressed by the ancient
residents of the Near East. They focused their resources and attention on the urban

environment, and this had a decisive influence on what traces of their civilization
have survived (Van De Mieroop 19972, 1~2).

THE DEVELOPMENT OF CITY-STATES
IN THE NEAR EAST

Mesopotamia, the land between the Tigrisand Buphrates rivers, has long been
popularly known as the cradle of civilization. It was in the néighboringl_regions,
however; where there was enough-rainfall to suppert dty-farming; that the first
permanent settlements were established in the ancient Near, East. Already by the
ninth rillennium ez, the settlement at Jericho had walls. Such walls. attest to
the dgvglopment.of,,a_n,._ec%qmg no longer based entirely on subsistence labor.
A-surplus existed to allow some labor to be allocated toward:the building of the
wall. Moreover, an authority.existed to determine howand where that wall wonld
be built.and by whom: The earliest seden:tary communities in the Levant were
able to support themselves prior to the agricultural revolution because they were
well'situated to take advantage of an abundance and: variety of local fesaurces in

regions where there were numerous wild plant and animal species. Communities

like Jericho facilitated the agricultural revolution by making it possible for the
residents in the region to become familiar with the local flora and fauna, leading
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Map 3.1 Cities of the Ancient Near East, circa 3500-100 BCE.

 to domestication. Craft specialization became increasingly important during the
Neolithic period, leading to significant developments such as the advent of pot-

tery. Archaeological evidence also suggests the early existenice of vast trade routés

connectirig the ancient Near East. Obsidian, a glass-like volcanic rock; was highly
desired for making tools and as a decorative item. Modern researchers can deter-
mine the specific origins of a particular piece of obsidian. Asa result, we know that
during the Neolithic period obsidian from ancient Anatolia was traded all over the

Near East. Sites like Jericho and Chatal Huyuk, an Anatolian settlement of the later .

Neolithic period, grew in size to between 7 to 15 hectares and supported popula-
tions in excess of a thousand people. Of course, these were not yet cities as we have
defined them above. -
By the end of the sixth millennium BCE there were towns and villages'spread
“across the Near East. The'settlement patterns were similar across the region as
well. As the adoption of farming and animal husbandry became more widespread,
settlements appeared of increasing size and complexity. This was especially true in
Mesopotamia beginning in the Ubaid period (Table 3.1). Increasing social complex-
ity and improved technological abilities were hallmarks of the Ubaid communitiés
in Mesopotamia. At the same time, most of these sites, like those in surrounding
areas of the Near East, were no larger than 10 to 15 hectares in size.

Mesopotamia, wherelarge citiesfirst began to appear in the fourth millennium.

BoR, was characterized by two broadly different environmiental zones (see Map 3.1).
In southern Mesopotamia, roughly from the area of modern Baghdad down to the
marshy delta of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, we find a broad, flat alluvial plain.
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Table 3.1 Standard Periodization of Early

Mesopotamia
Name ' Years BCE
Ubaid Period 6000-4200
Uru:;k Period .
Earlf!Middle Uruk 4200-3300
Late Uruk 3300~-3100
Iemaet Nasr 31‘00-2900
Early Dynastic Period
Early Dyhastic I 2960-:,750
3 Early Dynastic Il e 2750-2600
Early Dynastic ITl 26002350
D’yna_sty of Akkad 23502150
Ur Il Period . “2112-2004
Old Babylonian Period
i Isin-Larsa Dynasties 2000~1800
First Dynasty of Babylon 1800-1600

In that zone, which would later be traversed by the numerous canals builtl by the

- Sumerians and Babylonians, there is no appreciable rainfall, and all farming must

be :?asisted by irrigation. The topography also meant that the river channels could
rapidly shift their course over the plain. In southern Mesopotamia there were three
‘comp.leme.mary:ecologicai zones:irrigated land, which could produce enormous
farming yields; desert steppe, which was used to graze vast herds of sheep and

_ goats; and'maishland, which yielded reeds, fish, and waterfowl. Due to the area’s

topograp‘uhy, the relationship between these zones was not fixed and there was tre-
-m?ndous- Variability over short distances of both time and space. The archaeologist
Elizabeth Stone has described this environment for the city of Nippur:

Thesé three different ecological niches should not be thought of as distinct zones
but rather were interlocking. The land is so flat that there are few geographical
factors that dictate their location. The site of Nippur was in the midst of a marsh
when it was first excavated by the University of Pennsylvania in the 1890s, was
surrounded by desert in the mid-1970s, and is within the cultivated zone today,
and this situation is typical for much of Iraq. (Stone 2005, 143) o

These complementary zones allowed: fora richness of agricultural develop-
‘ment; and the variety of resources available for subsistence'tended to alleviate
short-term seasonal instability in ore or'the other.of these agricultutal regimes.
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ide of this ecological diversity, aouthanMesopotamigfns fgmn!:!sly
gjv?izr:t?;:(;izlnaxuml.rm{es, with no appreciable deposits of metals and h;tle
available sturdy wood. Northern Mesopotamia, the area.th?t w‘ould later' de've op-
into the Assyrian kingdom and empire along the upper Tigris Rw?r, lay‘thh-m the
dry-farming zone and was characterized by less proxima.te ec?logif:al diversity. -
ThroughoutthesixthandfifthmillenniaBC, thﬁntmgqgmnpﬁmetam;a
developed in parallel (Stone 1995; Algaze 2008). Both were .hom:e to .g:m‘wlqg per-.
manent communities'in: regions that would hk.it developinto stmr.:g-mty-'statis,
especialiy the areas around Nippur-and Uruk in the saq&x and -lrhnevel? in the
northiAt the end of the Ubaid period this began to change as the siz€ and density

of settlements in southern Mgsopotamia grew substantially. Ultimately, the urban
revolution that took place in southern Mesopotamia was on a scale that dwarfed

all earlier settlement patterns in the Near East. This expansion of cities should be

imagined in three ways. First, the size of the individual settlements grew exponen--.

& number of cities in cloge proximity to each other increased su.b—
»ﬁtﬁ;:md’di:::y populated southern Mesopotamia, the walls Qf one great (flty
were visible to its closest neighbors. And ﬁnaﬂyé t:e pt':rcet;agel ;{)f the pepulation
ithin the urban environment expanded tremendously.

thgrzi:::&ewpotamia in the Uruk period has been caﬁed‘th.e “heartland: of
cities” (Adams 1981). I have already introduced some of the: envuonmentz.ﬂ-‘facv
tors that favored the growth of cities in southern Mesopotamia. These were joined
with a number of technoﬁ:igieﬁl*immﬁnmdmthe.’(lrukiperiod that led to furthgr
growth in these communities. [mprovements in ircigation, the use of draft aai-
mials'to:draw seeder plows; and Better tools for harvesting and processing grain
all allowed for a tremendous growth in productivity in southern Mesopotamia

(Liverani 2006, 16-19). : - I
Moreover, the environment continued to shape agricultural innovation in direct

g {';\._ways. In the extreme south in Mesopotamia, thé'predominant agricultural unit-was

a kmgmrmw field (Liverani 1997; Liverani 2006, 15-16). These fields, positioned
alongside canals, we:ep-&niculadyweﬂsuitedfor tﬂmmﬂ’fgtthf
use of the seeder plow: The maintenance-of this system of fields require en-
sive ma-nagment. This combination of a favorable environment and technological
innovations led to increased surpluses that not only allowed for greater cra‘ft spel:-
cialization but also created an increasedneed for admisistration. Hence, ?pec‘1ﬁ¢:'fﬂ y
urban professionals arose, those administrators who managed the growing institu-
tions of the state. This is a category that ihcludedpms’ts,'mhwm survey-
ors judges, accountants, and eventually scribes. Note that I will repeatedly use the
terr'n “administrator” in preference to the term “bureaucrat.” This is in recognition
of some of the fundamental distinctions between ancient institutional management
and more recent notions of rational bureaucracy (Garfinkle 2005; 2008a).

The emerging cities offered a home and a market for farmers and craftsmen,”

provided a cult center for worship and for ideological identification, and hou§ed
an usban elite who organized “public” life-and whcpﬁwem«iependent'on-forexgln
trade'goods to represent their high: status. These features of urban life had their

kst e L T

e
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reflection in both the archaeological and textual records. Moreover, these facets of
the early city gave rise to numerous theories about its origins. The most prominent

theories stress the'role of the-city as a ceremoniakeenter, as a hub for trade, as a-
gathering place for surplus, and as the homé fora redistﬁbtm‘:fm-auﬂ'garity (Algaze

2008; Liverani 2006; Trigger 2003; Van De Mieroop 1997a).

Regardless of their origins, the growth of city-states in the Near East over the
course of the fourth millennium sCE was extraordinary. No doubt, thevery proxim-
ity of 50 many cities in the south wasa spur to their further development; and there
was significant competition ameng them. By the Late Uruk period, there were cities
in central Babylonia, such as Nippur, that approached 50 hectares in size, and the
city of Uruk itselfhad grown to-overaoo hectares in area. Including the surround-
ing settlements, a remarkable ziumbe&oﬁpeopm:e,naw&iwingvin- urbanenters in-
southerndviesopotamia: More, significantly perhaps, the ideas of the.city had spread
well beyond that region in a process often labeled as “the Uruk expansion” (Algaze
1993; 2008). This entailed the spread of urban culture to surrounding areas on the
Susiana plain (in modern Iran), across the Zagros mountains, and up into Syria and
Anatolia. Some of these settlements maythave been Seelonies” directly inspired by
the movement of Mesopotartiians into these areas in pursuitof frade goods.

Many of the-cities outside of southern Mesopotansi#t, such as Tell Brak in
-Syria; had already been established: butnow took on-the characteristics of larger
urban centers. By the Late Uruk period; these incleded monumentakarchitecture,
increased and publicuses ofartand sculpture; complex division-of labor redistrib-
utive.administrations, and, by the end of the era, writing We dlso have evidence
for the beginnings of mass pfoduction. A feature of sites in the Near East during
the Uruk expansion was the appearance of beveled rim bowls. These were shal-
low, mass-produced clay bowls that appear to have been used for the distribution
of rations. Their standardization is a good indicator of centralized administra-
tion, and their wide geographic distribution throughout the Near East points to the
spread of practices as well as ideas (see Map 2.2 in Van De Mieroop 2007).
The cities of the'fourth millennitim scE were administered by city-state gov-
ernments that arranged for public construction, for the manufacture of items like
the beveled rim bowls, anid for the distribution of rations. Writing developed in the

 city of Uruk by the end of the Late Uruk period. The earliest written documents

display a concern primarily to store economic information and transfer it across
space and time. In order to function effectively, one of the chief reqitisements of a

. Writing system is its standardization. This is necessary so that a scribe in one part

of the city, or in a'year’s time, will be able to unlock the information recorded by a
scribe in another part of the city. Such standardization chiefly arose in the ancient

-world under the guidance of the great institutions. Therefore, both the presence of

writing and the content of the earli¢st written documents attest to the growth of
eentral authority in the city-states,_

The earliest clay tablets record the goods, primarily agricultural produce, that
were collected, stored, and distributed in cities like Uruk. At the beginning of the
third millennium scg writing started to appear in adjacent areas like Syria and
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Iran. The advent of writing also called for the cxept?on of a-method for training
scribes. These.scribes would eventually form the basis fora literate and numerate
class'of early administrators (Nissen, Damerow, and Eng.lund 1993,~Z Robson_ .200;.’).
Among the early cuneiform texts we find lists of signs designed to aid -the scribes in
their education. These lists are some of our best sources on the early history of sltate
formation. The most expressive of these early texts listed the n.umerous professx(.)ns
found in the city. The professions were arranged in-hierarchtcsfl-ord.qp-‘igformlhng
us about both the division of labor and the division of authority within the city.
The topmost position in the early version of the list is not cleaf' to m_odern scholars,
but the later Mesopotamians equated it with their word for kingship. The'titles'on:

. the list'cover numerous areas of authority in the city including justice and agri-

cultural management (Nissen, Damerow, and Englund 1993). Lower downvon the
list-we find gardeners, cooks, potters, and so forth. The list shows the social order

for the whole of the city’s inhabitants. These lists continued to be copied from the

fourth millennium B¢ all the way down to the Old Babylonian period in the first
half of the second millennium BCE. '
Art historical evidence can be used to deduce the same social developmen.ts in
the Mesopotamian city-states. The Uruk Vase is among the most famous obJectr?
from early Mesopotamia and dates to the same era as Fhese elarly texts (Bahrm}l
2002). The vase illustrates how individuals were conceived with respect to-their
environment and to each other. In the lowest three registers, the natural world

was-depicted in the form of its agricultural bounty, first water, then stalks of grain, .

and finally pairs of sheep. In the middle register, there is a long line of striding and
naked male figures carrying jars and bowls. Theselz were the dependent laborers. In
the top register, a variety of clothed officials receive the produce of.the comn;t;ln-
ity and dedicate that produce to the goddess Inanna, wholappcars in front of her
symbols and who was among the foremost deities in the city ?f L.Jruk. Qne figure
stands out the most since he is a giant among the officials. This figure is assumed
to be the leader mentioned at the top of the archaic list of professions.

At the dawn of the historical era, the cities of southern Mesopotamia were

already enormous. Again, the best known of these cities thrm.ttgh archaeological
excavation is Uruk. By the beginning of the Early Dynastic Period (ca. 2900 BCE),
the walls of Uruk surrounded a city of more than s square kilometers, Tnore_th'fm
twice the size of fifth-century BcE Athens (Nissen 1988, 71-72), The physxcal.snze of
the cities is an obvious testament to their importance; butthe lev:_l.of urbamzsﬁoq
by the end of the Uruk period is equallyastonishing. Estimates vary, but it-mrs
that between 50 and 8o percent of the population of wm@mw actu-
ally lived in its cities (Algaze 2008, 106). The size of the di‘fferent c1ty-'states could
vary tremendously. What was significant for the conception of the city was that
it possessed the characteristics identified above, such as a city wall, monumental

public architecture, a settlement hierarchy, a professional class of craftsmen, and

iun ec i inistrative elite
a complex and integrated agraiian economy over whiich an administrativ

exercised control. Based on the archaeological record, weate best able to estimate -

the size of an urban core that was surrounded by a city'wall“Hence, in the third
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millennium BCe, Abu Salabikh was a city of some 20 hectares while Uruk was
nearly 500 hectares. Perhaps more normative were cities of between 6o and 75
hectares, like Ur and Mashkan-shapir in the south, and, later on, Shubat-Enlil in
the north (Van De Mieroop 19973, 94-95). We should note that in'the‘later eras
of Mesopotamian history; the capitals grew to enermous size, supported by the

administrative and transportation systems of the imperial communities of Assyria .

and Babylonia. The size of the iérritory of the extraordinary city of Uruk was still
rather small in comparaéive terms, supported by a zone of cultivated fields 14 kilo-
meters wide (Adams 1981, fig. 24). There were a variety of factors that inhibited the
territorial growth of city-states in the dry-farming zones of northern Mesopotamia
and neighboring Syria, and they were likely limited to a radius of approximatelyss
kilometers (Wilkinson 1994).

A good example of the size of these early states was Umma, which had a long
and well-documented history as a major city-state in Mesopotamia. We are well
informed about the size of Unima when it was incorporated as a province into the
kingdom of the Third Dynasty of Ur at the end of the third millennium BcE. The
territory of Umma, which included a namber of smaller towns and villages, was

approximately 2,000 squarekilometers, roughly 40 x 50 kilometers (Adams 2008, 6).

Umma was a prominent Sumerian city-state and probably among thedarger ter-

-ritorialunigs, though smaller than the neighboring state of Lagash. The territory of

Umma was crossed by numerous canals, however, only a'fractionof the land was
actually brought under active cultivation (Dahl 2007, 36). This highlights the fact
that though these states-were huddled closely together in Mesopotamia, there:was
often‘more than enough available land to support each state. The constraints o
the size of these states had more to db with-water and:labor than'withJand. -

The Early Dynastic Period was the heyday of the Mesopotamian city-state,
This long period witnessed the growth of city-states and the increasing spread
of writing. Beginning around 2600 BCE trade and contact increased between the
city-states in Mesopotamia and the surrounding areas (Van De Mieroop 2002).

- The wealth created in these city-states is perhaps most evident in the royal tombs

from Early Dynastic Ur. From the same era, we also find textual evidence for the
spread of the city-state into other areas of the Near East. '

In Syria, the cities of Mari and Ebla display evidence for complex social.and
political hierarchies, along with writing and extensive archives (see Map 3.1). These
early archives already show evidence of highly organized states engaged in signifi-
cant redistribution of resources through rations. '

Our sources also indicate that atleastfrom the middle of the third millennium
BC there was a gréat deal of conflict between the cities ftrsouthern Mesopetarhia.

Enlil, king of all lands, father of all thé gods, by his authoritative command,

demarcated the border between Ningirsu and Shara. Mesalim, king of Kish, at

the command of Ishtaran, measured it off and erected a monument there. Ush,

ruler of Umma, acted arrogantly: he smashed that monument aud marched du

the plain of Lagash. Ningirsu, warrior of Enlil, at his just command, did battle
with Umma. (Cooper 1986, 54-55)

/
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i i in what modern scholars have labeled as the
‘This text-documents an episode in w :
Lagash—!;mma:hmder canflict. This conflict lasted for approximately 150 years.
(zsoo—zg,‘so' BCE) and was recounted in numerous sources from Lagash ((?oope,r
1083). The two cities fought for control of some very-fertile land along their bor-

der, This conflict was imagined by its participants as playing out ameng the'gods

ras well.s After all, the gods themselves represented theimentire cities (Ningirsu

for Lagash and Shara for Umma). Kish was a neighboring city—st‘ate ?o th.e north
of Umma and Lagash, in central Babylonia. Clearly, at some pomf:, its king v;'as
powerful enough to have acted as an arbitrator and to h?ve established a bo:i‘ e;-
between the combatants. He did so at the command of his god, -Ishtaran; and, o
course, all of the actions were undertaken at the commanc? of Enlil, t_he head of the
Sumerian pantheon who made his home in the city of Nippur. The*tm&*v{upt:w:lsf
the hierarchy that the Mesopotamians believed mlh&ﬁﬁ:ﬁwa.’l‘he cityits
was hometo-a god;and that'god sanetioned the actions of the king: )
The Sumerian King List, which was.drafted toward the end of -the fong erao
city-states, was commissioned by kings who haped to supplant the 3d<??l'og¥ of ie
independent city-state. Most of the “history” documented hxlhgdm&seh;:fl_ e
Early Dynastic Périod, and the text stands out as a monument to the durabi it‘Y
of the idea of the city-state. The list created a fictitious hiftory of Meslopotamla
in which kingship was always exercised over the whole region by one city. (For 2
translation, see the Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Litera_ture, T/vww-'etcsl.on-
ent.ox.ac.uk). This was the case by the latter stages of the third mlllenn.u.rm.l BCE,.
but it was in no way normative. The kings depicted-at _thz;my-ead' of Fh_e list'did
exercise such singular authority, and the text reﬂes?dx_the demi'se.ufi'th? mdep:;:
dence of the city-states. At the same timeyit rgixﬁ?c)awnéthc notien.of eities as the
: ) Van De Mieroop 1997a, 49).
mlr:ll\fllzsf:oot?;o;et:ti eraof 'the'city'isi:ate came to a contentiousend in theearly

_ second millenniium BCE after ahngveﬂdd-ofmm'mg‘diﬁumt.dymties,"

each aiming to control the whole of southerniMesepotamia. A similar pattern

ia with t ion ki Tigris
emerged in northern Mesopotamia with the creation kingdoms along the Tig

and in northern Syria. Those northern kingdoms dominated even old city—statles
such as Mari on the great bend of the Euphrates. Further to the west, however, in
coastal Syria and down through Lebanon and Israel, city-states such as Ugarit,
Byblos, Hazor, and Megiddo continued to thrive, -

¢ Indeed; the city-state survived even as the power of the new territorial king-

< domsgrew. A famous letter from the eighteenth-century sce Mari archives illus-

trates both aspects of this process.

ing is tri i is i ings follow Hammurabi of
No king is truly powerful on his 6wn. Ten to fifteen kings 0
Baby]og, Rim-Sin of Larsa, Ibal-pi-El of Eshnunna or Amut-pi-El of Qatna, and
i:wenty kings follow Yarim-Lim of Yamkhad. (Van De Mieroop 2005)

The letter documents a struggle for hegemony among several strong kings
that was enacted through the control of numerous vassal kings, each of whom held
power in his own city-state. In fact, the persisterice of these city-states and smaller

cessors. They were not based on irrigation agriculture,

Enkidu to follow her to the city of Uruk where he wo
the king. Once there, her words make clear, he Will
indeed hewill be ablé to fulfill his destiny
the city-state, ancient Meso,

developed a city-centered. ideology that made.
opments associated with state formation. The
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kingdoms in Syro-Palestine helped to foster some of the patterns of the succeeding
“international age.” In the Late Bronze Age (1600-1200 BCE), the growing territorial
kingdoms of the Near East (Egypt, Babylon, the Hittites, the Mittani, and, eventually,
the Assyrians) usually contested control over the space beyond their borders through
vassal states that more often than not remained city-states themselves. As we saw
with the initial formation of the city-states in southern Mesopotamia, this turn of
events was also heavily influenced by topographic and environmental factors.

The city-states. of the Levant arose in dry-farming ateas in which the ities
themsgiv:sage;m,_gufwidglyﬂispémgd. Moreover, the topography of the Levant,
with its mountainous regions and separated river valleys, made it-more difficule.
for Jocal’monarchs to-effectively create-territorial states.on anything more than,
averysmall scale. The coastal cities in particular proved difficult.to incorporate
into larger kingdoms. This was true all the way down to the era of imperialism in
ies, successors to the Canaanite

the first millennium Bce, when the Phoenician cit

cities of the Bronze Age, retained some measure of their independence even in the
face of the might of imperial Assyria, In certain respects, these later citysstates
may have hiad a different econoriric basis-than their éarlierMesopotamian prede-

riga and they were often more
consciously geared toward the organization of trade andmzersta.tecomerge At

the same time, the operationsof these:commn.pi?ti_e_h, ,imd.-the' functiening of their

governments, remained quite similarito the earlier city*states; Even though they

hadto negetizte their existence among muchlarger states, the last city-states of the

Near East show the continued influence of the idea of the vibrant and independent
urban environment.

THE IDEOLOGY OF URBAN LIFE

Come, I will lead you to Uruk-the Town-Square,
to the sacred temple, the home of Anu!

Enkidu, arise, let me take you

to the temple Eanna, the home of Anu,

whe{e men are engaged in labours of skill,

you; too, like a man, will find a Place for yourself. (George 1999, 12)

With these words from Tablet II of the Epic of Gilgamesh, Shamhat invited

uld become the companion of
become part.of a community,
asaman. As befits the original home of
esopotamia was dn urban society and theMesopotdians
possible the complex social devel-
Epic of Gilgamesh comes down to
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us as an Akkadian composition that achieved its basic form in the early secox?d
millennium BCE, as the era of city-states was waning; but it had its antecec.ients :;1
Sumerian stories about the legendary Gilgamesh that date back into the third mil-.

lennium BCE and the apogee of the city-states.

The epic privileges those things, baking bread and brewing beer for example, ¢

that were crucial aspects of urban life-in agrarian h.dgsopotar_ma. It i.s I}Otab:: th}:t
these were also, along with oil and textiles, the primary [atlﬂnf provided by the
redistributive administration of the central institutions of the city. Moreo_veli, t ;
process by which Enkidu was civilized can be described as both _technolog:cg and
spatial. He was introduced to the customs of urban .somet'y, t?az-mg, dre‘ss.mg, z;?
grooming-among them;ashe was brought into closer proximity to the 'c1ty‘its; ;
Atone point, the epic expressed some reservatiqn about ‘the redempltwe qua ities
of city life. On his deathbed, the hero Enkidu lamented havxlng .left b.ehm.d hlS care-
free existence on the steppe, and he cursed Shamhat.for br1f1gmg him c1v1llz?t10n.
The sun god Shamash, deity of justice andjudgment, immediately corrected him.

O Enkidu, why curse Shamhat the harlot,

Who fed you bread that was fit for a god,

And poured you ale that was fit for a king,

Who clothed you in a splendid garment, .

And gave you as companion the handsome Gilgamesh?

(George 1599, 58)

Our modérn notion that the origins of civilization began with the crea‘;t_ion ;f
the city would therefore have been quite familiar to an.ancient MesF)potaI;ma]rll. To
the inhabitants of the ancient Near East, the city was the locus for virtually all sig-
mﬁg;ﬁi Z;tr:l:)’;lc power.of these cities was their ability to p‘rovitfle subsistencfeban:
“protection, This protection was both human arid divine. The city as seat o o_tl
secular and divine authority guaranteed its residents safety from an often tfostL e
environment. Within the relatively flat environment in southern Mesopotamia, t. ti
cities themselves were the most prominent features of the landscape on the alluvia
plain, Visible at great distances, the walls of the cities, and the temples that 1:ose to
even greater heights within them, were both landm’arks and testallments to uclln;n
achievernent. It is small wonder then that Gilgamesh’s greatest achievement, and the
guarantee of his elusive immortality, was his building activi'ty (George 1999, 2). 1

The focal point of the city in the ancient Near Bastwasits cult ce.nters.‘ We afkso
know from the arch'ateologicél record that these cult center% rerfmmeq :ep}a:ha-
bly fixed in'space over time. At the city of Eridu, archaeological investigation has

uncovered a series of sixteen temples all built in the same place over a period from

the late sixth millennium BCE to the end of the third millennium BCE,IwhEH the
city was abandoned because of a shift in the course of ll_u: Euphr.a'fcs Rxlver. (gvc‘r
this time, the temple grew from one room to a massive ziggurat rising high aboye
the city and the surrounding plain (Postgate 1992, 25).
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- Throughout the literature of the ancient Near-Bast we encounter theidea that
the gods themselves-built citiés. Indeed, in order to cement the primacy of the
city of Babylon in the territorial kingdom of the later second millennium BCE,
the Babylon Epic of Creation has the gods themselves build the city as a home for
Marduk, their newly crowned king. In particular; the'temple was seen asthé dctual
residence for the god; and therefore it imbued the city with a divine'presence that
was clearly visible. This idea was common to city-state cultures throughout the
Near East. Within the literature of the ancient Near East, the Hebrew Bible stands
out in its antipathy toward urban-space. Indeed, even the usual admiration for
the productive qualities of the farmer was subverted when Cain slew Abel. And
yet, this can be viewed as a clear first millennium Bce response to the power of
urban-based empires like Assyria and Babylonia. The great temple in the city of
Jerusalem was-a familiar symbol and an utban institution. The romantic asso-
ciation with pastoralism may be a reflection of a seminomadic Ppast, either real or
imagined, but the urban basis for the Israelite community shows an essential con-
tinuity with Canaanite ancestors in places like Ugarit, Byblos, and Tyre.

All activities within the city were viewed by its residents as promoting stabil-
ity and upholding a divine order. The system was supported by a vast number of
dependent laborers who performed most of the necessary agricultural work, and
who formed the labor gangs that could be called upon for wall building, canal
maintenance, and even military activity. The urban elite in these cities can accu-
rately be called the “professional classes.” Those individuals who were identified in
our texts as having a profession make up the group of largely free individuals about
whom we are best informed and who enjoyed all of the privileges of belonging to
the urban community. ;

In times of political unrest, the urban centers themselves were remarkably sta-.
ble. Archaeological surveys show that difficult times might have led to widespread
abandonment of outlying sites, but not of the major cities. With a few exceptions
(like Eridu at the end of the third millennium Bc) the cities were extraordinarily:
durable over time even when the smaller settlements that surrounded them were
not(Postgate 1994, 50) This permanence was not only physical butalsoideological.
Long after the independent cities of the Near East had been subsumed by larger
states, the cities themselves continued to exercise tremendous political power and
ideological significance,

!

KinGgsHIP AND OTHER INSTITUTIONS OF
GOVERNMENT IN THE CITY-STATE

Outside ol its monumental architecture, the most visible symbol of the ancient
Near Eastern city-state was its-king. The Sumerian legend of Gilgamesh and Akka
proclaims, “You watch over Uruk, the handiwork of the gods, the great rampart.
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You are its‘king and warrior, an exuberant person, a prince beloved of Anu.
(Translation after the Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature, .www:e'tcsl.
orient.ox.ac.uk.) The king wasthe divinely chosen leaderiof the city. His decisions

uld be:discussed but not questioned. As we have seen above, the evolution of this
“cQ res|

position of authority is unclear because 1ts-:|gmslaym prehigtery: The assoqatlo:‘
of the king with divine sanction shows ;hat the origins of sta?.te power wfe;; aSSr::;1 :
ated'with ‘the growth of thé' power of cult centers. 'I‘%w coercive power o -h em -
arch therefore proceeded directly from his assoc;atmrf with the gods. The poorly
understood sacred marriage ceremonies, in which kings of early Mesopotarii-a
would perform sexual rituals with high priestesses, attest at the very least to this
i rani 2002). )
dc,-smggits'lfxzéit:vever,mezn't}m wecan return with comfort to the outdated
ndtion of the temple city (Falkenstein 1974; Foster 1981; but see also C?cellb 15}71).
While evidence like the Uruk Vase has been interprt:.ted to support the;1 idea o aln
early priest-leader, this is a speculative gssumption in the absence of f:arf:fr' eVL,t
dence. The terminology for leadership in Sumerian did undel:go some stgm ican
changes over the course of the third millennium BcE. The earliest f:lty leader; wte;e
‘identified by the term en or lord, a title later reserved for the priesthood. By the

- middle of the third millennium Bc, the titles lugal and ensi had appeared as.des-

ignations for the city rulers. The former term; me?ning "‘grgat man” irg&:mengn. ;
customarily translated as “king.” The latterterm is .usually translatecl. as gc::ﬁn:.c; ¢
_(and perhaps best understood as “steward”; see Wllef’. 2007, 28-30); abn_ . [st i g
survived into the era of territorial states as a term for city governors s!.:i OT mf; ihe
royal authority. Thls*“evolution”loid titles has also been adduced..as evidence for t
i i of the priest-leader. ;
earllﬁ&mﬁahw; a physical location for kings;hi? made o relanvelly'late
eentrance into.the archaeological record. »"I-‘hepa!a'ce-af a dlstnct archlt'ectur.a ‘ ;lom'
ponent of the city first appearedin the Early Dynastic Period, becoming visible to

archaeologists around the middle of the third millennitim B¢g: Palaces were most ‘

often located at the edges of urban center$; implying that the?r developed ratltler
late and were not accounted for in whatever initial urban p.la_nn'mg may I}ave ta!_en
place. This does not'mean that a secular central authority did ‘ot exist earlier,
but rather that the palaces may have been an expression of conspicuous c;‘n:ulfxpi
tion by the growing royal elite (Van De Mieroop .zooz). As fa_; 28 the his ofntc:
record is concerned, secular authority always existed in the city-states of the

ancient Near East*

The role of the king in the Near Eastern city-states was most often likened .

in texts to that of the shepherd. The king as shepherd protected his people fro}xln
the world around them and from each other. This required first and foremost the
maintenance of urbannecessities, such as city walls and temple p}atforms, a procesi
that illustrates the direct ways in which the ideology of urban llfe.becam.e—centra

to expressions of royal authority. Only in the city could men realize their-poten-

tial, and the city itself could only be maintained through the correctactions of the .
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activities were so prolific. Indeed, texts honoring b'uﬂdin_g (or rebuilding) activity

the city-state’s inhabitants. One of the earliest expressions of this comes from the
so-called reforms of Urw'inimgina, a ruler of Lagash (ca. 2400 BcE).

He cleared and canceled obligations for those indentured families, citizens of
Lagash, living as debtors;

Urv'inimgina solemnly promised Ningirsu that he would never subjugate the
orphan and the widow to the powerful. d
In the same year, he dug the Tugirsu'ituka canal for Ningirsu. .,

The canal is pure, its bed is clear—may it (ever) bring flowing water to Nanshel
(Cooper 1986, 73)

The king exercised power over both the social and the physical environment:
He could forgive debts and also bring water to the fields and to the city. Clearly; the
king had control over the administration of justice, the economy; and the military,
To aid him in his various endeavors, a series of hierarchies developed that provided
officials to enforce the will of the crown. This led to the creation of an urban elite
dependent on the person of the king for its position. As aresult, the king stood at,
- thehea&aEmu]ﬁple-e;ggpimtions (Van De Mieroop 1997a, 116). In his most promi-
nent role, amply documented in royal inscriptions and literary texts, the king was
the stateleader. The king was also the head of his-own-"t'xeusehold, which was the
chief social, economic, and military presencein the city, and to which many of the
officials of the city-state belonged. .

We can identify threz groups of people in the city:states of the Near East, and each
roup can be precisely positioned by its relationship to the king's household: Below the
king were the officials in charge of the various urban institutions of the state, These
were prviesgas,-mpewisors“qﬁgranaries, overseers of various agricultural and craft activi-
ties, and so on. These officials often directly supervised: the-work of the dependent
laborerswhowereatthe bottom of the system. Between the officials and the dependent
laborers was a large group of urbam: professionats and: craftsmen, suchvas:merchants,
smiths, heralds, wealthier farmers, and others. Together with the'ofﬁcials,.ﬂiisgroqp

were supported to a great extent by the ration system that was at the center of the redis.
tributive economy of these city-states. Of course throughout Near Eastern antiquity
there were also chattel slaves i these cormmunities, but both their social and economic.
impacts were minimal. Moreover, they played no political role.

The city-state was characterized by other institutions of government that were 3
markedly less authoritarian than the crown. Assemblies were a‘prominent part
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i in both our
i itiess ttested to in the textual record in
ily life in: the cities: They are 2 : ; : i
C:f o and administrative corpora. There-is:no word m.Sm.nenan or Akk '“id'
1fucr‘j:;:ri.{izen” but there was clearly an understanding of residence 1:{1 a city :;1 .
iy ’ i i itizenshi
ion i i mates our notion of ci
of participation in the community that approxi R e
(Van De Mieroop 1997). This notion was based tc.m par u:;p gl
ies, Assemblies were a feature of ear s
o i h faced with a demand
ilge d Akka. In that tale, Gilgamesh was .
the story of Gilgamesh an . . . z e
i i bmit to his authority. Gilgamesh p
from Akka, the king of Kish, to sul 1 S e
ies, that of the elders of the city an:
dilemma before two assemblies, t . : Sl
i i llels a similar event in the Epic o
able-bodied men. The episode para . S5
i Ited about Gilgamesh and En q
when the same two bodies were consu . g A
there was a split decision wit young
to slay Humbaba. In both cases, cisic e !
i in nei le was the king bound by
ing for action, but in neither examp king bot s
:PE:: d%eliberative bodies. Assemblies also appeared in mythical texts clescr'LIt;ng kti] ;
divine community. Based in large measure on these literary referenc;s, c:rmia
1 1 " . g - . "
Jacobsen developed aninfluential theory of primitive democracy in Mesopota

(Jacobsen 1943, 1957). He argued that assemblies had earlierheld great authority in

the Mesopotamian communities, but that the rise of kingship had rendered them
i istorical eras. :
i tent by the time of the historica ‘ - -
1mp(\)/\i’e knz;w from later administrative and legal texts that asse.mbhes contm:i;d
to play a role in Mesopotamia throughout antiquity (Va}\ln ]}?e Mieroop ;3517;.3“ ‘m
iffi i ther women
dresses the difficult question of whe '
141, where he also ad [ ‘ e e el
i i onclusive evidence; Fleming :
these assemblies, for which there is no ¢ evide i ke
ies have handled a variety of local issues,
. The assemblies-appear to have han 2 ictadt
:-;:0?( ine of certain crimes, onrbehalf of the king: In contrast to ]acobse?s v1su::
fetheyassgemblies as a holdover from an earlier, more confens:iall form o gov:;;1 :
; i i rew OVer
v hts of urban residents, actually g
ment, the assemblies, and the rig ’ N e
i ‘ Mieroop has pointed out an in
in the Near East. Marc Van De . e
5 y litical decisions in later eras (Van
of the urban populace on po et L el i
is i tions based on traditional evolutionary s
This is contrary to our expecta : : models ©r
the understanding of political development in the anc1ept Nc?rhEasitt, b:tates .
somewhat logical consequence of the growth and later echpse of t ;; YN'EH‘ g—a'gt
a time when royal‘aathotﬂymsid’ed.in-each'of-_the urban centers o e:ﬁ;]‘ : thn,
there was a more limited range of activity and authority for the ass ;(le ; U 3
in the era of larger polities, the king was a distant figure, he was compelle y
directly on these bodies. _ . ;
moreOur vievz-of the government of the city-state in the Near :aSt r;ma.tgs bflc:lcll;s:z .
ki d his officials. The king was charged wi ‘
most squarely on the king an ' . s
intaini i i dings, with protecting y
and maintaining the city and its surroun R kg
. i inistration of justice. In order to accomplis ;
dents, and with the administration o . k1o e
stood at the center of a redistributive economy in which his con.tre} ov.er the -
of production was quite extensive. To oversee this sxstem: the ikftr:g11511«.’1«311 :
group of officials who owed their positiohs to the king himself*
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THE ADMINISTRATION OF THE INTEGRATED
Economy

The development of the city-state depended on the ability of predominantly agrar-
ian-communities to generate a surplus,and then on the elite ‘to-pioneer ways of
appropriating that surplus for communal purposes. How these two things were
accomplished determined much of the social organization of the city-state. The
basic building-block of these commusities was the household. The economic pat-
terns of the Near Eastern city-states were based entirely on the interactions of the
great and small households. The resulting social networks were the product of
negotiations among these households. Often these'negotiations were coercive, but
they were also based on the shared ideologies of urban life that became established
in Mesopotamia over the fourth and third millennia Bce.
_ The household (Sumerian &) was the essential socioecenomic unit for the
whole of eatly Near Eastern'antiquity. The significance of the household can be
seen inthe identification of temples as the house of the god (¢ DN), and in the iden-
tification of the palace as the big house or great house (Sumerian é-gnl, composed
of the term € plus gal meaning great). The ancient Mesopotamians modeled the
divine world.on.their own communities. We have seen this already in the existence
of the divine assemblies, but we can see it just as clearly in the fact that the:gods
lived in their “houses” and had to be provisioned. Indeed, just as the temples were
imagined as households, the entire city was seen as the household of its patron
‘deity. This notion of the household writ large fed directly into both the social and
political organization of the city-states. Thus the secular authority of the king was
understood to represent his stewardship of the city on behalf of the god.
This emphasis on the household can be seen in the literary traditions across

the ancient Near East. In/the Ugaritic Ba'lu myth, one of the main preoccupations
is the absence of a house for one of the principal gods.

You have good news Ba’lul
I bring you good news!
They may build you a house like those of your brothers,
A court like those of your kin.
iSummon a caravan to your house,
‘Wares to your palace;
Let the mountains bring you massive amounts of silver,
Let the hills bring you the choicest gold,
Then build a house of silver and gold,

A mansion of purest lapis-lazuli. (Pardee 2003)

An:individual’s'place in society was based on his association with a partic- *
ular household: Most significant for individuals was membérship in a familial

f
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household. And for the heads of those househol'ds,' this likely mean; ladf;:;?:jsl
privileges and responsibilities, such as mer.nbe‘r_shlp in the local as;igl ¥. g
officials; especially priests and military officers, belonged to one o e.gﬁethm mi;
‘tutional households, such as-temp}g.@p,d palace, and therefore had moze than o
hous;zh(:\l?gii?gm;z'n.the development of tremendous central authority in -the
Mesopotamian cities at least as early as the L?.te Uruk perioc.!, ! ;rlr_:tn:z :;if;s:(;
ing that the individual households lost or z.abdu:ated all of their a : i 3;& to exercise
agency in their socioeconomic relations with the urban comlmuru y. e
time, the very-fack-that.the state-controlled so much of the;-murges anti o
interactions in the cityand its surrounding was a hallmark of state forma pnd >
of the creation of an elite: The city-states of the Ne.ar East were characterfe y
a trihntnr%!ﬁébnnomy (Pollock 1999, 79). The extractlon.of resources fr?m the sutr
roﬁnding land and villages allowed the crown to organize the prﬁoducm;&: l:a{:zlcli t}sf
of the- city. This led to the appropriation,of much gf the coil'ect1v§ wealt ; p
redistribution, This'did no't'mgm;‘hc_rwéver,'thit'aﬂ housdwldz:\fem unde -na}s
directauthority of the king. Throughout the ancient Near Easf urb n-pm&crmof‘ i
retained a sighificant amount of economic freedom, along .wuh significan oo
to the various means of production. Figure 3.1 is. a schemat;c representatlon.o.

i omic households and their interactions. E
Va“?[‘l-lllsei:(:\rrlas obviously more flexibility in the system than is implied here_ ; 801;16
craftsmen, such as potters, could be dependent la.borers who worked‘part-t;m]e oz
institutional households and part-time for their own‘ho?seh'olds. C;a;te S| a;;:r
were a part of many of these households, both the_great mstlffutmns andt fsmt; .
individual households. Within the la:gerinstitqthns,_espef:laﬂwhe temples, Ahore

.were entire workshops of slaves; producing things like textiles. Mor;m{;;, L
were circumstances under which the independenlt and s.mallt?r hot}ss ﬂc-: s could
acquire access to dependent laborers through their relationships with the

mm‘:::ﬁf:&:iﬁzldaandeachmggnent of the-economy, had obligations to fﬁ%-to
the. city—.stéte.’sm&al. al’authority. These obligations took nu;e;z:so ff'?i?ir;i'usel : ;2

institutional economy most of the produce was reservec
;2: ::fl;l:‘tl::ll::::on For tl:re noninstitutional household, the.re ‘were. ;fqrvéeczzls)?g
responsibilitiés, as well as payments to be made to the crown .m.retm:n otr ac cess 10
resources. All of this required the growth of Fll:ﬁ cent:;ll a-‘d[rg.‘:;z:it{::e ; :2 e
i ivity and engage in planning. These officia
Zigzzig;i)fzc:stsli‘:;ils to helgp gthempcal.'ry out their tasks. For example, most taxes

were paid in kind. The greatinstitutions then turned to professionals;such-as mer-

chaits, toexchange bulk goods for other n@edediz‘:ommodiﬁ%s 9% Pz;clxpusl .rx:.;;ls;.

The growth of state power was accomplished in cooperation w;t ) c(;M:fa gct‘ozs,
such as shepherds and merchants, who often performe.d spécialize utn' 1e ; a.
Critically, these individuals, often organized in profe.sgonal groups, 1re a.Lar:1 "
great deal of independence from the crown. Membership in professmn; org § ria.
tions was most often hereditary and professional hierarchies were based on criteria,
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Fig. 3.1 A representation of the city-state economy,

like kinship ties, over which the state had no direct cont
sodes of state growth that accompanied the formation o
royal household depended greatlyon the localand regio
tion'of the economy more efficient. We can see this ve
merchants at the end of the third millennium pcx
imposition of a centralized and rationa] bureauc
a growth in scale of the household of the king a

means of administration. ‘Therefore, the kings-could never-exercise-the kind of
authoritarian economic cdntrol‘-oﬁhe.-cityestates that is often ascribed to them.
The fundamental feature of the economy of the Mesopotamian city-state was
the management of the agrarian economy, and within this sector the most critical
factor was the procurement of labor, not land. There:were both temporary and
permanent solutions to- the eviges caused by the lack of availability oflabor. On a
temporary basis, virtually all residents of the city-state were subject to corvéelabor.
They would be called up, most often at those times of the year when the need for
agricultural labor was lowest, to work on civic projects and to'sérve in the mili-
tary. More permanently, a substantial percentage of the population was dependent
laborers, bound to an institution that supported them with rations. Among the
dependent laborers, many received rations for only part of the year and were other-
wise expecsed to work on-subsistence plots or to hire themselves out. Within south-

ern Mesopotamia, particular attention must be paid to agricultural idiosyncrasies:

batley: fields could not be as'productively managed in'the noninstitutional sector,

hente the prevalenge of dsufruct; whereas orchardifand could beeffectively run by
noninstitutional households, hence the prominence of records of the alienation of
such'land (along with records of the sale of urban land-for'homes).

Alongside the constraints imposed by, the local environment;-thesinternal
mechanisms. of exchange were more of a determining. factor in socioeconomic
organization dmn.otherissues*iiké‘foreigh trade. Hence, the prominence of redis-
tribution to provide for the vast system of dependent labor that characterizegi early '
Mesopotamia. This was an economy in which chattel slaves, in large part because

rol. Even during those epi-
f early territorial states, the
nal groups to make its direc-
ry clearly in the operation of
(Garfinkle 2008b). Far from the
racy, what actually occurred was
nd its dependence on traditional
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high cost-of their mainte:iance,-were not economically significant; And dteb:
Olfthe lE\rhich was commonplace, was a source of grave concern to the centra
s:Ye;rf;stration because.it affected the availability of dependent labo:l’ers. et
a mAll of this led in essence to the tripartite sacial systeg{ th;t wa; aPtelrit:;zauY -
i: moner, slave (Roth 1997). Pol A
i Laws of Hammurabi: free man, com : ' .
. t:uined above, the royal officials and urban professionals cznfstlxltutid tt};;e iler:t
e hile:t jori idents of the city would fall into the sec-
ory, while the majority of the residen B e )
catsgc:tzgory The Akkadian word for “commoner” is a parncllple that t;ar.as;a}es
Zprectly as “sc;meone who bows down before another,” essentially shorthand for
i b shors
endent laborer. ‘
- As the urban population grew, over the course of the fourth‘and early T..h.l:;d
millennia BCE, the central administration moved from an emphasis ?n organ;::{ éi
distribution of rural surplus and of trade goods, ax;i_the c:m:;ol oaic;:;ee mcHlt “
i Is and public buildings, to the m
labor for the maintenance of cana ; « o
i i the tributary economy
i 1. This established the patterns for ‘
o chiscs heir history in the ancient Near
i istic of city-states throughout their history
remained characteristic of city-sta e o Tearexty.
i this to have been the case well outsi -
ast. The evidence also shows ‘ ’
Southern Mesopotamia where it first developed. Even coastal centers, like Ugarit
took a similar approach to their agrarian hinterland (Heltzer 2003). P
i i i dministrative groups were
The literate functionaries of these a 7 Py
i i ta rational bureaucsacy but rathera p ]
in the modern sense. This was no Lbu e o o e
ini ion i i izing principles of the larg .
+ administration in which the organiz ; g
. i { . ity (Garfinkle 2005, 2008a; Schloen 2001). ‘
extended jn scale and authority ( a e o
idi ion of the larger polities that develope
also served to aid in the creation o ‘ Rl
territorial state was enabled throug
ear East. The growth of the . - ‘ y
i\;e military forefnost among them, which were built on patrimonial models an

bound to the households of the ruling families.

LEGAL AND MILITARY SYSTEMS
IN THE CITY-STATE

As we have seen, the intersections of the institutional and nolnin;t'ttugona[ ;:;Eus-
: . e usel 3
i 4 i the numerous individual urban ho
omies, and the'interactions-among i :ing s -
requir)ed the developmentnotonly of a concept of justice but'also-of a legal sys

h
to Iesol% m&petmgdalrﬂs. COIlCOI]l]tant wit thlS need to pI()tCCI leSldeﬂtS 0O e

f'these resident i iders.
city-state from each other was the need to protect.th:’se:nf.sidel:lt_s agau::: ;::ilseen
i i i ighboring and competing cities, as
Outsiders might be residents of neig Comp e s 02 oy
i flict of the mid-third millenniu ) ;
with the Lagash-Umma border con S I
‘might iders from the “uncivilized” lands beyond the ) :
might be complete outsi ‘ A
i ity- ded a military apparatus D the
the city-state system. The city-state nee _ '
ncic(i:s yb'oth d::Eensivc and offensive; Significantly, these needs created new elite
£
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officeholdets whose roles bound them ever more closely to the royal household and
who buttressed the growing social power of kingship.
A feature of the ancient Near East; and of Mesopotamia specifically, is that it
was relatively open to immigrants throughout.its history (Yoffee 1988). This was
the result of both geographic and social factors. The openness of the plains of
Mesopotamia no doubt led to an emphasis on the massive fortification of the urban
centers. It also created the need fora military to man those walls and to defend the
gates'of the city. The military in the city-states was based on the same principles
of corvée labor service that the kings used for their public works projects. There
Is no evidence for large standing armies in the early city-states of Mesopotamia.
We can imagine that within the king’s household, the beginnings of an officer
corps emerged to command the occasional levies of residents. Indeed, the'military
structure presents perhaps the biggest contrastsbetween, the organization of the
city-states and that of the succeeding territorial kingdoms. The larger kingdoms
pioneered the use of standing armies, and the army became a new pathway to elite
status within the community. This was already the case in the twenty“fourth cen-
tury BCE in the first great experiment with larger state formation in the Near East,
that of Sargon of Akkad. He famously claimed that “s400 men daily eat in the
presence of Sargon, king of the world, to whom the god Enlil gave no rival” (Frayne
1993, 29). This is often'interpreted as evidence for a standing army. In the inscrip-
tions of the kings of Akkad we find frequent reference to their battling numerous
cities and théir armies. The armies of those cities were drawn from levies among
the able-bodied men serving their corvée labor obligations and under the direction
of members of the king’s household. ‘

Sargon and his successors also claimed to have moored: the ships of foreign_ .
lands, often from the Persian Gulf and beyond, at their docks. These claims echt
those of the Early Dynastic city-state rulers. There was clearly a propaganda value
to such claims especially as they demonstrated that the king maintained access to
often precious resources, such as timber, copper, and lapis lazuli. These assertions,
however, should be understood as referring to trade rather thanconquest,

Nonetheless, warfare for the city-states was economically significant. In their .
conflicts with neighbors, the city-states were defending the rich agricultural land
upon whichitheir prosperity wasbased, The century and a half of warfare between
the cities of Lagash and Umma was the most extreme case. Indeed, part of the griev-
ance of Lagash was based on the fact that Umma was supposed to pay interest to
its neighbor for the right to harvest part of the boundary fields, The amounts owed
were said to be enormious sums, Even allowing for a certain amount of hyperbole,
we can see how the expansion-ofagricultural territory could be a eritical factor in
the creation of wealth for the city-state. Moreover, warfare led to the acquisition of .
bootyand the protection of trade routes, both of which were features of state policy
throughout the history of the ancient Near East.

The military allowed the kings of the city-states to fulfill their promise to
protect the city from outsiders. As we have seen, the king was required to watch
over the ramparts of the city and to project the image of powerful warrior, At the -
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i ak within the city.
i i de an equal claim to protect the weak wit
same time, these kings ma 1 10 prof : . :
This required the maintenance of an g{fectwe justice system«and murt;*of %awf
A concern for justice is evidenced not only in prominent texts hke‘the ;:a (;rdms_o
Urw’inimgina, but also in the presenceoficontracts and recordsof sale. The admin-

istrationiofjustice was‘a shared responsibility between the king and civic institu-
4 : ice.

tiens-such-as:assemblies. The king’s ability to fulfill this 'rf:sponsibility was oni ;f
the primary ways of judging the success of his reign. In his teffor; t;)l comnr‘;cer iatz
previously independent communities now under his authority of the approp
nature of his rule, King Hammurabi proclaimed:
At that time, the gods... named me by my name; Hammurabi, l'he?. pious pr.u;{c&z
who venerates the gods, to make justice prevail in t-he land, to abohsh.thelj:;:c ;
and the evil, to prevent the strong from oppressing the weak, to rise li : t ;z
.sun—'god Shamash over all humankind, to illuminate the land. (Roth 1997, 7677,

CoLLAPSE: THE GROWTH OF THE TERRITORIAL
STATE AND THE END OF CITY-STATES
IN THE NEAR EAST?

The growth of the territorial kingdom in Mesopatamia in. the llattezlitaggs.otte
third millennium peE brought about the end of the prominence of he ;:‘;t?;sblo_.
Given the importance of the different urban centers and the firmly Teh i e:” o
gies of the city-state, it is no surprise that this was a lengt}ly process. T Zrtfor o
several succeeding experiments with territorial states, fmd 1t‘ took.centune Lor the
idea to take root. As we have already seen, the Sumerian King List is s;tehse lme:r
to the difficult ideological negotiations that took place. The success of the larg

territorial states was dependent upon the new rulers abilities to take proper care

of the various-urban centers-within their states (Roth 1997, 76-81). Critica?l);, thz
urban centers themselves remained just as prominent a part of both ‘tjhe socia atie
physical landscape. Thg creation of larger polities was in fact de[?en e?thup;?mer
ability of rulers to coerce, and in many cases co-opt, the urbdh elites of the

" city-states. These elites-had positioned themselves at thecm_ter qf ‘th.e.ideologicﬂ
and redistributive networks of the cities, especially as priests, administrators, and - -

mlh’tl;‘l;z. eofffve;‘:n the city-state was the dominant form of political fgmr-n:unltfyt ;:1
the Near East lasted from the fourth millennium Bcz'do_wn to the beg“ulmlggo - e]:
second millennium ‘s¢E. Even after this long epoch, cnty-'states remameha fvtlta

part of the Near East in peripheral and coastal areas in.sp1te 'of the growth o erT
ritorial and imperial states. Indeed, while iﬂdiv?dual regimes in the'I?TeaihE'@t zcz
often fragile, and frequently did not outlast a single dynasty, the. cmesd 1ems :[ ;
were the most durable-expression of civilizaftion. Uruk, the earliest and largest o
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the Mesopotamian city-states, was still among the largest and most productive

urban centers of the Neo-Babylonian and Achaemenid EMpires 3,000 years after
its entrance into the historical record.
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