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share with other factors the responsibility for having set in motion one of
the most momentous developments in human history.

Farlier I stressed the fact that the political control of the urban system
implied a political ability to influence the persuasions of the human group.
This role of kingship points to another series of considerations which are
pertinent at this point. Kingship appears in historical times not only as the
fulerom of power but also as a main source of motivation for the human
group. The king fulfills such a motivation role personally as well as institu-
tionally. Personally, he can address directly his subjects and provide, as
circumstances require, the needed inspiration and moral drive. Institu-
tionally, he appears as the embodiment of the system in a concrete individual
person. It is a way in which the system tries to reestablish the role of the
person at the very apex of its function-oriented, depersonalized, bureaucratic
hierarchy. There are many connotations to this aspect of kingship. With
regard to warfare, the king is the symbol of the internal unity of the group
in front of hostile attacks on the group as a whole. With regard to social
conditions, the king is the good shepherd who cares for the weaker elements
of society and the equanimous judge (in this sense, also a lawgiver) in whom
all can put their trust. With regard to economic prosperity, the king initiates
and maintains public works, and he represents the community vis-a-vis the
gods through his active and unique participation in cults designed to foster
fertility. Thus the ideological, ethical and sacral attributes of the king con-
tribute toward making him a point of convergence for the expectations of
the individuals in the group, giving a special validity to the image of the
group as a family and the king as a father. The nature of kingship appears
in this light as a built-in device which balances what there is of impersonal,
mechanistic and rigid in the bureaucratic structure. That all this would
further contribute to the strengthening of royal power goes without saying;
in turn the loyalty to the royal office would naturally contribute to foster
the internal cohesion of the community. An early example of royal aware-
ness for this set of conditions is to be found in an inscription of Sargon
who boasts that « 5400 men eat daily in his presence »; what he boasts of is
both the numerical size of the group (presumably functionaries and bureau-
crats) who are directly dependent on him, and the fact he has a personal
contact with all of them on a permanent basis. That the phrase «in my
presence » may have to be taken symbolically is irrelevant—or rather, it
is relevant in that it would show that the ideological role of the king mattered
most, quite apart from the actual implementation. Ample documentation
of this type may be adduced from the early written sources.
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C. The Impact of Urban Power Structures: the Public-Private Dichotomy.

One of the distinctive features of the earliest Mesopotamian cities, evi-
denced by the archaeological record long before the appearance of written
texts, is the presence of monumental architecture. There are obvious political
implications in this, particularly with regard to the effectiveness of central-
ized authority. The term « monumental » refers to the size of the construc-
tion, both in its overall design as in its structural details; thus is refers to
constructions which are (1) planned on a large scale, whether they be indivi-
dual buildings, enclosed open areas, city walls, canal networks, or the like,
and (2) characterized by massive size in certain aspects of the execution,
such as the width of the wall (the latter consideration is often a clue to the
first one, especially in the case of poorly preserved remains). The sociological
inference to be drawn from the fact of monumentality is that such construc-
tions were public in nature. However one chooses to define such concept—
whether for instance in terms of participation in the building activities, of
access to the resulting structure, of ownership, or the like—the important
distinction is that a public construction is not a larger private construction,
but rather an entity which belongs to a socially different sphere than a pri-
vate construction. The polarity public/private was never articulated in the
social and political conceptualization of even the latest historical periods in
Mesopotamia, so it is a fair assumption that it was not an operative concept
in the earlier stages of urban development. It was however an operative
reality, inasmuch as decisions were taken and actions implemented that
presupposed a real distinction between the two spheres. A public initiative
was one which involved the human group either as a whole or in large por-
tions. In a political sense, which is what interests us here, public initiatives
could be exploited by the leadership as a means to bolster its power base, in
the following way. The carrying out of a public construction, such as a
temple, involved identification of a rationale and/or stimulation of public
awareness for such a rationale, planning for design and for availability of
materials and manpower, coordination and organization of the operations,
planning for long range maintenance and upkeep. These functions, and
others, were provided by the leadership on behalf of the human group as a
whole, and were in the nature of a public service. Since the group had no
effective channels to act as its own agent in expressing the will for a public
initiative and in implementing it, the actual carrying out of such a public
initiative implied the recognition that the leadership had a real monopoly
in the determination of public interests. Such a monopoly was obviously
an enhancement of the political power base on which the king, as the main
leader, built his position. It was then for the king to institutionalize the
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difference between public and private, so that it would not be a temporary
coincidence, but rather a permanent dichotomy to his advantage. The more
public initiatives were taken and tangible signs left in the form of public
costructions, the more rooted would the position of the king become as the
embodiment of the public good for which he was working.

In addition to monumental architetture, a vehicle for public image
building on the part of the king was the development of bureaucracy. It has
already been argued above in this paper that bureaucracy arose from the
need of articulating power through the newly emerging urban communities.
What may be stressed here is that the offices which came thusly into existence
were also by nature public offices, and their work, carried out in a hierarchical
structure which led up ultimately to the king, was in fact public administra-
tion. The permanent character of the offices, as with monumental architecture,
contributed to the institutionalization of the public sphere in a way far su-
perior to what could be the case in a pre-urban society. A key element in
this institutionalization was the introduction of writing and, through it,
of archival procedures. It was noted earlier that writing was introduced
as an essentially impersonal carrier of messages among members of the group;
the impersonal character of the written text results from the fact that the
message is fixed in a rigid and permanent formulation which can take the
place of face-to-face contact. A counterpart of the reduced degree of per-
sonal participation proper to a written message is the much wider scope,
in space and time, of people who can be reached by the message: to the extent
that ease of communication is important for the exercise of power, writing
emerges as an indispensable political tool—a consideration, incidentally,
for which later Mesopotamian tradition shows very explicit awareness. Two
aspects which interest us here are the development of administrative archives
and the promulgation of law codes. Archives provide a vertical dimension
through time to the administrative need for objectivation; and the collection
of data in the archives contributes to the establishment of public records—
public in the sense that they deal with the human group as a whole, though
certainly not in the sense that they are open to everyone for inspection.
Law codes are promulgation of royal judicial verdicts, abstracted from the
specific situation of a given lawsuit and made general, through space and time,
by the will of the king. Here too writing serves to isolate a human activity
from the immediate context of a given situation (the king as judge of a spe-
cific case) and make it valid beyond face-to-face contact (the king as lawgiver
for the country as a whole); in terms of our present argumentation, this
means that the king makes public, i.e. applicable to the whole community, a
decision which would normally be reached in a specific intrapersonal case.
It is also interesting to note that Mesopotamian lawcodes are political texts
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in that they underscore the jurisdictional scope of the king’s activity, and
assert his right to integrate different judicial traditions and apply them to
to all regions under his control.

4. CONCLUSIONS

Modern institutional analysis of the late prehistoric and early historical
periods in Mesopotamia has focused largely on the phenomenon of the city,
dealing especially with problems of social organization and of economic
structure. The notion of « urban revolution » has become well entrenched,
especially since it includes as one of its features the introduction of writing,
which in turn is traditionally considered as the distinctive feature of the
transition from prehistory to history. The phenomenon « urban revolution »
acquires in this light even greater importance, since it appears to encapsulate
the series of events and institutional changes which together constitute the
very beginning of history. Indeed, «revolution» is an apt term to define
such a rapid and radical transformation of the human mode of existence. It
is also true that the city is the hallmark of this revolution, since it provides
all the pertinent evidence we have. On the other hand, the qualification
«urban » added to «revolution » captures only a part of the phenomenon
at stake. If attention is focused on the urban dimension of the process, the
research tends to dwell on the topographical, architectural, social and econom-
ic analysis of a circumscribed settlement, and to neglect the political im-
plications. Once we focus on the political aspect, it begins to appear that
large human settlements are not only proof of incipient urbanism but also
of a new political order—the bureaucratic state. This political dimension was
certainly one of the factors which favored the growth and even the origin
of the city, though the political dimension was in itself supra-urban in char-
acter. If the urban dimension seems to take precedence over the political
one, it is perhaps due in part to the fact that in prehistoric periods the city
is the only evidence available to show that a human group could grow beyond
the limits of face-to-face association and retain its internal cohesion. Short
of written texts, only the physical evidence of contiguity within the same
settlement is availabe to document how far the boundary of the early state
could extend. The city limits provide naturally a minimal boundary, since the
state could expand beyond a given city to include not only the hinterland, but
also other cities; even so, it is the city which provides the first meaningful
clues we have for the existence of the bureaucratic state. Perhaps because of
this close association of early state and city, and because of the documentary
concreteness of the city as a topographical unit, considerations about the city
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seem to have overshadowed those about the state. The importance of the
political dimension, however, cannot be underestimated. On the one hand,
the political will was most likely one of the factors responsible for the very
origin of the urban phenomenon: the exploitation of the new structures, as
soon as their potential came to be perceived, was a strong motive which led
the emerging leadership to foster—in fact, to oversee—the growth of urban
institutions. On the other hand, the formula of bureaucratic control, which
served so well the purposes of the incipient city as to be considered a typically
urban phenomenon, was not by itself urban in character: it was really an
instrument of public administration which was geared from the beginning
to serve the needs of the state, and a well ordered public administration
remains a key for the understanding of later Mesopotamian political develop-
ment, all the way down to expanded territorial states and to the empire.
Similarly, considerations about political development help to better
understand the importance of the introduction of writing as a factor in histor-
ical periodization. Documentary specificity is the key innovation brought
about by the use of written texts: in this respect the contribution of writing
is rather to historiography than to history, and it can be said that the differ-
ence between history and prehistory is in the eyes of the beholder more
than in the events and institutions observed. If however we look at writing
in a socio-political perspective, then its intrinsic historical (as different from
historiographic) value appears in bolder relief. As the characteristic tool
for the inner workings of the newly emerging system of public administration,
writing played a key role in the trasformation of institutions. It was the key
ingredient that made it possible for communication routines to become fixed,
for information to be stored in an efficient cumulative pattern, for human
relationships to be exerted over a span that was both wider in space and
longer in time. Writing contributed, in other words, to the process whereby
functions became objectified and acquired an autonomy of their own, over
and beyond the personal qualities of the functionaries. As such, writing is the
appropriate symbolol not only (historiographically) of the major periodiza-
tion marked by the beginning of history, but also (historically) of the internal
transformation which saw the establishment of the bureaucratic state.
Once it is clear that the «urban revolution » is in fact part of a wider
set of transformations than the establishment of the first cities, it does not
really matter what expression is used to refer to the phenomenon. The term
«urban revolution » may well be retained, as the one which not only is al-
ready currently in use but also refers to the most explicit segment of the
documentation available. Generally speaking, terms and definitions are
meaningful to the extent in which they fit within a given conceptual scheme,
i.e. they should not only have an intrinsic substantive meaning, they should
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also be complementary with the other terms and definitions with which they
form a set. Now within the conceptual historiographic scheme of the period
under consideration, the term «urban revolution » serves as an adequate
definition: in a strict sense, it will be taken to refer to the introduction of
the first cities, and in a wider sense, to the introduction of the bureaucratic
state. Similarly, the terms «city» and «state » will have to be understood
with reference to a given context, and not in any absolute sense. Synchronic-
ally, i.e., within the framework of the period when the urban revolution
took place, city and state are meaningful concepts in relationship to other
concepts such as village, province or tribe. Similarly, they are meaningful
terms diachronically. With regard to short term change, they refer aptly
to those innovative elements in settlement patterns and political structures
which supersede the earlier prehistoric situation. With regard to long term
change, city and state as we know them in the period when they first come
into existence show some of the basic traits which remain characteristic of
city and state throughout later history down to our own times. That other
fundamental changes and innovations were further introduced in later per-
iods goes without saying; that we may want to use different terms to refer
to the different stages along this line of evolution, if the research focuses on
long term change, is equally beyond question. It is the changing perspective
which in every case will have to provide the proper justification for both
conceptualization and terminology. By utilizing such varying angles of
of perspective, the field of ancient Near Eastern studies is slowly developing
its own historiography worthy of the name: building on the ever indispensable
philological and archaeological control of the sources, we are now beginning
to apply true historical analysis to institutional processes, extending our
historical consciousness to the farthest reaches of the documentary spectrum.
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The work of Thorkild Jacobsen has come to serve as a paradigm for
Assyriologists, linguists, archaeologists, social scientists, historians of religion.
To those who know him personally, especially as a teacher, he is the paradigm
of a true scholar, capable not only of pointing toward knowledge but also of
communicating, as very few can, a whole set of scholarly attitudes and human
values.

That is how we have seen him during his various visits to Los Angeles,
especially in the Spring quarter of 1976, when the four of us had the
wonderful opportunity to «sit at his feet » in the classroom, to talk at length
about our common interests, and thus to refine our sensitivity for the method-
ological and substantive unity of our individual endeavours. Thorkild
Jacobsen has been a unique inspiring force behind the formation of the Me-
sopotamian Area Program of which we are happy to publish here the first
results. The common link is in the nature of the methodological interests,
since we all share a concern for a conscious articulation of the presuppositions,
strategies and goals of our research. We believe that such consciousness
maximizes the substantive results of data analysis; also, that it more readily
opens our line of inquiry to specialists outside our specialty. It is in this
spirit that we wish to dedicate our articles to Thorkild Jacobsen, on the
occasion of his seventy-second birthday, which we had the joy to celebrate
together.

It is symbolic for us to be able to publish these articles in Mesopotamia,
a forum which, by explicit editorial choice as well as by virtue of the interests
of its Editor, ic specifically dedicated to methodological issues in the field
of the ancient Near East. The visit of Giorgio Gullini to Los Angeles, earlier
in the same year, came to serve as another catalyst for the cohesion of our
group. For this, as well as for hosting this brief collection of articles in his
journal, we are most grateful.
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