Mesopotamian Civilization

I. Geography of Mesopotamia (The Fertile Crescent).

A. Mesopotamia is located in the river valley formed by  the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.  The Greeks called Mesopotamia “the land between the rivers.”

B. The modern countries that occupy this region are Iraq and Syria.

C. This area of the world receives little rain, however, the soil is very rich due to silt that has been deposited in the valley over the centuries from an annual flood that occurs in late spring.

D. These floods, which depend on melting snows from the mountains in the north, are irregular and can be catastrophic.

E. Because of this geography farming could only be accomplished with human intervention in the form of irrigation canals and drainage ditches.

F. The Mesopotamians developed a large and complex system of irrigation canals that provided an abundant amount of food.

G. This surplus of food allowed civilization to emerge.

II. Political Structures of Mesopotamia

A. Sumerians

1. By 3000 BC the Sumerians had established a number of independent city states in southern Mesopotamia.

2. To the north a group of people called the Akkadians had settled.

3. Between 3000 and 2340 Three major political developments occurred.

a.  The evolution of the kingship.

1) Over time military leaders began to rival priests for control of the community.

2) Eventually the kingship came to be viewed as divine in origin. (kings got the power to rule from the gods.)

3) The powers of the king.

a) To command the armies.

b) To build public works.

c) To act as the court of last resort.

d) To initiate legislation.

e) To organize the labor force for irrigation.

b. Constant warfare among the city-states over land and irrigation rights.

c. The move towards larger territorial states by consolidating all of the city-states into a single empire.

4. In 2340 BC Sargon the leader of the Akkadians defeated the Sumerians and established the worlds first empire.  Sargon’s empire included all of the Fertile Crescent.

5. During the time of Sargon Mesopotamia experienced a period of economic prosperity and artistic and intellectual activity.

6. Due to internal dissension and over-expansion the Akkadian empire fell in 2100 BC.

7. With the fall of the Akkadian empire Mesopotamia reverted to independent city-states.

8. It was not until 1792 BC that Mesopotamia was united again

9. In 1792 a man named Hammurabi succeeded in forming a new empire whose capital was located in Babylon.

10.  Hammurabi is best known for his Code of laws.

11.  The Empire formed by Hammurabi endured to 1500     

       BC.

III. Cities of Mesopotamia

A. The cities were composed of three different areas.

1. An inner section which consisted of dwellings.

2. An outer part which consisted of fields and villages.

3. A harbor area where merchants lived and trade was conducted.

B. All cities were surrounded by walls Uruk for example had walls that were six miles long and had defense towers on the wall every thirty or forty feet.

C. Dwellings were made from sun dried bricks

D. The most prominent feature of these cities was the temple dedicated to the patron god of the city.

E. The temples were built on top of a stepped tower called a Ziggurat.

F. The temple while primarily religious also usually served as the center for political and economic activity because the temple usually owned much of the city’s land and livestock.

IV. Economic Structure of Mesopotamia.

A. The Mesopotamian economy was primarily agriculture.

B. Industry consisted of the production of pottery, woolen textiles and metal work.

C. Most trade was done on the barter system, but sometimes silver was used for monetary payments.

D. Taxes were paid to the palace and tithes were paid to the temple.

E. The government and temple would then invest in commercial and agricultural enterprises.

V. Social Structure of Mesopotamia.

A. There were three major social groups in Mesopotamia.

B. Nobles

1. The royal officials and their families.

2. Priests and their families.

C. Free Citizens

1. Farmers

2. Merchants

3. Craftsmen

4. Fishermen

D. Slaves

VI. The Importance of Religion.

A. Mesopotamians viewed their city-states as earthly copies of a divine perfection.

B. Each city-state was linked to a particular god or goddess and through a ceremony the power of the god was harnessed for the city. 

C. The god or goddess of the city was believed to dwell within the temple in the form of a statue.

D. With its numerous Gods and Goddesses Mesopotamian religion was polytheistic in nature.

E. The four most powerful Gods were: 

1. An—the god of the sky.

2. Enlil—the god of wind.

3. Enki—the god of earth.

4. Ninhursaga—the mother goddess who gave birth to kings

F. Priests tried to discover the intentions of the gods through a process called divination.

G. Early in Mesopotamian history divination took the form of reading the shape of the liver of a slaughtered animal.

H. As time passed the Mesopotamian priests developed astrology or the study of the position of heavenly bodies for the purpose of divination.

VII. System of Writing

A. The Mesopotamians developed a system of writing called cuneiform.

B. Cuneiform is a style of writing that uses wedge shaped impressions on a clay tablet.  The clay was then dried in the sun.

C. We have found several hundred thousand of these cuneiform tablets.

D. Many of the tablets contain records of business transactions.

E. There are also monumental texts that were recorded on walls and large stone tablets.

F. There were many teaching texts.  Schools which taught scribes how to write were common by 2500 BC.

VIII. Mesopotamian Literature.

A. The Epic of Gilgamesh is the most famous piece of Mesopotamian literature.  It is about a king of Uruk named Gilgamesh who seeks immortality.

IX. Mesopotamian advances in Math and Astronomy.

A. They devised a number system based on 60.

B. They used multiplication and division.

C. Made tables to compute interest for loans.

D. Used Geometry for building projects.

E. In Astronomy they charted the constellations.

F. Their calendar was based on the lunar cycle and contained 12 months.

X. Daily Life in Mesopotamia.

A. Most of what we know about daily life in Mesopotamia comes from Hammurabi’s code of law.

B. The Mesopotamians lived by a strict system of Justice.

C. The principle of “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” was fundamental to their system of Justice.

D. The code contained laws to regulate nearly every activity of life

1. The code recognized three social classes and penalties varied depending on the social class of the parties involved.  

2. The code included laws dealing with marriage, divorce, job performance, punishments for crime, and even laws for sexual relations.

