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INTRODUCTION

ny book on Iraqgs history from the pre-Islamic era to the present

must address important paradigms that continue to vex the histo-
rian in her or his research. One of these is the notion of the “artificiality”
of Iraq, a thesis that continues to be propounded by Western as well as
Arab policy makers, without it actually meaning very much. Greatly in
vogue these days, this particular theory has as its starting point the idea
that the British “cobbled” together Iraq in 1920 and then proceeded
to rule its “mosaic” of ethnicities and sects in the full face of separat-
ist sentiment and schisms of religion and sect. After the “creation,”
adherents of the thesis maintain, the country’s main groups, which
shared little by way of history or culture, continued their contentious
existence until they were forcibly taken in hand by the Baathist-influ-
enced regime of Saddam Hussein and made to conform to a militantly
ideological variant of Arab national socialism. Before the war of 2003,
Iraq was seen as a potential Yugoslavia, a nation that was not really one
nation but several, all shackled together by a coercive state undergirded
by a brutal military-ideological machine.

This thesis has always been an outsider’s vision of Iraq. It has very
little actual resonance in Iraq today. Even after 35 years of wars, the
brutal suppression of minority rights, and the continued assault on civil
society, the majority of Iraqis still consider themselves Iraqis first, and
Shia or Sunni or Turkoman or Yazidi or Chaldo-Assyrian second. To be
sure, during the war, ethnic and sectarian identities have been strongly
reasserted into the national fabric, and this for a number of reasons,
among the most important having to do with the particular way that the
United States and the United Kingdom configured the representation of
the first interim ruling bodies. Kurdish aspirations, in particular, have
taken on a life of their own, and many Kurds are on record that they
wish to form their own nation-state. Until that time, however, the Iraqi
Kurdish leadership has expressed a willingness to enter into a federal
union with the rest of Iraq.

But the “artificiality” thesis also has serious flaws on an academic
level. Ever since political scientist Benedict Anderson propounded his
famous thesis on “imagined” nations (Anderson 1990), the “nation”

xiii
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has been seen as an ideological construct that varies over time and,
of course, over space. In this sense, Iraq is an “idea” in the same way
that other nation-states are “ideas,” including those in the West. And
because these “ideas” spring from a particular geographical, ecological,
religious, civic, and political bedrock, nations are neither more nor less
artificial than others; they are just constructed and imagined differently.
Of course, in Irag’s case, and as a result of its colonialist experience, the
unitary state that emerged as a result of the post—-World War I climate
had an important role in shaping the nation. Nonetheless, it is impor-
tant to remember that it was the collective visions, desires, and aspira-
tions of the Iraqi people that gave the new nation-state its internal logic
and specific makeup.

In fact, the term Iraq has been part of the mental, ideological, geo-
graphic, and economic mind-set of the people and societies that lived
in that particular region for a very long time. In the ninth century,
when geography was considered an Islamic science, the geographer
Yaqut al-Hamawi believed the name Iraq to connote the lowland region
next to Kufa and Basra (which were called al-Iragan, or the “two
Irags,” as a result) that was traditionally part of Ard Babil, the “land
of Babylon” (al-Jundi 1990, 106). The term Iraq also referred to the
alluvial south-central part of the country, at times referred to as ard
al-Sawad (“the black earth,” because it was fertile ground). The point
is, the name existed even before the Islamic conquests, and it referred
to a particular region and was equated with a particular culture, which
was that of Iraq, no matter how loose or vague the association. Any
examination, however superficial, of the premodern historiography of
Iraq will unearth hundreds of similar references to the term al-Iraq by
journeying scholars or government officials. While it is undoubtedly
correct to note that the term itself did not in any way reflect a politi-
cized reality, it nonetheless connoted an association with home, how-
ever limited or circumscribed that notion was in premodern Iraq. It
therefore possesses a flavor and an immediacy that merits recognition,
if only en passant, of the historical continuum that ties present-day
Iraq to its illustrious past.

This said, it behooves us to understand the different phases of Iraq’s
history in order to appreciate the problematics of its modern-day for-
mation. The thousands of years of civilization and evolution that mark
this new-old nation saw the first cities and agricultural systems built in
recorded history, the establishment of the first empires, and the rise and
fall of dynasties, tribes, and principalities (chapter 1). Chapter 2 takes
the story up to the Sassanian and Byzantine Empires. Traditionally,

Xiv



INTRODUCTION

N

= Anbar 3
< i
g\
o' . Karbala \Babl
- ¢
R /\ »
- =< Karbala” ¥
N -
N
'~
"
>- / IS b b Nasmya‘
N ~Euphr
S /  Najaf / ey
\¢ / !
/ , 1
SAUDI ARABIA S S T .
N /
N /
S Muthanna
"
_Anbar_Province name and N
border S
BN
0 100 miles e
0 100 km )
\

© Infobase Publishing

historians have insisted on far too radical a separation between the
ancient world and the rise of Islam; in this book, I have tried to make
an effort, however small, to connect the pre-Islamic period with the
more mature development of a faith-based civilization that emerged
out of Arabia to revolutionize all of the known world. Because the first
monotheists bridged the gap between ancient and Islamic Iraq, making
Iraq one of the important regions for the spread of unitary religions, it
seemed important to dwell on the underpinnings of faith and urban-
ity in the first Islamic centuries; a discussion carried out in chapter
3. Under the Umayyad dynasty, Iraq became a secondary outpost of
the Islamic empire, where religious, literary, and chiliastic movements
developed in near obscurity, only flaring into flash points of rebellion
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when the more “secular” Umayyad rulers came into brief but violent
contact with developing Alid (later Shia) groups (chapter 3).

I then proceed to discuss the quintessential Islamic civilization, that
of the Baghdad-based Abbasid Empire and its formulation of an Islamic
universalistic ethos that drew inspiration from the cultural, economic,
and military energies of the farthest, as well as nearest, provinces of the
realm (chapter 4). After the last Abbasid ruler’s demise under the hoofs
of Mongol horses, the Turkic era began, bringing with it hundreds of
years of Turko-Mongol domination of the central Islamic lands and
the marginalization of the once all-powerful imperial capital, Baghdad
(chapter 5). A Turkic dynasty, later to create the Ottoman Empire, hav-
ing established its hold on geographic Iraq (Baghdad, Mosul, Shahrizor,
and Basra) in the early to mid-17th century, then proceeded to rule the
country until its defeat by the British in World War I (chapter 6).

After the British occupation of Iraq and the establishment of the
modern state, the Iraqi monarchy flourished for 37 years; in 1958, the
last monarch of Iraq, King Faisal 1I, was massacred alongside the rest
of his family, and the first republican regime, that of Brigadier General
Abdul-Karim Qasim, was established (chapter 7). The republican
regimes continued to follow one another in short order until the sec-
ond Baathist government came to power in 1968. From 1968 onward,
at first ruling in the shadows but eventually becoming second to none,
Saddam Hussein rose to power in Iraq, bringing with him the trap-
pings of a strong centralized state, a powerful security apparatus, a
large army, and overweening ambitions to become the Bismarck of the
Arab/Islamic worlds (chapter 8). The Iran-Iraq War, in which military
offensives took place against a background of forced deportations of
ethnic and sectarian groups, the collapse of a once robust economy, and
the creation of chauvinist ideologies pitting Arab against Iranian, made
way for the unilateral invasion of Kuwait in 1990. After the defeat of
Iraq by a combined coalition force led by the United States and United
Kingdom, a 13-year sanctions regime took its toll on Iraqi society
(chapter 9). The war in 2003 finally overthrew the Baathist regime of
Saddam Hussein, and a new but fragile Iraq was reconstituted under
U.S. and U.K. auspices (chapter 10).

Finally, a conclusion attempts to reconfigure Iraq’s future with an
eye to the past. What elements in Iraq’s society reemerge, time after
time, to make a lasting imprint on the cities, empires, and states in
this self-same region over the course of centuries? Is it really true that
Irag’s diverse and complex social ties are stronger than those predicted
by foreign and local potentates alike, and that quite unlike Yugoslavia,
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Iraq’s cohesiveness will endure despite the odds? What is the true
“core” of Iraqi society, and what are the foundational myths, principles,
and traditions that Iraqis recognize as vital to their “nationness”? And
finally, what are the lessons to be drawn by U.S. and British com-
manders from Iraq’s history as they wrestle with this discordant but
ultimately dynamic nation-state of 23 million people, each with her or
his sectarian, confessional, ethnic, and linguistic traditions, and yet all
inclusively Iraqi in yearnings and desires?
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1

IRAQ, THE FIRST SOCIETY
(PREHISTORY TO 539 B.C.E.)

istorically, Iraqi society boasts a number of firsts: Ancient

Mesopotamia was the site of the world’s first cities, first irriga-
tion systems, first states, first empires, first writing, first monuments,
and first recorded religions. The archaeological sites that dot Iraq’s
landscape—and those still buried under telltale mounds all over the
country—are witness to great, but often brutal, civilizations that orga-
nized men and women into hierarchies, groups, and classes and created
order out of chaos, instilling meaning where there was none and devo-
tion and piety in place of an existential void. Sumerians, Akkadians,
Babylonians, and Assyrians built and rebuilt large, well-organized
civilizations whose cultural underpinnings were so novel and yet at the
same time so enduring that they still link Eastern to Western civiliza-
tion today and give meaning and structure to the way we see our past
and, of course, ourselves.

Cultural Unity in Ancient Iraq

The term Iraq is used in this book to define a territory that corresponds
to the Tigris-Euphrates valley, the region once called Mesopotamia,
most of which encompassed what is now modern-day Iraq but which
at various times also stretched into present-day Syria, Iran, and Turkey.
Fluid borders are one of the striking features of the region, so much so
that it is estimated that in certain periods, ancient Iraq even included
parts of the Arabian Peninsula. Paradoxically, while Iraqs shifting
territorial frontiers were one facet of its historical development, the
other was its inherent unity. The notion that ancient Iraq was unified
culturally and economically, if not always politically, over most of its
history has staunch supporters in academic circles. Georges Roux, one
of the pioneers of the history of this ancient land, states that the region
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“forms a large, coherent, well-defined, geographical, historical and
cultural unit” (Roux 1992, xvii). McGuire Gibson, of the University of
Chicago, asserts that although political unity was rare and more often
than not imposed by centralized empires, shared cultural, economic,
and social features continued to mark the region even after the col-
lapse of political dynasties (in Inati 2003, 26-30). For instance, trade
routes continued to thrive and prosper, and “southern” artistic genres
survived and were refined for northern tastes. At the same time, reli-
gious customs and rituals in both the north (Assyria) and the south
(Babylonia) developed broad similarities, and administrative methods
traveled to where they found the best reception, which was often at
the courts of rival dynasts. Cultural unity took on added force with the
discovery of writing. Unlike those of other cultures, the clay tablets cre-
ated in ancient Iraq were durable and long lasting. Thus hundreds of
thousands of Mesopotamian texts have survived into this century, and
the great variety and complexity of the works produced in ancient Iraq
have been a boon to archaeologists, art historians, anthropologists, and
historians alike.

Prehistory

No culture throughout the long span of history has arrived prepack-
aged, least of all the first civilization on earth. The prehistory of Iraq is
in some ways intimately tied into the prehistory of southwest Asia as a
whole, and especially to the advance of the two other great river civili-
zations, that of the Indus and Nile Valleys. Continuities in culture and
technology, religious rites, and social structure tied these subregions
together, as did language codes based on symbols and signs. Regional
customs and variations traveled far and wide and made their mark
on different societies. For example, historians have theorized that the
Sumerian language, considered to be the first language in the world,
was itself nourished by other, unrecorded languages over millennia,
enriching Sumerian vocabulary and deepening its structure. Moreover,
precisely because the region’s absorbent borders were never sealed,
a constant wave of immigrants bringing new ideas and technologies
poured into ancient Iraq and contributed to its economic growth,
architectural heritage, and overall culture. Arguably, however, the larger
unities that drew Iraq within the Asian orbit seem to have converged on
the domestication of plants and animals and their distribution, along
with the technologies and systems that propagated their growth all
over the region. These wider patterns of social change and economic

2
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development ultimately led to the agricultural revolution that gradually
began to change the organization of work, the patterns of human con-
sumption, and the relationship of humans to the environment.

During the Pleistocene era, which began about 2 million years ago
and ended in 1000 B.C.E., the reconfiguration of the region’s physical,
economic, and technological features began to take shape. During this
period, a radical transformation of Iraq’s climate and geography took
place, a change so eventful that it eventually led to the emergence of the
first human settlements in Iraq’s agricultural northern belt and along its
southern riverbanks. In or around 7000 B.C.E., agricultural settlements
were established in northern Iraq, where clusters of stone houses have
been uncovered, littered with flint utensils and obsidian tools. In good
years, a combination of rain-fed agriculture and plentiful game allowed
those villages to flourish. Jarmo, in what is now Iraqi Kurdistan, was
one of the largest agricultural villages in the region. Jarmo’s inhabitants
lived in solid, many-roomed mud houses; ate with spoons made of
animal bone; possessed spindles to weave flax and wool; domesticated
sheep, cattle, pigs, and dogs; and even made necklaces and bracelets of
stone. Besides hunting for meat, Jarmo’s inhabitants also grew wheat,
barley, lentils, peas, and acorns. The most noticeable feature of the
village was its organized character: Its population had learned to live
together as a community, banding together to defend their land, and
working together to harvest the crops. Even though individual farms
seemed to have been the norm, the evidence suggests that Jarmo’s
inhabitants were not averse to joining together in small communes,
where sociability and ties of kinship cemented neighborly relations,
and survival depended on group cohesion.

Meanwhile, the combination of water and good alluvial soil brought
forth similar settlements in the southernmost tip of the country, the
land called Sumer. Although still an influential thesis, the notion that
the earliest cities arose in the alluvial mud left by desiccated rivers
is now coming under question (Postgate 1994, 20-21). Nonetheless,
some scholars still believe that around 14,000 B.C.E. the Tigris and
Euphrates Rivers formed two broad waterways that flowed directly into
the Gulf, depositing a large amount of silt on the riverbanks. During
the last ice age (20,000 to 15,000 B.C.E.), the sea level changed. Global
warming dried up the Gulf bed, leading some scholars to theorize that
the flatlands thereby created inspired early humans to experiment
with the growing of crops in marshlands or districts bordering the sea.
Irrigation agriculture, the mainstay of southern Iraq, had drawn immi-
grants from the north, who founded several villages in marshy areas of

3
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the Euphrates, invented the plow and the stone-wheeled carriage, and
built the first reed ships. Eventually, the aridity of the climate led to the
desiccation of the tributaries of the Euphrates River, and the need to do
more with very little forced the organization of the first settlements. The
scarcity of fertile land and the necessity to redistribute precious water
in turn led to the emergence of planned and fortified communities, a
centralized government structure, organized religion, and bureaucra-
cies. And so it was that over the thousands of years that preceded the
development of the first cities, archaeological evidence suggests that the
model for all later civilizations had already begun to make its mark in
the rudimentary settlements of southern Iraq that were dependent on
subsistence agriculture as well as hunting and fishing.

The Ubaid period (ca. 5000 B.C.E.), which takes its name from the
Sumerian-speaking peoples that inhabited the area of Tell al-Ubaid, near
Ur, is the first record of human settlement in southern Iraq. Even though
not much is known about the Ubaid colony, what we do know throws
into relief certain features that were shared by all of the succeeding
settlements in the region. The Ubaid constellation of villages set the tone
for the settlements that came afterward: They were differentiated by size
and number, grouped around each other for self-defense, and set apart
by the fact that many of their inhabitants carried out specialized nonag-
ricultural occupations. The Ubaid period is remarkable because it is the
first link in the chain of civilization, which in all probability was early
Sumerian. Seemingly arriving full blown in southern Iraq (although
there is evidence that religious and architectural currents from Samarra,
in the northeast, had partly influenced their development), the most
famous Ubaid villages were situated on the banks of the Euphrates. They
were built of reeds and mud bricks and concentrated around a temple,
with characteristic pottery that set them apart from other, northern cul-
tures, even though they had interacted with them for millennia.

Sumerian Cities (ca. 3500-2334 B.C.E.)

It is not until the fourth millennium that cities in the modern sense—
that is, large settlements built around a central focus, usually a shrine,
and inhabited by groups of people cooperating with one another in
some form of a centralized administration—developed. The prototype
city of the period, Uruk (now known as Warka, about 150 miles south-
west of Baghdad), was a city not only because it was large but also
because it was fortified; it had a wall, which most villages did not. Uruk
was influenced by the settlement at Ubaid. In fact, Ubaid paved the way

4
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for the more developed society
of Uruk to the point where
the latter’s temple was built
on the remains of the former’s
own shrine complex (Postgate
1994, 24). Although the tip
of southern Iraq has not been
excavated to the degree neces-
sary to draw analytic compari-
sons with settlements in the
north, Uruk is one site that has
received fairly extensive atten-
tion, enough to merit a detailed
study (Van de Mieroop 2004,
20). Archaeological digs have
uncovered an urban blueprint
of shrines and temples, artistic
tableaux inscribed on cylin-
der seals and written records
that depict a highly sophisti-

The Warka vase, ca. 3500-3000 B.C.E.,

cated society. Uruk’s prosper- stolen from the Iragi National Museum at
it}’ (deriVed in 1arge part from the beginning of the 2003 war but soon
agriculture) funded a class of recovered, depicts an offering to the fertility
craftsmen that turned out a goddess Innin. (Scala/Art Resource, NY)

distinctive form of pottery,

including a quintessential article, “the so-called beveled-rim bowl” (Van
de Mieroop 2004, 204). One of the most precious objects to have been
discovered by present-day archaeologists at Uruk was an alabaster vase
that was carved with an intricate scene depicting, among other figures,
the goddess Inanna. The Uruk, or under its better-known name, Warka,
vase was looted during the war in April 2003 but was miraculously
restored almost intact to the Iraqi Museum several months later.

Uruk’s other innovation was its differentiated class-based society, in
which people were known by their occupations. Tax records uncovered
by historians point to a chain of command in which priest-kings were
at the top, peasants at the bottom, and in between were landowners,
temple officials, scribes, and merchants. Uruk was not, of course, the
only city of note in southern Iraq. There was also Jamdat Nasr, a later
development. Much that we know of Sumer’s earliest city-states is
conserved in two documents of the period, the Temple Hymns and the
Sumerian King List. Composed in the Akkadian period, after the fall

5
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of Sumer, they refer to 35 different cities, the most important of them
being Lagash, Larsa, Kish, Ur, Nippur, Eridu, and Sippar. The mystery
of their origins is best explained by Assyriologist A. Leo Oppenheim,
who speculates that in Sumer, “a spontaneous urbanization took place
... [and that] nowhere do we find such an agglomeration of urban
settlements as in southern Babylon” (Oppenheim 1977, 110-111).

For him, as for other scholars, the city is the only construct that
made sense at the time: Arising out of fortuitous circumstances of soil,
climate, water, and people, it catered to the needs of a large and settled
population and hewed to an inclusive ideology built on the principles
of equality and individuality. Its citizens were not democratic in the
strict sense of the word but followed a more patriarchal code built on
consensus and collective justice. The most important buildings were
the temples and, only later on, the palace, which managed to coex-
ist with the corporate-minded landowners in the city, who may have
instituted large, private farms worked by kinfolk and foreign laborers.
A balance in power between the king, high priests, and landowners
may have resulted in a more or less harmonious existence, in which
economic and social tensions were muted.

Economy of the Early Cities

Ancient Iraq’s economy was largely based on agriculture, although trade
in livestock products and the weaving of textiles were known. Cereal
production was the mainstay of the agricultural economy, complemented
by sheep, cattle, and pig herding. Cuneiform tablets also describe long-
distance trade, with merchants traveling to and from Anatolia and Iran.
Agriculture was time consuming because in the south it depended on
the steady maintenance of irrigation canals, which were prone to heavy
silting caused by the mud deposits carried by the rivers. Farmers in
antiquity knew that while the river waters were a boon to agriculture,
they also spelled trouble if not kept under tight surveillance. Because of
the constant need to supervise the work carried out on irrigation chan-
nels, a centralized system was established whereby a class of people, for
the most part overseers employed by higher patrons, were hired to keep
the peasants in check and to see that the system of irrigation agriculture
was fully carried out. Historians theorize that people in southern Iraq
developed complex forms of social organization based on group partici-
pation necessary to build and maintain canals and to keep rival groups
away from their sources of water and stores of food. Eventually, this
central administration was to culminate in a tightly organized, highly
differentiated class system.
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The Invention of Writing

It has been claimed, “while [ancient Iraq’s] true singularity may lie in
the complexity of social organization, the two most striking character-
istics of early Mesopotamia are its literacy and urbanization” (Postgate
1994, 73). In or about 3300 B.C.E., and at Uruk itself, the Sumerians
invented writing. At first, writing was a specialist’s art, and not every-
one was qualified in its use. Before the invention of cuneiform, scribes
“wrote” the first tablets by using pictographs or primitive art to repre-
sent objects and people, which were then inscribed on fired clay tablets
with a reed “pen,” or stylus. Because there were more than 700 signs
used in the pictograph system, writing remained a cumbersome project
until a new script, cuneiform, was invented. Basically, cuneiform used
wedge-shaped signs and symbols, as well as sounds, to convey ideas
and meaning, speeding up the process of communication and making
it much more of a flexible medium. Cuneiform was used for thousands
of years, influencing many different civilizations, such as the Assyrians
and the Persians.

Although writing originated as a means to record commercial trans-
actions, it quickly became a tool for less official communication. For
instance, religious lore pertaining to the later Sumerians was noted

In common usage by the second millennium B.C.E., cuneiform script was used for ancient
Babylonian private as well as ceremonial communication. (Michael Fuery/Shutterstock)

7



A BRIEF HISTORY OF IRAQ

down for posterity; among the thousands of clay tablets that survive
are also funerary orations, which Oppenheim calls “ceremonial writ-
ing,” in reference to the often private messages written by Sumerian and
Babylonian kings to gods and goddesses. The personal letter, considered
to be the archetypal modern communication, was also widely used in
the post-Sumerian world. For example, it is known that other than the
letters describing official business sent by royal families or merchants
or ambassadors, private communication on health issues, communal
welfare, and even gossip made the rounds in the ancient world.

In the second millennium, cuneiform became a commonly used
script, used by many different language groups. Other than Sumerian,
which underwent a period of renaissance in Babylonia, the language
most often used in the region “can now be identified as a separate dia-
lect of Akkadian; [it] was used almost everywhere by native speakers
of other languages (Amorite, Hurrian, Elamite) who also adopted the
southern writing style and spellings” (Van de Mieroop 2004, 81). Only
in Ashur, the heartland of what was to become the Assyrian Empire,
was Old Assyrian, another dialect of Akkadian, used.

The Epic of Gilgamesh
One of the most remarkable stories that has come down to us from
Sumerian tradition is the much-discussed Epic of Gilgamesh, the
tale of the one-quarter mortal, three-quarters divine Gilgamesh. The
central character in the story, Gilgamesh, is the powerful and arro-
gant king of the Sumerian city of Uruk. A man with little respect
for the inhabitants of the city he rules, nor for their wives or daugh-
ters, he is confronted with his earthly opposite, Enkidu, whom the
gods create to teach Gilgamesh about life, death, and the meaning
of it all. After becoming boon companions, they embark on various
adventures. Enkidu dies, bringing sorrow to his friend and teaching
Gilgamesh about the inevitability of death. In a quest for everlasting
life, Gilgamesh braces himself for a harrowing journey through the
Underworld. There, he confronts his own mortality and realizes that
life is not a perennial adventure but a journey with a beginning and
an end. And because there is no permanence to life on earth, its sole
meaning emerges from the way that it is lived. After this transforma-
tive experience, Gilgamesh returns to Uruk a much wiser, if sadder,
man and contemplates the story of humanity high on the walls of his
city, to which he adds an engraved brick detailing his epic journey.
Exhibiting a fluent and gripping style, the Epic of Gilgamesh is an
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amazing document that is as
fresh as if it were written yes-
terday. A joy to read, it tack-
les with remarkable depth the
existential questions that per-
plex humans in any age.

Religions of Ancient Iraq
A deeply religious people, the
Mesopotamians derived their
ideas of God and the universe
from the land in which they
lived. Mesopotamian religions
were not attached to a particu-
lar dynasty or ruling family;
rather, notions of the divine
developed out of ancient Iraq’s
natural  surroundings—the
changing seasons, the pull of
the ocean tides, the abundance
of the harvests, the radiance
of the Moon, and the heat of
the Sun. The Mesopotamians
held their gods in very high
esteem, building large temples
and shrines for them that were

administered by a class of A depiction of Gilgamesh, eponymous hero-
priests and bureaucrats whose king of the Sumerian epic, whose adventures
functions at first were to make and travels to the Underworld provide a

philosophical underpinning to the meaning
of life (Bonomi, Ninevah and Its Palaces, 1875
[after Botta])

offerings to the gods and, later
on, to regulate the affairs of
the city and the countryside.
The pantheon of Mesopo-
tamian gods ranged from the three superior male gods, Anu, Enlil, and
Enki, to the lowest deities, evil spirits and demons. There was also a group
of goddesses, the most famous of which was Inanna, who personified car-
nality and temptation. There were close to 3,000 names of gods and god-
desses in the Sumerian-Akkadian world, depicting young gods and older
ones. Marduk, the god of Babylon; Nabu, the deity attached to Borsippa
(and Marduk’s son); and Samas, the sun god, were especially revered.
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Several creation epics, most notably that of Gilgamesh, attest to the
fact that gods were the prime instruments in the making of the world.
It is unclear, however, what role religion played in everyday life. One of
the most respected scholars in the field, Oppenheim, queried the stan-
dard by which archaeologists and art historians of ancient Iraq built up
the notion of a Mesopotamian religion. According to him, the material
available to construct a valid theory of Mesopotamian religion is too
meager, and most of what we refer to as religion is really myth, created
by a literary and artistic class of Mesopotamian scribes. He concluded
that religion in ancient Iraq was an elite practice, confined to kings
and priests, and only superficially affected the masses. His assumption
that religion was more of a literary paradigm than a social ritual is still
controversial today.

The Akkadian Empire (2334-2154 B.C.E.)

The rise of Akkad was an immense conceptual shift in the early his-
tory of Iraq that gave rise to a different power formation—the empire.
The shift to empire did not entirely do away with the city-state, which
reemerged in rather spectacular fashion with the rise of the Third
Dynasty of Ur some 200 years later; however, once rooted, the idea
of empire continued to have a great impact on the region’s political,
military, and economic calculations thereafter. The location of the
Akkadian Empire was in northern Babylonia, close to present-day
Baghdad. The first ruler was Sargon of Akkad (r. ca. 2334-2279 B.C.E.),
a military commander who measured success in territorial conquest
and perpetual war. A Semitic people who migrated north from Arabia,
the Akkadians easily defeated the Sumerian city-states in southern
Babylonia and, much later on, conquered vast stretches of territory that
extended all the way from the Upper Euphrates River to Lebanon, on
the Mediterranean coast.

Sargon of Akkad based his empire in the city of Akkad. He and his
descendants helped produce a new language, Akkadian, that was of
Semitic origins but written in the cuneiform script invented by the
Sumerians. Eventually, Akkadian became the language of administra-
tion, while Sumerian remained the language of the people. Even so,
evidence of Sumerian translations of Akkadian texts exists, lending
credence to the theory that neither cultural tradition was entirely
divorced from the other but continued to coexist, albeit in a new politi-
cal formation. In fact, it has been claimed by more than one historian
that the primary difference between Sumerians and Akkadians was not
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race but language, and neither physical nor cultural features served to
distinguish one set of peoples from another. The foremost distinction
was a philological or linguistic one, a peculiarity usually glossed over
by scholars interested in making a questionable case for ethnic differ-
ences between Sumerians and Akkadians.

Sargon of Akkad is known primarily for his creation of a superior army;
his military pursuits ranged from northern Iraq to Syria (and Lebanon),
Iran, and Anatolia. At the same time that the borders of his state were
stretched to incorporate new territories, Sargon established unities in
administrative practice and religious thought that he hoped would instill
a wider Akkad-based identity. He sowed the seeds for the creation of a
centralized bureaucracy in the region. After defeating the Sumerian cities,
Sargon created a well-oiled palace organization in which Akkadians took
on the title and functions of ensis, or governors; administrative records
duly mentioned the names of the Akkadian king and his descendants;
lands were confiscated from Sumerian landholders and parceled out to
Sargon’s chief military and civilian retainers; and beginning a tradition
that was to last throughout the Akkadian period, Sargon’s daughter was
installed as a high priestess of the moon god Nanna in the city of Ur, tak-
ing on a Sumerian name in the process. Finally, the palace was financed
by taxes from overland trade, and in keeping with the empire’s methodi-
cal organization of almost every aspect in the imperial domain, the king
of Akkad also centralized the classification of weights and measures in
his empire “into a single logical system which remained the standard for
a thousand years and more” (Postgate 1994, 41).

It is important to relate that not all of these inventions were com-
pletely novel. For instance, the word ensi, or “governor,” was of
Sumerian derivation, and though the Akkadian kings claimed that
many of the new governors were Akkadians, there is some evidence
that Sargon retained some of the original Sumerian rulers in place.
Akkadian culture, consciously promoted by Sargon to suit his ideologi-
cal needs, was never entirely an autonomous phenomenon; Sumer, with
its complex history, flourishing urbanity, and religious heritage, was in
large part the background from which the kings of Akkad drew their
inspiration, just as they assimilated other influences throughout their
long rule. Despite Sumer’s decline, the waning of Sumerian culture and
language was slow and gradual; even in its nadir, it was being propa-
gated in communities as far afield as Syria, Anatolia, and Palestine,
which adopted Sumerian script and myths.

At the same time, Sargon and his descendants deployed a large mili-
tary organization to subjugate various districts and regions throughout
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the ancient Middle East. The borders of the Akkadian Empire stretched
and contracted with each military defeat or victory. At one point,
Sargon began to refer to himself as “king of the world,” later amending
it to “king of the entire inhabited world” (Van de Mieroop 2004, 64).
The broad principles underlying ancient Iraq’s history are once more
apparent in the existence of regional unities with fluid borders and the
reality of cultural diffusion and adaptation even in times of war. The
Akkadians, a Semitic peoples originating from the Arabian Peninsula,
carved out the first empire in ancient Iraq by force of arms, certainly,
but also by assimilating to cultural forms already entrenched in the land
called Sumer; and in turn, they became the conduits for a Sumerian-
Akkadian synthesis of mores and traditions in the course of their own
world dominion.

The Third Dynasty of Ur (2112-2004 B.C.E.)

The memory of Sumer among the people of the south engendered
resentment and hostility against Akkadian power. Rather than succumb
to its internal enemies, however, the Akkadian Empire seems to have
been defeated by the Gutians, about whom historians know very little
but who seem to have been foreigners who first mounted raids then con-
certed military campaigns against Akkad, which eventually destroyed
the dynasty altogether. After close to 100 years of Gutian supremacy, a
longer-lasting, and certainly more organized, city-state formation came
to the fore. A successful counterattack against the last Gutian leader
was finally mounted by a governor of Ur, Ur-Nammu (r. ca. 2112-2095
B.C.E.). This period is frequently referred to as the Neo-Sumerian period
because Sumerian culture, language, and traditions were revived under
the kings of the Third Dynasty of Ur (Ur III), who ruled for more than
a century. But the Ur dynasty is also important because it continued to
be an arena for a broadly based movement of fusion and transmission
between Sumerian and Akkadian cultures. As we have seen, even during
Sargon’s centralized rule, the two societies had overlapped; but after the
establishment of the Ur dynasty, they became united in name as well, as
Ur-Nammu took on a new title, “king of Sumer and Akkad.”

The Third Dynasty of Ur is unusual because of the vast corpus of
texts and documents it left behind. Historians know more about this
era than many others because of this large archive. For the most part,
it consists of records of state economic activity relating to the agri-
cultural, commercial, and manufacturing sectors of Ur. Despite the
pro-state bias of much of this material, historians have been able to

13
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decipher the larger workings of the Ur dynasty through a careful sifting
of the records. Several conclusions emerge. One, “the Ur III state was
indeed of a different character than its predecessors [ancient Sumer]:
geographically more restricted in size, but internally more centrally
organized” (Van de Mieroop 2004, 73). Two, it consisted of the core
territories of Sumer and Akkad, with a military zone between the Tigris
River and Zagros Mountains.

The state was divided into 20 provinces, ruled by civilian governors
(ensis) on behalf of the king. Usually from the highest families of the
land, the ensis formed a hereditary caste; property was inherited from
the father and passed on to the sons. These governors also acted as
judges and supervisors of the irrigation works of the country. Paralleled
by army generals who were not native born but selected by the king
from among a cadre of “outsiders” (perhaps Akkadian in origin), these
administrators oversaw the state taxation system and dispensed justice
where necessary. Altogether, the Third Dynasty of Ur was a highly cen-
tralized state in which urbanization was high; royal works (irrigation,
the building of temples, and so on) were undertaken by laborers either
forced or recruited to work by state administrators; and some regions
were, at different periods, governed by military fiat. Finally, agricultural
prosperity and wealth from trade were central imperatives of the state.

While there is more documentation on Ur-Nammu's successors than
on Ur-Nammu himself, he did leave a number of clay tablets recording
his achievements that, taken as a whole, point to an unusually capable
leader. Ur-Nammu waged war against bandits and rebels, and either he
or his son Shulgi (r. ca. 2094-2047 B.C.E.) may have been responsible
for dictating the first law code in the world, more than 100 years before
Hammurabi, who has gone down in history as the first ruler to have
promulgated a legal framework for society. Ur-Nammu or Shulgi’s law
code was all the more remarkable because it stressed compensation, not
physical punishment, for murders or wrongful deaths. Ur-Nammu also
invested in agriculture and had his laborers dig a number of ditches
and canals, and he fortified Urs walls, as well as the walls of the other
cities (Uruk, Eridu, and Nippur) that came under his authority. But the
king’s main claim to fame rests with his adaptation of the distinctive
Mesopotamian temple towers, staged towers called ziggurats, which he
built in Ur, Uruk, Eridu, and Nippur, among other cities in his realm.

The ziggurat was uniquely Mesopotamian. Built on platforms that
rested on terraces, these towers were of enameled brick and plaster,
with the highest floors reserved for the temple and its sanctuary. Some
ziggurats rose up to 300 feet and had seven floors (Bertman 2003, 194).
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THE CONTROVERSY OVER
CLIMATE CHANGE AS A FACTOR
IN THE COLLAPSE
OF DYNASTIES IN THE LATE
THIRD MILLENNIUM B.C.E.

From the middle of the 1990s onward, an archaeologist named
Harvey Weiss and his colleagues began publishing several articles
on climate change and its impact on the agriculture of ancient Iraq.
Weiss argued that as of 2200 B.C.E. and continuing for about 200 to
300 years, this sudden climatic change resulted in “major aridification, a
radical increase in airborne dust, cooling, forest removal, land degrada-
tion ... possible alterations in seasonality, as well as flow reductions
in the area’s four major river systems due to reduced or displaced
Mediterranean westerlies and Indian monsoons” (Zettler 2003, 17).
Drought led to the neglect of agricultural lands and massive popula-
tion flight and may have brought about the breakdown of the Akkadian
Empire (because the accumulated changes sapped its economy) so that
when the Gutians invaded, some parts of the Akkadian Empire were
ripe for the plucking. Even though there was a reconsolidation of agri-
culture under the Third Dynasty of Ur, irrigation agriculture remained
forever at the whims of nature, and economic crises leading to the reap-
pearance of major aridity zones were never entirely ruled out. This plus
the important attacks of the northern peoples caused problems with
the food supply on which the cities of ancient Iraq relied and may have
fatally weakened the economic bases of Mesopotamian society.

There are problems, however, with this theory, which have been
pointed out by several scholars of the region. The first concerns Weiss’s
literal translations of the Sumerian texts and his claim that the historians
of ancient Iraq are much too insistent on interpreting hard evidence as
“poetic metaphor” (Zettler 2003, 18). Then there is Weiss’s chronol-
ogy; scholars of ancient Iraq are still grappling with how to “read” the
decades and centuries in terms of calendar years. There are standard
chronologies that many archaeologists and historians rely on, “more
out of convenience than conviction” (Zettler 2003, 20), but these are
not necessarily the most accurate. Finally, archaeologist Richard Zettler
has pointed out that Weiss has not taken into account the vast amount
of grain sent down from the north to the south to rescue the southern
cities of the Akkadian Empire and has placed too much emphasis on
climatic changes as a single factor, leading to a radical explanation for
the decline of both Akkadian and Third Dynasty cities.
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Steps leading to the top of the ziggurat of the ancient city of Ur Kasdim. The ziggurat was a
uniquely Mesopotamian structure. (Shutterstock)

The famous ziggurat of Ur, the best-preserved temple in southern Iraq,
was built of unbaked as well as baked brick and was crisscrossed with
flights of stairs reaching to the top, on which it is presumed, a small
shrine stood (there is little evidence for this argument, even though
it seems the most logical explanation). And yet, as characteristic of
ancient Iraqi architecture as they were, until today, the ziggurat’s overall
function has not been completely deciphered. Other than the theory
that the highest floor of the building housed the temple complex, what
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ARCHITECTURE IN
ANCIENT IRAQ

Ancient Iraq was marked by a number of different architectural
forms. Other than the ziggurats, Mesopotamia also boasted
palaces, temples, public buildings for various purposes, and perhaps
even “headmen’s houses” (Crawford 2002, 79). The important fea-
ture of these structures was their versatility of function. None of
them seem to have served as a building imbued with a single rationale.
All of them, except possibly the headmen’s houses (which were to be
found mostly in northern Iraq), combined religious aspects with politi-
cal and administrative functions.

The most characteristic structure associated with ancient Iraq was
the temple. Temples usually were built in the center of the city and
were distinguished by intricate decorations and an altar. The priests of
certain temples were responsible for managing the temple’s proper-
ties (such as granaries and workshops) and the ceremonial contribu-
tions of food and beverages to the shrine. J. N. Postgate makes the
point that while temples may have played the part of economic institu-
tions, they were, first and foremost, markers of communal identity.
The “social conscience” of the priestly class turned the temple into
a sanctuary for the poor and homeless, while the temple’s storage of
wealth functioned as “inviolable capital” that could ransom villagers
from bondage or “buy” unwanted children and afford them priestly
protection (Postgate 1992, 135-136).

was the ziggurat built for? The explanations are as numerous as they
are fanciful. One of the most interesting theories rests on the notion
that the uppermost floor of the temple was the scene of a ritual or
sacred marriage between gods and mortals. Such ceremonies are known
to have been performed in that location because they were the closest
staging place to the sky and the divine order. On a more prosaic level,
coalition aircraft bombed the ziggurat at Ur during the Gulf War of
1991, as they bombed other, less exalted monuments (Cotter 2003).

The Isin-Larsa Period (2025-1763 B.C.E.)

As with many of the city-states and empires in ancient Iraq, the break-
down of the Third Dynasty of Ur may have come at the hands of nomadic
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tribes, the most important of which were the Hurrians and especially
the Amorites. This interregnum between empires saw the emergence
of various small states, the most important of them being the Amorite
states of Isin and Larsa (Larsa was founded in 2025 B.C.E. and Isin in
2017 B.C.E.) in southern Iraq; the Amorite state of Babylon (1894-1595
B.C.E.); and the Assyrian state of Ashur under King Shamsi-Adad I (r.
ca. 1813-1781 B.C.E.), who later became the unrivalled master of north-
ern Iraq, from the Zagros Mountains to Carchemish on the Euphrates
(near the present-day Syrian-Turkish borders).

For more than two centuries, Isin and Larsa dominated the area.
Initially, Isin laid claim as successor of the Third Dynasty of Ur, and
Larsa was a vassal city. Isin’s decline coincided with the rise of Larsa and
commenced during the reign of the usurper Ur-Ninurta (r. 1923-1896
B.C.E.). Wars against Bedouin attackers and fights over the domination
of water resources taxed the state’s means, and in 1896 B.C.E., an army
led by King Abe-Sare of Larsa defeated Isin and killed Ur-Ninurta.
The two city-states coexisted, but Abe-Sare’s descendants were able to
pick off Isin territory until, in 1793 B.C.E., Rim-Sin attacked and con-
quered Isin itself. Larsa was only able to enjoy its “empire” for another
30 years. In 1763 B.C.E., Hammurabi conquered southern Babylonia,
which included Isin and Larsa.

During the Isin-Larsa period, the cultural currents so reminiscent of
Sumerian influences continued to thrive. Although the Sumerian lan-
guage had begun its long decline, giving way to the Akkadian tongue
(itself an early amalgam of Sumerian and other dialects), Akkadian
became the lingua franca of the “wild” Amorites-turned-settlers, as well
as of the various nomad-based states neighboring Isin and Larsa, long
after the power of the Akkadian Empire had subsided.

First Dynasty of Babylon (Old Babylonia)

(1894-1595 B.C.E.)

Around 1894 B.C.E., Babylon was taken over by Amorite kings, one
of whom built a large wall around the city. When the Amorite ruler
Hammurabi, sixth to head the dynasty, came to power in Babylon
(r. 1848-1806 B.C.E.), it was still a mid-sized city-state whose claim
to fame rested on the fact that its inhabitants had built at least two
temples dedicated to the gods. The city was hemmed in on practically
all sides by rival dynasties, especially that of Shamsi-Adad in Ashur,
that of Isin-Larsa, as well as those of other rulers in northern Syria.
Hammurabi had to wait for close to 29 years to expand his hold of
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the region. In the meantime, he dedicated himself to the internal
affairs of his state, to which he finally brought peace and stability.
Then, sensing that his enemies were weakening, he attacked them
and conquered southern Babylonia, inheriting the kingdom of Sumer
and Akkad in the process. Eventually his many conquests, with none
more dramatic than that of the Assyrian state, unified the whole of
ancient Iraq (Assyria and Babylon) into one empire, with Babylon as
his capital.

The Assyro-Babylonian Empire formed a Semitic state built on a
Sumerian foundation. Under Hammurabi, Babylon became the most
significant city in the region and held its own as a cultural, and often
political, capital for close to 1,500 years, down to the time of Alexander
the Great. Hammurabi promoted the cult of the god Marduk, the deity
of Babylon, and himself as supreme master of southern Mesopotamia
along with Marduk. Cities far and wide had to acknowledge the
supremacy of both ruler and deity in everything from ceremonial
rituals to everyday affairs. Assyrologist Stephanie Dalley notes that
the greeting sent from one provincial ruler to another in Hammurabi’s
time began with the customary, “May Shamash and Marduk grant you
long life,” signifying the by-now standard insertion of Marduk among
the Mesopotamian pantheon of gods (Dalley 2002, 44). Such was the
solidity of the state built by Hammurabi that the five kings who suc-
ceeded him each ruled for no less than 20 years, a “situation that is
usually indicative of political stability” (Van De Mieroop 2004, 111).
The dynasty came to an end, however, in 1595 B.C.E. when Hittites
from Anatolia (central Turkey) under King Mursili sacked Babylon.

Hammurabi the Lawgiver

Although built on earlier precedents, the law codes published under
Hammurabi are forever associated with his name. In his 42nd year,
Hammurabi had his judgments immortalized by publishing them as
a set of codes inspired by Shamash, the sun god, a copy of which was
found in Susiania (in what is now Iran) and transported to the Louvre
Museum in Paris at the turn of the 20th century. It is important to
understand that Hammurabi’s codes were not law statutes but grew out
of day-to-day regulations adopted by the king while adjusting previ-
ous edicts to new socioeconomic realities. In this way, they should be
seen as practical instructions, not as fully worked out laws ensuring
universal application. And yet, they have not only achieved worldwide
acclaim but influenced all modern law up to our day.
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Detail of the stela on which is inscribed the Code of Hammurabi, the ancient set of law judg-
ments that has influenced modern law (John Said/Shutterstock)

Consisting of 282 laws engraved on a basalt stela (stone slab or
pillar used for commemorative purposes), the Code of Hammurabi
dealt with various crimes, as well as with trade, family law, property,
agricultural issues, and even the buying of slaves. The codes describe
three classes in society: free men, mushkenu (perhaps military men
attached to the state by land grants or other forms of service), and
slaves (Roux 1992, 204). According to Roux, the principal change in
the codes was the de-emphasis on compensation in cash or tribute,
which was part of the Sumerian penal code, and the stress laid on
“death, mutilation or corporal punishment” (Roux 1992, 205). Thus,
if a surgeon killed his patient, his hand would be cut off; if a house
collapsed, its architect would be put to death; if a slave were killed
when the house collapsed on him, the builder of the house would
compensate the slave’s owner with another slave. But there was leni-
ency, too. For instance, an adulterous woman’s sentence was to be
put to death, but she could also be pardoned by her husband. If a
man was determined to divorce his wife because she had not given
birth to sons, then he had to compensate her with the full amount
of the dowry or bride wealth given to her by her father. According
to Roux, the advances made in Hammurabi’s codes are innumerable;
chiefly, however, “. . . it remains unique by its length, by the elegance
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and precision of its style and by the light it throws on the rough, yet
highly civilized society of the period” (Roux 1992, 206).

The Dark Ages (1595-1200 B.C.E.)

The subsequent era until about 1200 B.C.E. is usually referred to as the
Dark Ages because fewer texts were written, thus providing less infor-
mation for historians to work with. From the fall of the first Babylonian
empire to the conquest of Babylon by the Assyrians, raids and counter-
raids characterized the period, and although lesser dynasties emerged,
such as the Hittites and the Kassites, no one nation or people were
strong enough to gain the upper hand and take control of the ultimate
prize, Babylonia. Even though in certain epochs Assyrian commanders
were able to defeat the lightly armed tribes decisively, submission to
one ruler meant very little in the unstable politics of the time. While
tribal leaders paid an arranged tribute to signify their obeisance, the
minute the Assyrian commanders wheeled around to return home, the
tribes went back to their established ways.

The Assyrian Empire (1170-612 B.C.E.)

The Assyrians were Semitic peoples who lived through a turbulent his-
tory, first as a small kingdom at the mercy of pillaging tribes and then
as subjects of the Babylonians. But in about 1350 B.C.E., Ashuruballit
I founded the independent state of Assyria, and a few centuries later,
this state metamorphosed into the supreme masters of ancient Iraq.
Throughout their long history of empire-building, the Assyrians were
known as fierce fighters, invading and controlling large swaths of land
formerly belonging to their traditional enemies, the Babylonians and the
mountain tribes, as well as inhabitants of Mediterranean countries far
beyond their borders. Under a succession of able military commanders
and rulers and over a period of several centuries, the Assyrians began
to expand across the entire known world. Under Tiglath-pileser (r. ca.
1113-1075 B.C.E.), and especially Ashurnasirpal 1I (r. 883-859 B.C.E.)
and his son Shalmaneser III (r. 858-824 B.C.E.), the countries of the
eastern Mediterranean fell under Assyrian sway, and for all intents and
purposes, the Mediterranean became an Assyrian lake (ca. 853 B.C.E.).

One of the recurrent themes of Assyrian history, then, is perpetual
expansion; even when military setbacks occurred, as they often did,
the memory of earlier successful raids created a momentum that was
not easily forgotten. One of the first actions normally undertaken by
a reigning Assyrian king was to step up military offensives to recover
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lands lost, either in the south or the west. Oppenheim has made a pro-
vocative case for the relentless Assyrian compulsion to go to war. He
believes that the Assyrians periodically created and re-created “ephem-
eral empires” (Oppenheim 1977, 167) that rarely outlasted a particular
Assyrian king’s reign because of two main reasons: the instability of the
Assyrian system of government and the collapse of the economic rev-
enues available to Assyrian rulers within the core territories. Certainly,
evidence suggests that the tightly centralized inner domain (Ashur) was
always under pressure to produce a surplus to meet taxes. Obviously,
one of the calculations of Assyrian generals was that a wider empire
would extend revenue flows. But Oppenheim speculates that the almost
automatic imperative to “restore” the greater empire may also have
sprung from protonationalist ideals on the part of a select Assyrian rul-
ing clique who wanted to enlarge the homeland for ideological (that is,
religious) reasons. In other words, in order to appease the gods as well
as to actualize an “Assyrian” identity, more tribute-bearing lands would
have to be joined to the Assyrian center. Of course, on a more mundane
level, it is undeniable that the Assyrian campaigns were also launched
as defensive wars, to secure the always troublesome outermost borders
of the empire and to keep open vital trade routes from northern Iraq to
Syria, Anatolia, Iran, and the Gulf.

Alongside issues of war and peace, the Assyrians may also have inno-
vated mass deportation campaigns. History relates that Tiglath-pileser
III (r. 744-727 B.C.E.) was particularly well known for employing this
strategy. According to Roux, “[W]hole towns and districts were emptied
of their inhabitants, who were resettled in distant regions and replaced
by people brought in force from other countries. In 742 and 741 B.C.E.,
for instance, 30,000 Syrians from the region of Hama were sent to the
Zagros mountains, while 18,000 Arameans from the left bank of the
Tigris were transferred to northern Syria” (Roux 1992, 307).

The other famous example is that of Sargon II (r. 721-705 B.C.E.),
who vigorously dispersed the Hebrews after the conquest of the north-
ern kingdom of Israel (after having made them pay taxes, as Assyrian
kings did with all occupied peoples). Referred to as the dispersion of
the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel, this mass deportation was perfectly in
line with Assyrian practice (deportation measures were carried out as
far south as Arabia). Deportations occurred for a number of reasons.
Assyrian commanders, always anxious to maximize imperial gain,
either transported farmers and laborers from one overpopulated area to
a less productive district and made the deportees grow crops deemed
necessary for the empire or pressed the deportees in the army, or even
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forced them to relocate to less-developed areas where crafts and indus-
tries were absent. The point, crudely made by these forced migrations,
was that Assyrian authorities would not rest until Greater Assyria
became completely self-sufficient in terms of people and resources, and
the internal distribution of specializations and services was rationalized
to create a rough equity, if not for the Assyrians at large, then at least
for the elite that ran the empire.

In sum, even though the Assyrians followed the tradition of earlier
civilizations and built institutions that influenced the region for centu-
ries to come, their innovations and adaptations are always deemed sec-
ondary to the more celebrated exploits of boots on the ground. And yet,
most Assyrian kings, for example, were avid builders: Ashurnasirpal 11
constructed a great palace complex close to the Tigris River and Upper
Zab tributary in northern Iraq; eventually the site took on the name of
Nimrud (originally, Kalkh). Nimrud, south of present-day Mosul, has
been the scene of excavations for more than 150 years by the British,
Poles, Italians, Americans, and of course, Iraqis. Its site is now so well
known that archaeologists can confidently list four important palaces,
three smaller ones, “perhaps five temples, three gates, a ziggurat or
temple tower of Ninurta, the patron god of the city, and six townhouses,
all dating to the period of the Assyrian Empire” (Paley 2003, 1). After
the coalition attack on Baghdad in 2003, a National Geographic team
drained the underground floors of a Baghdad bank to find the vast
treasure of one of Ashurnasirpal’s palaces. The bank’s vaults had been
plunged underwater in the war’s chaotic aftermath.

The ruler Sargon II, who succeeded Ashurnasirpal II, built an entire
town in Khorsabad (Dar-Shrukin). Khorsabad had a square plan and
was defended by statues of bull-men erected at the seven major gates.
The palace, situated in the inner sanctum of the city, was built on a
raised platform and had 300 rooms and 30 courtyards and a ziggurat
of many different hues. But Sargon did not live long enough to take
pleasure in his new town: One year after Khorsabad was completed, he
was killed in battle, after which the Assyrian ruling house retreated to
Nineveh, ancient capital of Ashur.

Even Sennacherib (r. 705-681 B.C.E.), famous for destroying Babylon,
built temples and palaces and started massive public works to restore
agricultural prosperity to the empire. Nineveh became the spacious,
fortified capital of the Assyrian Empire with a great exterior wall, the
remains of which still occupy the left bank of the Tigris, opposite pres-
ent-day Mosul. A splendid palace guarded by statues of bronze lions
and surrounded by a landscaped garden, watered by an aqueduct built
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specially for that purpose, completed the lavish picture. Esarhaddon (r.
680-669 B.C.E.), Sennacherib’s son, rebuilt Babylon, which his father
had razed to the ground because of Babylonian “perfidy,” and by 669
B.C.E., Assyria’s southern province had taken on all the magnificence of
the old.

The Spread of Tribal Movements

The cities and empires that ruled Iraq and battled each other for domi-
nation also constantly fought to extend their sway over the nomadic
peoples who lived on the margins of urban settlements and whose
histories are, for the most part, unwritten (except by their enemies)
and therefore all the more obscure. Geography truly determined des-
tiny in ancient Iraq; the same patterns were repeated over and over
again for thousands of years and all the way into the premodern era,
with the eruption of nomadic pastoralists emerging out of the Arabian
Peninsula, the settlement of tribal peoples on the fringes of civilization
in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen, and their eventual defeat and incorporation
into the larger empires. The fact that city folk were once nomadic pas-
toralists or seminomads themselves only tends to blur the boundaries
between cities, empires, and tribes. The cycle of nomads settling down
to form or join already established cities and then blending into larger
formations such as empires, only to return to a pastoralist mode once
these larger formations disappear, is a familiar one in the Middle East.
It is best described by a 14th-century Muslim historian, Ibn Khaldun,
the famous author of al-Mugadimma (Prolegomena). In that work, Ibn
Khaldun described the “natural life of empires” as having three stages,
basically corresponding to generations in which the nomadic (or, for
modern empires, rural) life gives way to the settled, or urban, life. In
the final stage, the nomadic life is completely forgotten, and decadence
sets in.

The domestication of the camel (2000-1300 B.C.E.), allowed the
Arabs to become more mobile, and they started to penetrate into the
more prosperous regions of the Middle East. In the ninth century
B.C.E., we first begin to hear of the Arabs, a term usually glossed over
by archaeologists and historians until the dawn of the Islamic era. And
yet, 15 centuries before the rise of Islam, the word Arab appears on clay
tablets in the Assyrian period, starting from the reign of Shalmaneser 111
onward (Gailani and Alusi 1999, 9-14). Referring both to the Arabian
Peninsula, as well as to a distinct category of people under a variety
of names, such as Arubu or Amel-Ur-bi, the term has generally been
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suspended in favor of broader categories, such as “the Semites,” which
came to include not only the Arabs but the Aramaeans and Canaanites
as well.

Of nomadic origins but from different regions of the eastern
Mediterranean, both the Aramaeans and the Arabs turned to trade once
they had crossed into greener Syrian pastures, while the Canaanites, the
best-known traders of the region, made Palestine their home. In north
Syria, the largest group, the Aramaeans overwhelmed earlier civiliza-
tions and took over their cities, eventually subordinating the mega-
lopolis of Aram-Damascus to their growing empire. Equally important
was another community, the Chaldeans, who lived in the marshes of
southernmost Iraq. The Chaldeans spoke a dialect of Aramaic but they
were a distinct group of peoples. Like the Aramaeans and Arabs at an
earlier stage, the Chaldeans were divided into several different regions,
each ruled by a tribal chief. They grew dates, subsisted on fishing, and
bred horses. The Chaldeans, just like the Arabs and the Arameans, prof-
ited from the overland trade passing by way of Arabia to northern Syria.
Fortune was only to smile on the former group, in 626 B.C.E., when the
fluctuating military and political developments of the period brought
forth the Neo-Babylonian Empire.

The Neo-Babylonian Empire (625-539 B.C.E.)

After several centuries of eclipse, the Babylonian dynasty rose again.
Under the Chaldean Nabu-apla-usur (Nabopolassar, r. ca. 625-605
B.C.E.), Babylonia invaded and conquered the provinces of the
Assyrian Empire from the Mediterranean Sea to the Arabian Gulf. The
three main Assyrian cities, Ashur, Nineveh, and Nimrud, were devas-
tated by fire and were left in ruins. Assyria was obliterated from the
map. After the decline of Assyria, Babylonia and Egypt were the only
large empires facing each other in Syria-Palestine. The Babylonian
troops were commanded by Nebuchadnezzar II (r. 604-562 B.C.E.),
who was married to Amyitis, the daughter of the king of the power-
ful Medes, located in what is now northern Iraq, and thus Babylonia
was protected by its alliance with the Medes against the forces
beyond the kingdom. After the death of his father, Nabu-apla-usur,
Nebuchadnezzar became king and began a long war to conquer the
kingdom of Judah and its capital, Jerusalem. In 586 B.C.E., the city
fell. When Nebuchadnezzar’s appointee in Jerusalem, Zedekiah, tried
to turn the tables on his master and make himself the actual ruler
of the province, the Babylonian king used the time-honored tactic
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T R T
Detail of the reconstructed Ishtar Gate at the Pergamon Museum, in Berlin. The gate to
Babylon’s inner city was constructed ca. 575 B.C.E., during the reign of Nebuchadnezzar Il
who conquered the kingdom of Judah and brought the Jews to Babylon in exile. (Martina I.
Meyer/Shutterstock)

of deporting approximately 3,000 of Judah’s Jews as punishment.
Zedekiah attempted a revolt but was defeated; he was brought before
Nebuchadnezzar and, after witnessing the execution of his sons, had
his eyes gouged out.

After Nebuchadnezzar’s death, Babylonia experienced a period of
misrule and assassination. Three kings ruled during the next six years
(one for only nine months) until a commoner named Nabonidus (r.
ca. 556-539 B.C.E.) became king. He is reported to have angered
the Babylonian priestly hierarchy by demoting their supreme god,
Marduk, and replacing him with a non-Babylonian moon god, Sin.
Furthermore, Nabonidus sojourned for 10 years at the oasis of Teima
(in present-day Saudi Arabia), this forcing the cancellation of the
new year’s festival of Akitu, during which the king and the high
priest played important roles. Eventually, his reconsolidated state,
resting on the laurels of Old Babylonia, came to an end when another
king, Cyrus of Persia, moved into the capital without encountering
resistance.
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Conclusion
This chapter has traced the history of ancient Iraq over a course of
some 30 centuries, and what scintillating centuries they were. Even
though archaeologists, historians, and philologists are still far from
knowing the details of each and every century, let alone decade (and
there are huge stretches of time for which there are no records at all),
the overriding theme that emerges when studying those 30 centuries is
cultural unity despite constantly shifting borders. Permanent features
of this period are, first, a lack of fixed borders and the constant spread
of peoples and cultures throughout the region and, second, the assimi-
lation and integration of languages, cultures, and civilizations in an
unending search for new technologies and methodologies, commercial
exchange, and, not least of all, meanings in this life and the next. The
permeability of borders and the diffusion and absorption of languages
and cultures reinforced one another; as mutually supporting trends
of state and society, they gave impetus to the spread of novel ways of
understanding the world, worshipping the gods, the growing of new
crops, and the organization of fiscal, legal, and educational regimes.
Let us conclude with a description of the broad reception accorded
to Sargon’s rule in Sumer-Akkad. His impact was felt in regions far and
wide, not simply because of Sargon’s many conquests and achievements
but also perhaps because he was adopting modes of thought and orga-
nization long current in the region that made appeal to all cultures and
traditions. Oppenheim states:

Sargon remained a semi-mythical king throughout much of
the second millennium. The story of his birth and exposure,
his rescue from a basket floating down the Euphrates, his rise
to power, and last but not least, his campaigns, adventures,
victories, and reverses and his conquest of the West was read
in Amarna in Egypt, in Hattusa in Anatolia and even translated
into Hurrian and Hittite (Oppenheim 1977, 151).
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FROM THE PERSIAN EMPIRE
TO THE SASSANIANS
(539 B.C.E.—651 C.E.)

In the succeeding millennium, Mesopotamia, or ancient Iraq, con-
tinued to be a focus for invasion and conquest. Up to this period,
all overlords of Mesopotamia, with the probable exception of the
Sumerians, had been Semitic, but now, the conquerors came not from
nearby regions but from farther afield. They not only brought a fur-
ther intermingling of cultures in the alluvial plains of the Tigris and
Euphrates but relegated the area to a mere region of their far-flung
conquests. Under the Persian, Macedonian-Greek, Parthian, Roman,
and Sassanian Empires, the Assyro-Babylonian cities ceased to be great
capitals in their own right (although Babylon was still held in highest
regard even in the time of Alexander the Great); in fact, many were
destroyed in the conquests.

These empires left their marks on the land in many ways. With the
exception of the Romans, who only held portions of Mesopotamia,
each succeeding imperial dynasty contributed to the cultural history of
ancient Iraq, not simply its political and military histories. Art, archi-
tecture, religion, literature, law, and financial institutions were all rede-
fined and expanded during this long period of struggle and takeover.

The Persian Empire (554-330 B.C.E.)

According to Greek sources, which, along with Neo-Babylonian docu-
ments, are frequently the only material available to trace the history of
the Persians, the latter hailed from southwest Iran and were led by a
man called Achaemenes, after which the Achaemenid dynasty takes its
name. Initially vassals of the Medes, the Persians, under Cyrus the Great
(r. 559-530 B.C.E.), defeated the Medes in about 550 B.C.E. and captured
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their king, Astyages. Cyrus thereupon assumed the kingship of the Medes
as well, absorbing them and the territory they controlled into an empire
that would rapidly expand during the next 20 years. The Persians, at
least in the beginning, ruled in an almost indistinguishable style from
the Medes, so much so that the Greeks referred to them as Medes (Van
de Mieroop 2004, 268). There may also have been other reasons for that.
According to Greek historian Herodotus, Cyrus’s mother was actually a
daughter of Astyages, thus making Cyrus in part a member of the tribe.
Another ancient Greek historian, Ctesias of Cnidus, who stayed at the
Persian court around 400 B.C.E. and wrote several histories of the Persian
Empire, claimed that it was Cyrus who had married one of Astyages’s
daughters. If either or both of these accounts is legendary, they may have
been propagated to justify Persian rule over the Medes and their lands.
Further contributing to their legendary aspect is an account by the third-
century B.C.E. Babylonian priest Berrossus, who placed Astyages at the
beginning of the Chaldean period (Sack 1991, 7).

During the course of the next 20 years, Cyrus overran Greek-speak-
ing Anatolia (the Asian part of Turkey), eastern Iran, parts of Central
Asia, and the Neo-Babylonian Empire, which controlled much of the
Fertile Crescent, an arc-like area stretching from the Persian Gulf
through Mesopotamia and into Upper Egypt. In 539 B.C.E., Cyrus
defeated the army of the last Babylonian king, Nabonidus (r. 556-539
B.C.E.), and made his son, Cambyses, king of Babylon. Historians have
speculated that Cyrus, aware of the power of the priestly hierarchy,
made Cambyses king to ensure the proper continuation of the Akitu
festival since Cyrus, himself, would be gone for long periods on the
battlefield. Like his Chaldean predecessors, Cyrus (as well as later
Achaemenid emperors) held Babylon in high esteem as the cultural
center of the ancient Near East. Not only did he preserve the city, but
in an echo of the rationalization used to justify his triumph over the
Medes, the royal inscription on what has become known as the Cyrus
Cylinder, a cylindrical clay tablet, has it that the Babylonian high god,
Marduk, chose Cyrus to reign over the empire. The Cyrus legend
extends further. Biblical accounts (among others) describe that the
year after Cyrus occupied Babylon, he allowed the Jews to return to
Judah after their nearly 50-year exile, begun during the reign of the
Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar II. However, this is not confirmed
by the Cyrus Cylinder. According to ancient historical texts, Cyrus led
military expeditions as far east as India.

In 530 B.C.E., Cambyses (1. ca. 530-522 B.C.E.) inherited the throne of
the Persian Empire and five years later, conquered Egypt, becoming its
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The Cyrus Cylinder, upon which is inscribed the Persian king’s conquest of Babylon at the
behest of Marduk, the Babylonian high god (HIP/Art Resource, NY)

king. Cambyses remained in Egypt until 522 B.C.E., when he returned
to Babylon to oust a usurper of his throne (here the historical record is
unclear): either the magian (an expert in religious traditions) Gaumata
or his own brother Smerdis. Some accounts declare that Cambyses had
had Smerdis secretly murdered and that Gaumata assumed the throne
as the dead brother, while most claim that Smerdis briefly held power.
Soon after his return to Babylonia, Cambyses died—whether of natural
causes, suicide, or at the hand of another is unclear—before removing
the usurper. That task was left to the man who became the next Persian
ruler, Darius I (r. 521-486 B.C.E.), also referred to as Darius the Great.

Darius was not a direct member of the royal line but claimed
Achaemenid kinship through his father, Hystaspes. The first years of
Darius’s reign were marked by civil war throughout the empire. The
first region to rebel was Babylonia, where a local leader “called Nidintu-
Bél recruited an army by declaring that he was ‘Nebuchadnezzar,
son of Nabonidus’ and seized kingship in Babylon” (Roux 1980, 376).
Darius led an army against Nebuchadnezzar III (who ruled Babylon for
approximately two months) before destroying his army and executing
him in Babylon. The following year, yet another claimant to the throne
appeared, naming himself Nebuchadnezzar, but he met the same fate
as his predecessor. The unrest spread to other parts of the empire as
local tribes sought to take advantage of the disarray in Babylon. By 518
B.C.E., however, Darius had secured control over the empire. He then
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set about expanding it, overwhelming parts of Africa, including Libya,
and annexing western India. Darius also set his sights westward where
the Hellenic city-states, just beyond the empire’s border, were the next
logical step. Part of Darius’s (and his successor Xerxes’) strategy in the
area was to pit the Greek city-states against one another, for “having
watched the Iraqi cities hack one another to pieces and so make their
conquest easy, Darius and Xerxes tried to apply the Iraqi lesson to
Greece. In one of the great turning points of history, they failed . ..”
(Polk 2005, 32). Darius was twice thwarted in his attempt at Greek
conquest: first, when a Persian fleet was destroyed in a storm in 492
B.C.E. and then, when his army was defeated by an Athenian army at
the Battle of Marathon in 490 B.C.E., which halted the Persian advance
in its tracks. Thereafter, the goal of conquering the whole of Greece
became one of the defining visions of the Persian rulers, attempted by
practically every one of them after Darius.

By the end of Darius’s reign, the Persian Empire stretched over
thousands of miles, from the Aegean Sea eastward to the Indus River,
and from Armenia in the north to Lower Egypt. Its rulers governed
a multitude of men and women and coexisted with several different
religions and cultures. The Persian Empire exerted influence on its con-
temporaries as well as its successors; for example, its lingering effects
were evident on the Sassanian Empire that followed in its wake, which
contributed to world civilization through its emphasis on the divine
rule of kings and the construction of imperial authority.

The Persian Empire under the Achaemenids was famous for its
building activities. In much the same vein as all the rulers and dynasts
that preceded them, the Persians built magnificent administrative capi-
tals, such as Persepolis (begun in 518 B.C.E.) and Susa, which consisted
of several palaces and large gardens. The most celebrated tradition asso-
ciated with some, if not all the rulers of the Persian Empire, however,
was the policy of toleration for all ethnic, religious, and social groups.
According to historian Marc Van de Mieroop, “it was the first empire
that acknowledged the fact that its inhabitants had a variety of cultures,
spoke different languages, and were politically organized in various
ways” (Van de Mieroop 2004, 274). The Persians’ keen interest in pro-
moting efficient government allowed them to retain the administrative
languages used by different peoples so as to be able to use them in local
affairs; as well, the inscriptions on the walls of temples or on monu-
ments were in several different languages, testimony to the diversity of
the empire, which at its height contained more than 70 ethnic groups.
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Ruins of the ancient Persian capital of Persepolis, built in the late sixth—early fifth century
B.C.E., located approximately 45 miles north of Shiraz, Iran (Steba/Shutterstock)

Imperial expansion aside, Darius left his mark on the empire through
its internal reorganization. Van de Mieroop theorizes that as a result of
the civil war and provincial uprisings, “Darius regularized control once
he was fully in charge. ... [T]lhe empire was turned into a uniform
structure of about 20 provinces” (Van De Mieroop 2004, 272). The
provinces, or satrapies, were each ruled by a satrap, or governor. Over
time, those satraps became rival contenders for power because some of
them developed their own local power bases. Meanwhile, Babylonian
revolts and Egyptian insurrections strained the empire’s resources and
ate into its revenue. Equally significant was the outsourcing of the
army, which went from a relatively professional organization to a body
composed almost entirely of mercenary troops, some of whose mem-
bers were Greek. Ultimately, the empire was too large to be controlled
exclusively by one dynasty, and in the end, it was a case of the middle
nibbling at the edges. By the end of the fourth century B.C.E., this dete-
rioration made the Persian Empire ripe for conquest.

In the rough and rude environment of Macedonia (northern Greece), a
ruling family emerged that threatened the Persian Empire’s hold on power.
Taking a leaf from the Achaemenids’ book, Alexander of Macedon, who
became king in 336 B.C.E., started his long march toward the formation
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of yet another sprawling empire, this time joining Persian administrative
experience to Hellenistic traditions. Reverting to local legacies of impe-
rial rule, he made Babylon his capital and restored the temple of Marduk,
Babylon’s reigning god. His practice of melding local institutions with
imperial rule, entirely in keeping with ancient precedent, marks him as
yet another proponent of the cultural unity of the region, of which ancient
Iraq, with its fluctuating frontiers but its vastly absorptive civilization, was
perhaps a notable example.

Alexander the Great (r. 336-323 B.C.E.)

Alexander was born in Pella in 356 B.C.E., the son of the Macedonian
king Philip II, who had seized power just three years earlier. Alexander’s
