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It was between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers that true civilization began. The first to develop a civilization in Mesopotamia were the Sumerians who conquered the lower part of the Tigris and Euphrates. They transformed swamps into fields. Around 3000 BCE, they evolved into 12 city-states. Sumerians had a system of symbol writing on clay tablets (cuneiform), brick houses, temples, and bronze tools and weapons. There were also irrigation works, trade with other peoples, religious and political institutions, and an early form of money. They spoke the same language, and believed in the same gods, but were at constant war with each other. Weakened by war, they were open to foreign domination. About 2350, the people of Akkad conquered the Sumerian cities. The Akkadians had an empire from the Mediterranean Sea to the Persian Gulf. The Akkadians adopted Sumerian customs. Mesopotamian religion became a blend of Sumerian and Akkadian elements. The Sumerian legacy served as the basis for a Mesopotamian civilization for 3000 years. Religion was the center of Mesopotamian life. It was their understanding of nature and society, it dominated and inspired all cultural activity. Wars were interpreted as conflicts between the gods of cities. The Mesopotamians believed that people were given life so that they could execute on earth the will of the gods in heaven. The cities of Mesopotamia were sacred communities dedicated to serving divine masters, and people hoped that appeasing the god would bring prosperity to their cities. Sumerians built huge ziggurats. Within the ziggurats were office and housing for priests, shops for potters and artisans. The temple was the cultural and economic heart of the city, and a vital part of the city’s life. The priests basically controlled most of the population, owning crops, and receiving contributions. Temple scribes kept records of expenditures and receipts. The ‘gods’ controlled everything in the universe. Every force of nature was controlled by a god. There were good gods, and demons. To shield themselves from these demons, Mesopotamians wore charms, and begged their gods for protection. Mesopotamians also believed that they were being manipulated by divine beings. Uncertainty filled life in Mesopotamia. Sometimes, the rivers would break through the dikes, flooding the cities and ruining the crops. Windstorms devastated the countryside, and storms turned the sand into mud. Mesopotamians lived in an atmosphere of anxiety, which permeated their civilization. A Mesopotamian man or woman hoped to experience a good life by being obedient to elders, rulers, and gods. The rewards for these were long lives, health, and success. However, there was always a pessimism that hung around Mesopotamia, because true happiness was either transitory or beyond reach. Government and Law-The government of early Sumeria might have been a primitive democracy, in which a council of elders and an assembly of citizens oversaw everyday affairs, and appointed a temporary king when war threatened. In time, kingship became hereditary and permanent. The king’s duties were to direct construction and maintenance of temples, and to wage war. Kingship was the central institution of Mesopotamian society. Gods governed through kings, who reported to the gods about the conditions in their land. The Mesopotamians viewed their government as the one of the gods-no one was all powerful. Therefore, no one mortal ruler could be all powerful. Mesopotamian kingship lacked sureness and confidence because of that. The king administered the laws. The principle collection of laws in ancient Mesopotamia was the Code of Hammurabi, the Babylonian ruler. Hammurabi claimed that his code rested on the authority of the gods; to violate it was to contravene the divine order. Women were made subservient to men. Punishments were generally severe-“an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.” The code prescribed death for a few crimes. Class distinctions were expressed in the code. Nobles had more power than peasants. Business and Trade-The economy of Mesopotamian cities depended upon trade. Besides merchants, temple priests engaged in trade. Over the centuries, merchants began to behave as professionals. Because of the trade’s importance, business transactions had to be recorded in writing. Mesopotamians imported resources not found at home, and exported those that they had. Enterprising businessmen set up trading outposts in distant lands, making the Mesopotamians pioneers in international trade. Sumerians established schools, which trained the upper class in the art of cuneiform writing. Virtually all scribes were men. In translating Sumerian words into the Akkadian language, they compiled what was probably the first dictionary. Students who completed the course of study successfully were employed as scribes. The Mesopotamians invented multiplication and division, even exponents. They did some geometrical work as well. Mesopotamians also demonstrated some accurate knowledge of medicine and pharmacology. 


