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of their unusual deeds and of anecdotal information 
about them.’ He compares this situation in Mesopo-
tamia to historiographic traditions in Europe before 
the work of the ‘Annales group’ that wrote history of 
the world outside of royalty. Disconcertingly, perhaps, 
Michalowski’s essay is then devoted to kings: how 
Mesopotamian kings were strangers in their own 
land, and how this advantaged their achievements in 
seizing power.

In another excellent essay, the archaeologist, 
Marcella Frangipane (2017), contrasts state formation 
in three regions of Mesopotamia. She discusses differ-
ent forms of ‘integration’ in the first cities in the south, 
in northern Syria, and southern Turkey, ‘control and 
coordination’ of urban economies, and how rulers and 
their bureaucracies ‘resolved conflicts’. Her eloquent 
analysis, however, doesn’t extend to how political 
systems in all the cities in these areas teetered, why 
districts were burned or abandoned, and how the 
politics and the economy changed in their various 
geo-political circumstances. Frangipane writes of an 
‘amalgamation (our italics) of social groups’ in cities and 
early states but refrains from identifying those groups 
and their likely different social and political orienta-
tions. She quotes Richard Blanton that in states there 
was a ‘monopoly of control of power by a supreme 
authority’ (following Weber’s dictum).

This essay ventures another perspective on the 
nature of Mesopotamian cities and states. By citing 
two recent papers, both of which critically analyse 
available data on the nature of kings and early states 
in valuable ways, we establish a point of entry into 
the biases of many historians and archaeologists. For 
example, most written tablets from Mesopotamia are 
not about kings and their heroic deeds. They are eco-
nomic texts, ritual texts, letters, legal documents, and 
other non-literary materials. Most archaeological pro-
jects have quite naturally concentrated on magnificent 

Ancient states – or at least many ancient states – were 
ironies. That is, many ancient states weren’t states 
at all, at least not as we think of states as territorial 
entities that included much land, many cities, towns, 
villages, farmsteads, agricultural fields and orchards. 
Mesopotamia, for example was a land of city-states 
(Fig. 10.1). There was no Mesopotamian territorial 
state, and those cities and their rulers who conquered 
other cities and controlled much land and access to 
water didn’t last long. There was no Mesopotamia, in 
effect, in the political sense of the term. What made 
Mesopotamia Mesopotamia was an overarching cul-
tural web: a shared belief in the same gods, a school 
curriculum in which the same literature was learned, 
even a common ideology that there should be a ter-
ritorial Mesopotamian state.

Furthermore, the most brutal and most success-
ful warrior kings who were celebrated by their scribes 
as favoured by the gods and who declared they were 
providing justice for the cities they conquered and the 
people they ruled set the stage for their own (often 
rapid) demise. 

How do we explain the resistance to forming a 
long-lasting territorial state in Mesopotamia (especially 
in early Mesopotamia, the era of the formation of 
Mesopotamian cities, social and economic differen-
tiation and stratification, and cultural achievements 
in literature and ritual)? How can we explain why 
dynasts and dynasties were regularly toppled? And 
how do we account for the resilience of certain cul-
tural institutions, those things that continued to make 
Mesopotamia Mesopotamia?

In a recent and glorious essay, Piotr Michalowski 
(forthcoming) writes how kings who picked up the 
shreds of fallen or defeated rulers and established 
new dynasties were ‘domesticated’ in native histo-
riographic tradition. Michalowski notes despairingly 
that ‘Mesopotamian history [is] the history of kings, 

Chapter 10

Negotiating Fragility in Ancient Mesopotamia:  
Arenas of Contestation and Institutions of Resistance

Norman Yoffee & Andrea Seri
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Are there patterns of resistance to the goals of rulers in 
Mesopotamia? How do these instances of contestation 
and resistance play out? Where do the institutions of 
resistance come from? We examine whether ancient 
cities and states in Mesopotamia were ‘integrated’, 
as many authors put it, and whether there is there a 
monopoly of legal authority in cities and states that 
provides ‘benefits’ (Frangipane, p. 14).

A history of academic resistance to views of the 
totalitarian nature of political and economic power 
in Mesopotamia

The understanding of Mesopotamian states as polit-
ically centralized, totalitarian, and administering 
redistributive/command economies with a monopoly 
on law has pervaded the archaeological and sociologi-
cal literature on early states in general. This analysis 
of Mesopotamian states was formed in the early part 
of the twentieth century as Assyriologists considered 
the earliest Mesopotamian states in the late fourth and 
early third millenniums to be, first, temple-states and 
then palace-states. The first states were regarded as 

buildings, temples and palaces. Domestic quarters 
have been excavated in a few but significant examples, 
and settlement pattern studies have identified smaller 
sites that were connected to very much larger ones, 
and so reconstructed the network of regional sites. 
Less attention has been paid to the destruction levels 
in these sites.

In this essay we do not simply point to the obvious 
biases in documentation in the Mesopotamian textual 
and archaeological record. Also, we do not claim that 
we have discovered new information from tablets or 
from material culture that complement or supplement 
or alter the understanding of Mesopotamian politics 
and economies and societies. Rather, we attempt to 
delineate, on the basis of disparate sources, and to 
synthesize these sources (by way of selected examples), 
how societies were organized beneath the level of rul-
ers and how social systems interacted with the ruling 
stratum. Indeed, we question some analyses that are 
predicated on the distinction between the political 
system and those groups and individuals who were 
not bound within that system but were also critical 
actors in the implementation of the ruler’s policies. 

Figure 10.1. Major sites mentioned in the text.
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1960s, and her book, completed by 1971, was eventu-
ally published in 1975. Harris provided information 
on the city, the city elders, the mayor, the assembly, 
the merchants, judges, craftsmen, and especially the 
nadītu women who lived in a ‘cloister’ and were active 
in the real-estate market.

In 1969 and 1971 articles appeared that, in ret-
rospect, marked a change in how Mesopotamianists 
conceived of the study of Mesopotamian history. These 
studies, by I.M D’jakonov (Diakonoff) and I.J. Gelb, 
inspired graduate students to think they could write 
Mesopotamian history as the history of social groups 
and social institutions and that political and economic 
change could be studied, indeed had to be studied, as 
result of interactions in society. Temples and palaces 
were part of the story, but they were not the whole story 
and might even be minor chapters in the story. The two 
articles are related since D’jakonov visited Chicago 
in 1962-3 and was interested to learn how American 
scholars were studying Mesopotamian economy and 
society. I.J. Gelb, who previously had not concerned 
himself with such questions, at least as a major part of 
his research, began studying social organizations, and 
these studies dominated the rest of his career.

D’jakonov’s article, appearing in a book of essays 
by Soviet scholars, was actually written in 1956 or 1957 
and was also drawn from his book of 1959 (according 
to the confused dates at the start of his essay). In ‘The 
Rise of the Despotic State in Ancient Mesopotamia,’ 
he forcefully refuted the entrenched notion (of Deimel 
1931, Schneider 1920, Falkenstein 1954, and others) 
that held that ‘temple estates … encompass[ed] prac-
tically the whole of Sumerian society [which was] a 
theocratic polity.’ By Sumerian society he meant the 
earliest city-states in Mesopotamia. He mainly referred 
to the city-state of Lagash in the period before Sargon 
of Akkade, that is, before about 2334 bc. He calculated 
that the land held by temples in Lagash was far less 
than the total amount of land in Lagash, and more 
importantly cited references to communal land that 
was sold to kings and notables (which Gelb, Steinkeller, 
and Whiting later documented fully), to patriarchal 
extended communities, and to councils of elders. He 
also discussed popular ‘elections’ of leaders, coups, and 
rebellions. The effect of this article was to galvanize 
scholars to re-think the structure of Mesopotamian 
society and the course of history.

I.J. Gelb, who wrote in 1967, ‘Approaches to the 
Study of Ancient Society’, contributed (in an obscure 
Festschrift) an article that was widely circulated, ‘On 
the Alleged Temple and State Economies in Ancient 
Mesopotamia’ in 1971 (written in 1965, as Gelb notes). 
What Gelb argued, in essence and convincingly, 
was that historians had committed a sampling error. 

temple/theocratic organizations, and the first rulers 
held priestly ranks. ‘Palace-states’ was the term used 
to describe the absolutist royal power of the kings of 
the Third Dynasty of Ur (Ur III) at the end of the third 
millennium (which followed the first territorial state 
of Sargon of Akkade – see below). We present here a 
digest of the critique of these views by Mesopotamian 
scholars. We then return to our main subject of how 
the organization of society cannot be confined to the 
centralizing and ‘integrating’ function of rulers (whose 
great power and wealth we certainly do not contest).

In 1960 A.L. Oppenheim wrote in the first volume 
of the new journal, Current Anthropology, an essay titled 
‘Assyriology – Why and How’. It was reprinted in his 
book, Ancient Mesopotamia: Portrait of a Dead Civiliza-
tion (1964). Oppenheim concluded his essay with a 
famous and provocative call: ‘If the new directions 
here surveyed mean that Assyriology will eventually 
move away from the humanities and nearer to cultural 
anthropology, I shall shed no tear.’ By ‘new directions’ 
Oppenheim meant many things, signalled by his sec-
tions on ‘why a “Mesopotamian” religion should not 
be written’ and ‘historical sources or literature?’ For 
him, the humanistic approach to religion and his-
tory, at least by Assyriologists (and Mesopotamian 
archaeologists – see the fantastic illustration from an 
eighteenth-century German bible of a Mesopotamian 
city on the cover of his book – were fantasies of Western 
scholars who were ‘never successful in treating alien 
civilizations with that tender care and deep respect’ 
that anthropologists were trained to provide. Oppen-
heim’s book still reads as a vademecum to the structure 
of Mesopotamian society. It interweaves studies on 
geography, ecology, zoology, ethno-linguistic iden-
tity, agriculture, wealth, ownership of structures and 
land, cities and their parts, markets, and much else. 
We are content, for the purposes of this essay, only to 
note that Oppenheim considered that ‘Mesopotamian 
kings were anything but Oriental despots’ and that the 
Great Organizations (as he termed them) of temples 
and palaces were each internal ‘circulation systems’. 

A foremost by-product of Oppenheim’s perspec-
tive (in our view) was his sponsorship of a young 
scholar at the Oriental Institute of the University of 
Chicago, Rivkah Harris, who with the critical support 
of Robert McCormick Adams (who held positions both 
in the OI and in the Department of Anthropology in 
the University of Chicago) undertook to study the city 
of Sippar in the Old Babylonian period (1894–1595 bc). 
She (and her sponsors) chose this city because it was not 
the seat of any powerful king and because several thou-
sand private documents (that is, non-administrative 
texts) had been recovered from the site (mostly from 
illegal excavations). This project began in the early 
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from the study of royal inscriptions and the specious 
claims of kings, to work on the fundamentals of how 
land was cultivated, houses were built, rented, sold, 
and how legal disputes were resolved. These studies 
resumed some work on these matters that scholars in 
the early twentieth century had undertaken, mainly as 
philological enterprises. However, the goal now was 
to relate the study of economic and legal documents to 
questions of the legitimacy and governance of cities and 
states and especially why and how rulers and dynasties 
came and went and how new rulers and dynasties came 
to power after the times of collapse. Some historians 
still wrote in the traditional way: they judged rulers 
as successful or not, often based on their personal 
qualities, by amount of territory they conquered, and 
they attributed collapse to invaders putting an end to 
weak kings and their dynasties. One Mesopotamian 
historian denied that any early states (such as that of 
the Hittites or Persians) were ‘ramshackle’ (as she put 
it) (Kuhrt 1995, 281, 701). In the next sections we shall 
show that the most ‘successful’ kings sowed the seeds 
of dynastic failure. We shall also point to the fault lines 
and cleavage planes that made early Mesopotamian 
states fragile.

Fragility in literature

A literary text from the seventeenth century bc known 
as the Atra-hasis (‘The exceedingly wise man’) Epic 
explains in detail how a mob of minor deities, protest-
ing their work for the elite gods, took up their spades 
and torches and marched to the palace of Enlil, the 
traditional head of the third millennium pantheon 
(Lambert 1969, Foster 2005, 227–80). Afraid of the 
possible outcome of the rebellion, Enlil follows the 
advice of Enki, god of wisdom, and ordered the god-
dess Belet-ili to create humankind to do labour for the 
gods, thus relieving the labour of the minor gods. The 
uprising was successful. 

Human insurgents struggled against their over-
lords with mixed results. Copies of a literary text 
narrate revolts against king Naram-Sin of Akkade 
(grandson of Sargon) who ruled in the twenty-fourth 
century. In this case not only did the ruler smash the 
rebels but, according to another inscription found at 
Bassetki in Kurdistan, he was further declared a god 
against whom rebels were insolent and powerless. In 
Mesopotamian official histories (as well as histories 
elsewhere) winners get the privilege of immortalizing 
their victories in writing. Because the mutiny in the 
Atra-hasis epic occurred in an imaginary world, rebels 
could be successful in a way in which, in the literary-
historical tradition, kings would steadfastly deny. In 
the ‘lamentations’ over the destruction of cities (Agade 

Temples and palaces, what Oppenheim had called 
‘Great Households’, employed scribes to document in 
detail activities of these organizations. The data that 
led to conclusions of an all-inclusive temple-economy 
came from one temple in one city-state, Lagash. How-
ever, there were other documents, land-sale documents 
from a variety of cities, also discussed by D’jakonov, 
in which ‘private’ sellers, heads of kinship groups, 
alienated land to kings and notables. Witnesses in 
these documents received token amounts of silver as 
acknowledgements of their membership in the land-
owning group. Presumably, the sellers never moved 
from their land, which was ultimately owned by the 
purchaser, but worked the land and paid ‘taxes’ to 
the new owner. Although these documents were 
few, it was an error to assume that the quantity of the 
documentation – thousands of texts from the temple 
bureaucracy – should lead to the conclusion that the 
temples owned all land in early city-states.

Gelb also argued that there was a sampling error 
in the view that there was ‘state socialism’ (what 
Landsberger 1943 called ‘Stadtstaatentum’) in the Ur 
III period, c. 2100–2000 bc. Such a conclusion was based 
on the tens of thousands of texts that came from the 
clearly massive bureaucracy that administered taxes 
and tribute in the sites of Drehem and Umma. How-
ever, Gelb noted that in Nippur there were significant 
numbers of texts that attested private landholdings. 
In recent research on legal cases in the Ur III period, 
Laura Culbertson (2009 and 2015) shows that deci-
sions of the courts were made by local authorities, 
not state judicial officers, even though the decisions 
were collected by the state’s bureaucrats. In fact, the 
army of bureaucrats, officials and scribes, as well as 
the military machine of the Ur III kings, was resisted 
by subject cities and territories and lasted less than a 
century, its effective control less than 50 years. 

Aside from the specific analyses of D’jakonov and 
Gelb, the major contribution of the articles was method-
ological. In order to study social history, one must collect 
dozens or hundreds of documents that formed real or 
artificial archives (that is, archives of tablets that were 
not found together but reported on similar activities, 
ideally with the same persons mentioned in the texts). 
The goal was to delineate the history of officials or of 
sales or of legal proceedings (or other activities) and so 
to understand how people interacted with one another 
in order to collect, circulate, or otherwise manipulate 
goods and services. Some senior Assyriologists just 
didn’t get it (Kraus 1977) and severely criticized young 
scholars who were – under the inspiration of Gelb and 
D’jakonov – attempting to study aspects of social organi-
zation and by so doing inferring the nature of social 
change. The tide of historical research, however, moved 
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Historical examples of fragility and resistance

The earliest city-states
The first city in Mesopotamia that we know much about 
is Uruk in the southern part of the land. Its history 
in the fourth millennium bc is known from German 
excavations in two areas, the Eanna precinct, home of 
temples to Inanna (and in the last stages, levels V, IV a, 
b, and c ceremonial plazas and a hypothetical admin-
istrative building) and the so-called Anu Ziggurat. In 
the last stages of level IV (Fig. 10.2) the first tablets 
were found, first pictographic and then cuneiform, 
cylinder seals, sculptures, and ration bowls in their 
thousands. There was a city administration, known 
from tables of officials on cuneiform tablets found in 
the Eanna precinct, and municipal leaders, as well as 
a clear division of labour from elites to unfree workers 
and slaves (which can be inferred from the material 
record as well as from the titles on tablets) (Green 
and Nissen 1987, Civil 2013). The area of the city is 

and Ur), the gods decide on the collapse of cities for 
reasons of their own.

In the historical examples that follow, we shall 
explore the ways in which the fragility of strong 
regimes can be perceived through the actions of resist-
ance by various local and regional powers (see Van De 
Mieroop 2015 for a history of Mesopotamia). Resistance 
takes a variety of forms. It can appear as palace and 
priestly opposition within city-states (as in the time 
of Urukagina, just before the time of Sargon), or in 
the well-attested court intrigues; it can break out as 
revolts led by nobles or elites from subjugated cities 
or kingdoms seeking power and independence; and it 
can also surface as the less noticeable but nevertheless 
effective behaviour of community institutions (such 
as councils and assemblies) seeking to maintain their 
local authority. Naturally, these oppositional strategies 
are not mutually exclusive. Their co-occurrence can be 
disastrous for the central government when economic 
crisis or the incursions of ethnic groups join the picture.

Figure 10.2. Uruk levels V and IV.
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It is possible, as one archaeologist has thought, that 
refugees from Uruk IV established new ‘Urukian’ out-
posts in Syria and Iran (where Urukian traits are found 
that looks just like those in Uruk) (Johnson 1988-89).

In any case, Uruk, the city did not disappear with 
the destruction of Eanna. Uruk was a major player in 
city-state rivalries in the early third millennium, and, 
indeed, Uruk flourished through the Hellenistic period, 
roughly 3000 years after its urban foundation. Perhaps 
we can compare the destruction of the Uruk temple 
complex in Uruk level IV with the fiery destruction of 
the ceremonial precinct of the city of Teotihuacan in 
about ad 550. Teotihuacan was the colossus of Mesoa-
merica from about 200 bc to the massive conflagration. 
Rene Millon (1988) noted that there was no rival of 
Teotihuacan that could have successfully attacked 
it. Furthermore, only the central ceremonial district 
of Teotihuacan was torched. The neighbourhoods of 
Teotihuacan were untouched, and in fact there is a 
population centre at Teotihuacan today.

In any case, although Uruk and some other Meso-
potamian cities survived hundreds of years, their forms 
of government and social relations changed greatly 
as did their relation to other cities and ephemeral 

estimated at 250 hectares (over 600 acres; the Eanna 
precinct alone covers 9 hectares, over 22 acres), and 
the population of the city has been thought to be in the 
tens of thousands. The city of Uruk developed from a 
time of humble villages, since only villages (around 
10 hectares or less) in Mesopotamia are known before 
4000 bc. Thus, the evolution of Uruk was not gradual, 
but explosive. Demographic change resulted from 
the depopulation of the countryside, which trend 
accelerated in the first half of the third millennium bc. 
Writing, seals, monumental structures, and high art, 
and statecraft itself were inventions in the new urban 
setting with its rulers and subjects (Nissen 1988). 

It is the rapid and transformative evolution of the 
city of Uruk that archaeologists and historians have 
focused on explaining. Uruk was the first city and the 
first city-state. However, what happened to the Eanna 
temples and ceremonial structures and the first state in 
Mesopotamia? (There are also urban developments as 
early or earlier than Uruk in Northern Mesopotamia, 
but these are less well known). The Eanna level III (Fig. 
10.3) precinct was systematically levelled, and various 
fire installations were installed (Barrelet 1974), presum-
ably commemorating the collapse of the Uruk IV state. 

Figure 10.3. Uruk Eanna level III.
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Akkadian dynasty (most recently Marchesi 2010, 233, 
Foster 2016).

Undertakings of the Akkadian kings confronted 
the fragility of their realm. All of them, from Sargon to 
his great-grandson Shar-kali-sharri, carried out numer-
ous military campaigns. They monitored previously 
conquered territories and attempted to incorporate new 
ones in the Akkadian state. Important administrative 
measures were implemented to maintain the cohesion 
of the reign, from Sargon’s establishment of Akkadian 
governors throughout the kingdom to his grandson, 
Naram-Sin’s regulation of accounting and record-
keeping techniques and bureaucratic reforms. Loyal 
followers and their support were secured through 
grants of land. A famous monument, known as the 
obelisk of Manishtushu, records the purchase of 3450 
hectares of arable land. The king bought the ancestral 
fields of several hundred men, so enlarging the royal 
domains and rewarding his own men. To secure divine 
favour, temples were built and war booty offered to the 
gods. In an unprecedented act intended to link their 
dynasty with ancient sanctuaries, Sargon designated 
his daughter as a priestess of the moon-god at Ur, 
and Naram-Sin appointed three of his daughters as 
priestesses at Nippur, Ur, and Sippar. 

None of these strategies, however, was enough to 
secure the kingdom and overcome fragilities. Although 
no incident is reported from the 56 years of Sargon’s 
reign, problems emerged under his successors. It is 
possible that both sons and successors of Sargon, 
Rimush and Manishtushu, met with violent deaths 
in palace conspiracies (Foster 2016, 8, 10). Rebellions 
broke out in Sumer and Akkad (southern and middle 
Mesopotamia) under Rimush’s and Naram-Sin’s rule. 
The revolts against Naram-Sin, recorded in literary 
texts and other inscriptions, have been characterized 
as the most dramatic events of his reign. Uprisings 
occurred in the core of the kingdom, with a new leader 
from nearby Kish allied with other leaders. Another 
rebel from Uruk allied with other southern cities. All 
these revolts were crushed and Naram-Sin’s son, Shar-
kali-sharri, whose name ironically means ‘king of all 
kings’, ruled for 25 years before the Akkadian state 
finally collapsed under his short-lived successors. A 
military officer seized power in Lagash, another man 
ruled over Susa, and Guti people from the Zagros 
Mountain area (bordering Iraq and Iran) plundered 
some cities. At this point, the Sumerian King List, which 
monotonously records one king after another, asks 
‘who was king, who was not king?’ (Jacobsen 1943)

Southern and central Mesopotamia (c. 2000–1155 bc)
During most of the second millennium territorial 
states were few and didn’t last long. Until its collapse 

territorial states, as did the ethno-linguistic composition 
of the cities. Nevertheless, cities in Mesopotamia, from 
the earliest dates onward, usually asserted their own 
desire for independence against other cities, contained 
forms of community authority, and were scenes of 
various forms of struggle for power and wealth within 
city walls (as we have noted above and see below).

We don’t know the circumstances of the destruc-
tion of the Eanna precinct, but we can easily think that 
the massive bureaucratic structure of the first state in 
Mesopotamia was resisted by the dissident population 
of Uruk. The presence of thousands of ration-bowls, 
presumably for the workers who constructed the 
massive temples in the Eanna precinct, ends after the 
destruction of Eanna.

In the first half of the third millennium bc Meso-
potamian city-states fought each other constantly. In 
the best known of the petty wars, the neighbouring 
city-states of Lagash and Umma battled each other 
over the fertile land between them. The internecine 
conflicts lasted more than a century as recorded in 
inscriptions found at Lagash. These texts invariably 
report on victories by Lagash rulers as well as the kings’ 
boastful claims of divine support (Van De Mieroop 
2015). But, as fortune would have it, a Lugalzagesi of 
Umma conquered Lagash and several other southern 
city-states as well. His territorial control was short-
lived, however, when a new king from Kish, Sargon, 
defeated him and so took over his conquests.

The Akkadian state (c. 2334–2200 bc)
Sargon of Akkade (or Agade, c. 2334–2279 bc) brought 
all warring city-states of southern Mesopotamia under 
his control. He conquered territories from the Diyala 
River down to the Gulf, the core of his kingdom, and 
then moved into more distant regions. It is difficult 
to ascertain how effective his rule was over cities in 
Iran (e.g., Susa) and farther up the Euphrates (e.g., 
Mari and Ebla). Sargon and his successors managed 
to hold power for about 150 years, though unevenly. 
The succession of five kings from the same dynasty 
and their dominion over a considerable extension of 
land was unprecedented and signalled quantitative 
and qualitative transformations in the socio-economic 
and political structure of power. The builder of the 
Akkadian territorial state (or ‘empire’) was a usurper 
in the court of the city of Kish. He established his own 
royal residence in a new city, Akkade and conquered 
local opposition, ending the struggle among middle 
and southern city-states in Mesopotamia (in the Early 
Dynastic period, c. 2900–2350). It is plausible that the 
Sumerian King List, a composition devised to promote 
the idea that one city at a time ruled all over the land 
thus creating a cultural unity, was conceived during the 
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during the time before Hammurabi. The kingdom of 
Elam in today’s Iran and the kingdom of Yamhad in 
Syria also contended for power in this time.

The political interactions among the various inde-
pendent cities in the period before Hammurabi were 
complex. There were diplomatic arrangements and 
spying, royal marriages, court intrigues, and assassina-
tions. Amorite chieftains, who led separate lineages, 
allied with and betrayed one another in their successful 
attempts to seize power within venerable cities in a 
bewildering kaleidoscope of shifting powers in cities 
and in the countryside. Traditional and new urban 
elites alike resisted the domination of neighbouring 
kingdoms, even though many of them, individually 
or in concert with ambitious allies, were seeking to 
impose their own superiority over their neighbours. 
Thus, for instance, Yamhad and Eshnuna simultane-
ously attacked Samshi-Adad before he died in 1776. 
In the next decade, Hammurabi of Babylon rose to 
prominence. In 1766 Elam, in allegiance with Babylon, 
Mari and possibly also Larsa, attacked Eshnuna. Then 
Eshnuna helped Hammurabi of Babylon when in 1764, 
together with Mari and Aleppo, he defeated Elam. In 
1763 Hammurabi overthrew Rim-Sin of Larsa, sacked 
Eshnuna in 1762, and finally turned against his ally 
Zimri-Lim of Mari and conquered that city in 1761. 
Thus, in about five years Hammurabi managed to bring 
all of central and southern Mesopotamia under his 
rule in Babylon. His only opponent was the kingdom 
of Yamhad (modern Aleppo), located too far away in 
Syria to be a direct threat. 

Hammurabi’s victories were duly mentioned in 
the prologue of his famous ‘Law Code’, written towards 
the end of his reign (Roth 1995). The prologue of his 
code exhibits a list of some 25 cities, the crown jewels, 
that the sovereign ruled, all of them in Babylonia, 
except for Mari, Tuttul to the northwest and Ashur 
and Nineveh to the north. Hammurabi’s victories, 
he declares, were endorsed by the respective tutelary 
deities of the conquered cities. Although one of the 
epithets of king Hammurabi, ‘the queller of rebel-
lions’, eloquently summarizes the king’s conquests, 
his authority over his domain did not last long. 

Revolts broke out within the first decade of the 
reign of Samsu-iluna, Hammurabi’s son and succes-
sor. In the ninth year-name, the king claims to have 
defeated the army of the Kassites, an ethno-linguistic 
group first attested in archival records around the 
eighteenth century. Contradicting this claim of defeat-
ing them, Kassites were employed as mercenaries of 
Old Babylonian kings and also established their own 
armed encampments in the Babylonian countryside 
(Richardson 2005). In the tenth year-name of Samsu-
iluna, the king mentions his victory over Idamaras 

in around 2000 bc, the Ur III state had controlled and 
imposed tribute over a vast territory, from Assyria 
down to the Gulf, including also regions east of the 
Tigris River. After the fall of Ur, a constellation of 
independent kingdoms, whose fortunes were inextri-
cably intertwined, emerged. Political fragmentation 
and territorial disputes characterized the next two 
centuries. Ishbi-Erra, a general in the army of Ur, 
seized power in the city of Isin, expelled the Elamites 
from Ur, established a dynasty, and dominated much 
of the region. Further south, the city of Larsa became 
influential when in 1897 king Abi-sare attacked Isin 
thus challenging its supremacy. Larsa, however, expe-
rienced a period of political instability with rulers from 
different lineages; then a family, possibly of Elamite 
ancestry, gained power and ruled for about seven 
decades. Rim-Sin, the second and most prominent 
monarch of this newly established dynasty, put an 
end to the Isin-Larsa rivalry when he captured Isin 
in 1793. His victory was deemed so important that he 
dated the remaining thirty years of his reign after this 
event (‘the first year after the king defeated Isin’, ‘the 
second year after the king defeated Isin’, and so forth). 

In central Mesopotamia, in the Diyala valley, 
Eshnuna had detached itself from Ur and conquered 
previously independent cities of the area, such as Ner-
ebtum, Shaduppum, and Dur-Rimush, becoming one 
of the powerful states of the early eighteenth century. 
North-west of Eshnuna, in Assur, after the fall of Ur, 
local rulers took the title ‘governors of the god Assur’ 
(see below on Old Assyrian politics and economics). In 
the nearby city of Ekallatum, Shamshi-Adad inherited 
the throne of his father and conquered Assur. He later 
established his royal seat in Shubat-Enlil, and installed 
his elder son on the throne of Ekallatum and his 
younger on the throne of Mari. By the time of his death 
in 1776, Shamshi-Adad controlled the entire region 
north of Babylonia, although his Kingdom of Upper 
Mesopotamia disintegrated soon after his demise. On 
the banks of the Euphrates in Syria, Mari had not been 
under the direct control of the Ur III kings, although 
the two cities were in diplomatic contact. Yahdun-
Lim, who by the mid-nineteenth century had begun a 
new dynasty, was assassinated in a palace conspiracy 
and his son did not long survive him. Shamshi-Adad 
then established his control of the area and appointed 
his offspring as king of Mari. Following the fall of 
the ‘Kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia’, Zimri-Lim, a 
relative of Yahdun-Lim, became the new king of Mari 
and one of the powerful contenders in the political 
arena. In Babylon, a local dynasty, ruled from the early 
nineteenth century, and about a century later, in 1792, 
Hammurabi succeeded to the throne. Other cities such 
as Uruk, Kish, and Sippar had their own dynasties 
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were in power there since the eighteenth century. They 
later styled themselves ‘king of the Sealand’ (Dalley 
2010; Boivin 2018; Shepperson 2018). These southern 
territories were defeated by Kassite rulers who, by 
the fourteenth century, controlled all of Babylonia. 
They were regarded, in the Amarna correspondence, 
as one of the members of the ‘Great Powers Club’ 
together with Assyria, Mitanni, the Hittites and Egypt 
(Liverani 2000). 

Certain incidents occurred between Babylonia 
and Assyria after the assassination of the Kassite 
king Kara-hardash in a rebellion. Assur-uballit of 
Assyria, the builder of the ‘Middle Assyrian’ state (see 
below), the grandfather of the deceased ruler, invaded 
Babylonia and installed a puppet king on the throne of 
Babylon (c. 1332). About a century later, another Assyr-
ian monarch, Tukulti-Ninurta I, invaded Babylon and 
overthrew Kashtiliashu IV (c. 1225). Tukulti-Ninurta 
I (see below) ruled Babylonia briefly through puppet 
rulers, until a revolt in Assyria deposed him. The Kas-
sites attempted a return to power, but Elamite raids 
finally put an end to the Kassite dynasty in 1155. 

Assyrian Councils, Nobles, Economy: Decentralized 
States, The Changing Roles of Kings in Northern 
Mesopotamia (c. 2000–1200 bc)
Before Shamshi-Adad (Samsi-Addu) founded his 
‘Kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia’, including Assyria, 
in the early eighteenth century, a native Assyrian 
dynasty ruled the city of Assur and nearby territory 
on the eastern bank of the Tigris River for about 200 
years. Except for a few building inscriptions recovered 
from a temple, almost all of the documentation from 
this period comes from the archives of traders found in 
the city of Kanesh in central Anatolia (Asiatic Turkey). 
We summarize the economic affairs of the traders (see 
Larsen 2015) but in particular emphasize the nature 
of authority in Kanesh and Assur. 

The Old Assyrian commercial system (c. 1920–
1750 bc) can be reconstructed from the survival of about 
23,000 merchant records written on clay tablets of about 
500 Assyrian traders. Most of the Assyrian traders 
lived in the Lower Town of the city of Kanesh (modern 
Kültepe) alongside ‘native’ Anatolians (of various ethno-
linguistic groups). The karum of Kanesh was not itself 
the Lower Town, but the institutional association of 
the Assyrian traders. The palace of the Anatolian ruler 
of Kanesh was located in the citadel of Kanesh. The 
Assyrian merchants were politically subservient to the 
Anatolian prince to whom they paid taxes. 

The Assyrian traders moved tons of tin and high-
value fabrics from Assur to Kanesh. They traded these 
goods in Anatolian markets (through about a dozen 
smaller Assyrian enclaves) for silver and gold, which 

(variant has the army of Eshnuna), Emutbal, Uruk, 
and Isin. The statement suggests that insurgencies 
had taken place more or less simultaneously all over 
the kingdom. In one of his royal inscriptions (Frayne 
1990, 384–8, RIM IV E4.3.7.7), the king also claims 
to have killed and buried Rim-Sin II (a rebel from 
Larsa), to have executed 26 rebels, and defeated Iluni 
of Eshnuna and cut his throat. Of the 28 rebels that the 
king mentions in his royal inscription, administrative 
records document the following leaders: Rim-Sin II 
(Larsa), Rim-Anum (Uruk), Daganma-ilum (Kazalu/
Muti-abal), Ilima-ilum (Nippur), Iluni and Munaw-
wirum (Eshnuna) (Seri 2013). The revolts were put 
down, but the fragility of the state sprouted. There 
were signs of economic, institutional, military, and 
environmental difficulties, and southern and central 
cities were abandoned (for a time). The last kings of 
the dynasty of Hammurabi of Babylon, however, ruled 
until 1595, albeit with reduced hegemony, basically in 
the countryside around Babylon.

Besides court intrigues and revolts, the forms 
of resistance traditionally attested, tablets from the 
first half of the second millennium bc allows us to 
trace, for the first time in Mesopotamian history, the 
activities of community institutions whose authority 
could overlap with and limit royal power. Cities and 
villages included a network of local authorities, such 
as the chief of the city, the elders, the city, the port 
authority, the city ward, and the assembly (Yoffee 
2000, Seri 2005). These institutions were involved in 
the settlements of various disputes and litigations, in 
the management of labour force, in the distribution 
and sometimes also in the sale of real estate, and in 
the collection of taxes, among others things. They 
acted as hinges that articulated the crown and society. 
They further show collaboration between the state 
and local powers as well as tensions over the control 
of local resources. Unlike the straightforward military 
opposition of rebellious leaders and their armies, the 
dealings of local authorities display a complex array 
of everyday-life resistances. 

In traditional histories, kings of the First Dynasty 
of Babylon ruled for 155 years after Hammurabi. 
The collapse of the state is much debated and poorly 
known. The final blow allegedly came from a Hittite 
incursion. In 1595 Babylon was sacked, and the ‘weak’ 
king Samsu-ditana was defeated. Many people aban-
doned their cities.

The ensuing vacuum of power was filled by Kas-
site leaders (of several allied lineages) who established 
a dynasty in Babylon. The beginning of this new 
period in Babylonian history is uncertain. In 1475 king 
Ulamburiash overthrew a Sealand dynasty in the very 
southern-most, marshy part of Babylonia whose leaders 
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not what one reads in economic histories in which mer-
chants were thought to be state agents, and cities were 
not centres of production, export, and import. Now, it 
is true that Assur in the Old Assyrian period may not 
have been typical of other Mesopotamian states, or so 
some have said. However, the biased sample of docu-
ments allows a certain scepticism of those sceptics. In 
Old Assyria our tablet-sources come almost entirely 
from the private archives of merchants. We know little 
about the working of the palace or the temples in the 
city of Assur. Compare this sample to the tablet-sources 
from third millennium cities, which are overwhelm-
ingly from temple or palace archives. In those cities we 
have occasional references to assemblies and councils 
and traders, and we have clear archaeological finds of 
distant goods. Who were the traders? How did they 
trade? How important was trade to third millennium 
cities? New studies are piecing together the disparate 
evidence for mixed economies and dispensing with 
the older ideas that one must choose between either 
public or private control of trade.

After the Old Assyrian period, from c. 1700–
1356 bc, there was a consolidation of territorial states 
in Mesopotamia and then the collapse of those states, 
resulting in a proliferation of smaller states with 
varying amounts of royal authority and military 
tactics. In 1356, Assur-uballit of Assyria (see above) 
consolidated a new Assyrian state (in the time called 
the ‘Middle Assyrian’ period), successfully warded off 
local powers and undertook adventures to the south 
in Kassite Babylonia. Such adventures of succeeding 
kings culminated in the reign of Tukulti-Ninurta 
(1233–1197). The king, as depicted in an epic poem, 
decided to defeat the Babylonian (Kassite) king who, 
as he claims, violated treaty obligations. The gods, he 
claims further, supported his campaign, and he sacked 
Babylon, carried off the statue of Marduk, chief god of 
Babylon, to Assyria (Machinist 1976, 1978). 

Tukulti-Ninurta, however, faced local opposi-
tion which consisted of the nobles of Assur and his 
own sons. His desecration of Babylon was regarded 
as impious, as was his behaviour to the gods of Baby-
lon. Furthermore, Tukulti-Ninurta decided to move 
his government to a new city, 3 km north of Assur, to 
build a new palace complex, establish a new religious 
precinct, and construct a new irrigation system to sup-
port the new capital. The vicious and callous behaviour 
towards Babylon, a seat of traditional Mesopotamian 
religion and scholarship, was a grievous sin to the 
old-line nobility (‘great men’), who were also being 
disenfranchised by a new administration. They assas-
sinated Tukulti-Ninurta. This was not the first royal 
assassination known in Mesopotamian history, since 
Rimush, son of Sargon of Akkade (and perhaps his 

were relatively plentiful in Anatolia. The Assyrian 
texts allow a picture to be drawn of enterprise based 
on private initiatives, risk-based and profit-seeking 
behaviour, free-floating capital, bearer’s checks, and 
similar ‘modern’ features (Yoffee & Barjamovic 2018). 
This picture utterly refutes previously held notions 
(by Polanyi 1957, Finley 1973, and others) of state-
organized trade, fixed prices, and merchants who were 
agents of the state.

There is only a single mention of a ‘palace’ at 
Assur, the home-base of the merchants, who travelled 
over 1000 km to Kanesh, established residences, mar-
ried Anatolian women (having left their Assyrian 
wives in Assur), and lived for three generations in 
Anatolia. The Assyrian trading system was based on 
communities of private agents who maintained legal 
and financial institutions independent from the society 
in which they settled. In Assur itself, which was much 
smaller in size than Kanesh, the government consisted 
in an oligarchy that was linked to the city’s specializa-
tion in trade. Rulers styled themselves as ‘stewards’ 
of the state deity. Both at Assur and Kanesh, there are 
assemblies of ‘big and small men’ who decided legal 
issues, especially among merchants quarrelling over 
deliveries of goods and long-term partnerships com-
bining financial resources (Barjamovic 2011).

The profits made from the long-distance trade 
were enormous, but the trade depended on the frag-
mented nature of the political scene during this period. 
The rise of centralized states in the eighteenth and 
seventeenth centuries bc effectively put an end to the 
trade that depended on the movement of goods, the 
payment of bribes to local chieftains along the routes, 
and taxes owed to the palace in Kanesh. It is important 
to note that the privately organized trade required 
a level of state intervention and support. The state, 
however, was itself a kind of collective government 
in which the traders played roles. The state facilitated 
transport through the building and maintenance of 
roads, bridges, harbours, and inns and through the 
negotiation of treaties with local potentates.

The small size of a polity like Assur effectively 
meant that the same group of individuals shared roles 
as agents, financiers, and legislators. All actors were 
closely related in terms of kinship, which meant that 
the system could be built on mutual trust instead of 
competition. The entire city-state of Assur can be seen 
as a corporate entity in external competition with a 
number of similarly organized political units. The 
governing institutions, whose members were for a large 
part involved in the trade, left the actual running of 
the business to private enterprise, family firms.

It will not escape the reader of Mesopotamian 
histories that this picture of city-state governance is 
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of Hammurabi’s ‘empire’, which lasted for only the 
last 5 years of his reign and the early years of his suc-
cessor’s, the following scenario can be reconstructed. 
First, there was a traditional revolt of the city-states 
that Hammurabi had conquered. In the eighth year of 
Samsu-iluna, son of Hammurabi, a king named Rim-
Sin (the second Rim-Sin), from Larsa martialed troops 
against the king from Babylon. An archive from the city 
of Uruk, dealing with the house of prisoners of war, 
shows that revolts against Samsu-iluna involved local 
leaders from all Babylonia trying to achieve independ-
ence from the central government.

A subsequent uprising was led by a ‘Sealand’ 
dynasty, that is, a local dynasty that emerged in the 
marshy southmost part of the land. Rulers from this 
dynasty were able to fight a kind of guerilla war against 
the diminished power of the kings in Babylon. In 
central Mesopotamia, not far from the former capital, 
Babylon, armed groups of Kassites established camps 
in the countryside. In Babylon and the nearby cities still 
under its control, the Crown’s funds, from tribute and 
taxes of conquered territories, were failing. Agricultural 
labourers on royal estates could no longer be permanent 
employees but were hired for seasonal work (Yoffee 
1977). However, the palace required the permission of 
the local ‘head-man’ (or mayor) to requisition commu-
nity members for the work (Stol 1976). Urban temples 
in this period were similarly desperate for funds. They 
created a series of loans in which the ‘debtor’ borrowed 
money from the temple and promised to return the 
loan with interest when they were ‘healed’ through the 
intercession of the gods. Finally, the nearly powerless 
royal house in Babylon was attacked by an expedition-
ary force of Hittites from Anatolia. The Hittite army had 
launched a campaign in northern Syria, which was a 
vital corridor for communication with the south, east, 
and west. Finding no opposition, the army proceeded 
to Babylon, sacked the city and carried off the sacred 
statue of the patron god of Babylon, Marduk. 

Whereas some Mesopotamian history textbooks 
report that the Hittites came down ‘like a bolt from the 
blue’ (Postgate 1977, 100, Oates 1979, 84), in fact this 
was not a case of a stable and integrated Babylonian 
state that was defeated by a superior armed force. 
Babylon fell from a variety of factors – local city-state 
resistance to territorial state created by Hammurabi, 
several ethno-linguistic ‘tribes’ (as Kassites are some-
times described) who had been attracted to Babylonia 
by its riches and possibilities of serving Babylonian 
rulers as mercenaries, and not least resistance within 
city-states by the locally constituted/community 
authorities who acted against the rulers of their cities.

How typical of contestation and resistance 
to the goals of rulers in other times and places in 

brother, too), was also killed in a court intrigue. After 
several centuries of central weakness in Assyria and 
also a time of collapse and decentralization of other 
states in Mesopotamia and throughout the Near East, 
a new Assyrian state arose with militaristic kings who 
attempted to bring the entire region under their control.

Contestation, resistance and fragilities in early 
Mesopotamian states

Piotr Michalowski (2011, 84) writes that ‘traditionally 
the study of [Mesopotamian] history has focused on 
a succession of “peoples:” Sumerians, Akkadians, 
Amorites, Kassites, Arameans’ and others. In the 
earlier part of the twentieth century, such views were 
racially charged: Semitic Akkadians debased the heroic 
Sumerian culture. As we noted earlier, another, rather 
Whiggish view, was that of a progression from tem-
ple (theocratic)- states to ‘despotic states’ controlled 
by a totalitarian royal palace bureaucracy (in the Ur 
III period, c. 2100–2000 bc). The collapse of the Ur III 
state (c. 2000 bc), in which the militaristic monarchy 
lost control of regions near the capital and all its 
foreign conquests, was followed (in the traditional 
histories) by an ‘Amorite’ ethnic-group invasion and 
the installation of various dynasties led by kings with 
Amorite names. In an Old Babylonian document, the 
population of the time consisted of ‘Akkadians and 
Amorites’. Michalowski, however, has refuted the 
ideas of an Amorite threat to the royal house of Ur 
and an invasion of nomadic Amorites who bested local 
dynasties in city-states. Amorites, who in Ur III times 
were military guardsmen of the royal house and also 
officials in various cities, seized power in the cities 
through the interplay of struggles with both local elites 
and leaders of (named) Amorite lineages, of which 
there were many. Amorites were certainly not a horde 
of foreigners who swooped down on Mesopotamia.

The picture of political change in early Mesopo-
tamia is one of resistance to the control of any king 
or city-state. Although the ‘Sumerian King List’ may 
portray an ideal of one city ruling over Mesopotamia, 
the facts on the ground were of armed rebellion against 
any ruler who attempted to establish hegemony over 
neighbouring city-states. This much is clear. In the 
domestic arena in cities, certain forms of contestation 
are apparent, but an overall picture is elusive. No extant 
text from an archive records a social revolt similar to 
the uprising of the primeval ‘proletarian’ gods of the 
Atra-hasis Epic. But resistance to power in the actions 
of local authorities and local elites (as we have men-
tioned, and see below) is occurred.

In the Old Babylonian period, there is a veritable 
perfect storm of resistance to power. After the collapse 
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there were members of distinct ethno-linguistic groups 
(such as Amorites and Kassites, that is, people whose 
ancestral languages were not Akkadian or Sumerian) 
who interacted with each other in the complexity of 
kinship relations and with other residents of cities. 
Cities were originally formed (in the last part of the 
fourth millennium bc) as people in the countryside 
migrated into what became cities. The countryside 
became depopulated in this process, which lasted 
nearly a millennium, then became repopulated as new 
villages were established, some in relation to the new 
cities, others as self-sufficient communities inhabited 
by urban refugees. Fragility has an evolutionary logic 
that led to a variety of cracks, fissures, and resistances 
to the political order.

This picture of stratified and differentiated Meso-
potamian societies is at variance with the fetish of 
Oriental despotism (which one Classical archaeologist 
calls ‘Occidentalism’). We have discussed the history of 
the demolition of this fetish in the first part of our essay.

We have also discussed certain patterns of resist-
ance in Mesopotamia as a whole and in the city-states 
in particular. Most visible is the resistance to hegemonic 
control by the city-states. The formation of the first 
territorial state in Mesopotamia by Sargon of Akkade 
was followed quickly by armed rebellions against the 
rulers. At the end of the Ur III period, cities – one after 
the other – stopped paying tribute to the last king of 
the short-lived dynasty creating an economic crisis 
in the capital and leaving Ur vulnerable to its foreign 
and domestic enemies.

In the succeeding Old Babylonian period we have 
noted a variety of resistances to power, including in the 
cities themselves which was led by community leaders. 
Indeed, in the preceding, highly centralized territorial 
state in Ur III times we have noted that legal decisions 
were made by community leaders, even as the official 
records were part of the state’s archival system. In the 
Old Babylonian period, the famous ‘Code of Hammu-
rabi’ was not used in the judicial system which was 
maintained by local judges, elders, assemblies.

In this essay, we haven’t dwelled at length on the 
various textual curtains that have veiled the fragili-
ties of Mesopotamian societies. We have noted that 
scholarly reliance – mainly but not only in previous 
generations – on royal inscriptions which simply 
glorify the accomplishments of kings. This has led to 
the ‘report-card’ version of history: successful kings 
conquered many places because of their personal 
abilities; unsuccessful kings were weak-minded and 
lost territories built up by their abler predecessors. 

Finally, we admit that we haven’t written about 
the continuities in Mesopotamian culture that made 
possible the ‘regeneration’ of Mesopotamian political 

Mesopotamia was this Old Babylonian scenario? We 
hold that whereas there were of course specific differ-
ences in means and tactics of resistance, the inherent 
fragility of governance in early Mesopotamian history 
make the Old Babylonian patterns of behaviour far 
from anomalous. Stability is a kind of historical fic-
tion, as is the uncontestable power of the strongest of 
Mesopotamian kings. Although rulers were certainly 
powerful and were brutal tyrants who built enormous 
palaces and furnished magnificent temples and led 
mighty expeditionary forces, the irony of such power 
is that it led to systematic and successful resistance. 

The incidence of warfare in Mesopotamia that 
we have described (for the Early Dynastic period in 
the early third millennium and in the Old Babylonian 
period in the early and mid-second millennium) was 
itself a critical component in the fragility of political 
systems on both the territorial and local (urban) level. 
The need to enlist soldiers, mainly as corvée labourers 
(Steinkeller & Hudson 2015), and for the construction 
of palaces, temples, and city-walls, on a more or less 
constant basis, posed a problem for the maintenance 
of agricultural activities and irrigation. We don’t know 
a lot about how soldiers were requisitioned. There are 
documents about the hiring of ‘substitutes’, as wealthy 
men could pay for others to work and fight for them. 
We know little about how these soldiers were fed 
(Landsberger 1955, Wilcke 1983).

In late periods (in the late second and first millen-
nia bc), which we have not incorporated in this essay, 
the Assyrian army defeated territories that didn’t pay 
tribute and deported tens of thousands of people into 
the Assyrian heartland (Oded 1979, Wunsch 2013). 
These deportees worked in the latifundia of Assyrian 
nobles (often army generals) and in new capitals as 
builders and craftsmen. 

The enormous amount of military actions in 
Mesopotamia, in which there was seldom an absence 
of war, destabilized states and empowered those in 
the countryside to take power in fragile Mesopota-
mian cities.

Coda

We argue in this essay that early Mesopotamian cities 
and states were inherently ‘fragile’. The fragility of ter-
ritorial states is clear: they didn’t last long. Cities were 
constituted in various social and economic groups in 
cities which had their own leadership structures, and 
the cities were embedded in a countryside in which 
villages and territory were characterized by farmers, 
pastoralists. Cities were in a sense resilient, providing 
the main identity for citizens, above and beyond other 
social identities. In both cities and the countryside, 
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systems of dynastic rule and ambitions to create a 
territorial state, a Mesopotamia in the political sense 
of the word. Dynasties of Amorite and Kassite kings, 
whose languages we know entirely from their personal 
names, did not have their scribes write in their own 
languages. Rather, these rulers were intent on becom-
ing Mesopotamians. Under their rule (and then later 
in Mesopotamian history in the first millennium bc, 
which we haven’t considered in this essay), scribes 
copied Sumerian and Akkadian texts, which were 
used in schools all over the land, and worshipped 
Mesopotamian gods. Among other things, these liter-
ary and school texts promoted the normative picture 
of kings as absolute rulers of stable and integrated 
cities, favoured by the gods, and instructed to conquer 
their neighbours.

As we have elaborated in this essay, this was an 
impossible dream. 
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