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1. The First Empires 

		

	
		
			
 A Moment Before Power

			Sometime around 3400 BCE, in the flat alluvial land between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, in what is now southern Iraq, a man pressed a reed stylus into a small tablet of wet clay. He was not writing a poem or a prayer. He was counting barley. The tablet, one of the earliest examples of written record-keeping ever found, listed quantities of grain and the names, or more likely the titles, of the people who controlled them. It was not a dramatic moment. No one would have paused to mark it. But in that small, practical act, something shifted in human history. The distance between those who counted and those who were counted had begun to take a permanent shape.

			We do not know his name. We do not know whether he worked willingly or under obligation. The tablet itself, recovered thousands of years later from the ruins of the city of Uruk, tells us almost nothing about his inner life. What it tells us is that someone, somewhere, had begun to organize the labor and the harvests of others, and that this organization had become complex enough to require a system of marks to keep track of it. That is the quiet beginning of something enormous.

			To understand what happened in those river valleys, it helps to step back and consider the world as it existed before cities, before temples, before anyone had reason to press a stylus into clay. For most of human history, perhaps two hundred thousand years or more, people lived in small bands. They moved with the seasons, followed the animals they hunted, gathered the plants that grew in familiar places. Their communities were intimate. A group of thirty or forty people, bound by kinship and mutual dependence, would have known one another’s voices, habits, and moods as well as we know the rooms of our own homes.

			Authority in such communities, as far as we can reconstruct it from archaeological evidence and from studies of more recent foraging societies, was not fixed. It shifted with circumstance. The best hunter might lead during a hunt. The most experienced elder might settle a dispute. A skilled healer might hold particular respect. But no one accumulated permanent power. There was no office to inherit, no title to pass down, no surplus to hoard. The land belonged to no one, or perhaps it belonged to everyone, which in practice amounted to much the same thing.

			This was not paradise. Life was physically demanding, often precarious, and shaped by forces that no one could control. Droughts came. Injuries could be fatal. Infant mortality was high. But the evidence suggests that these small communities possessed a kind of rough equality, not because their members were especially virtuous, but because the material conditions of their lives made domination difficult. When everyone can walk away, no one can compel obedience for long.

			Or so the conventional account has long maintained. Recent archaeological discoveries in southeastern Anatolia, in what is now southern Turkey, have complicated this picture in ways that are still being absorbed. At Göbekli Tepe, on a limestone ridge overlooking the Harran Plain, excavations beginning in the 1990s under the direction of Klaus Schmidt revealed a series of monumental stone enclosures dating to approximately 9500 BCE, roughly seven thousand years before the first cities of Mesopotamia. The structures are circular, defined by massive T-shaped limestone pillars, some standing over five meters tall and weighing several tons. Many of the pillars are carved with elaborate reliefs of animals: foxes, boars, snakes, vultures, scorpions, and other creatures rendered with a skill and attention that suggests deep familiarity and, very possibly, symbolic meaning. There are no obvious signs of permanent habitation at the site. No houses have been identified from the earliest phases. No granaries. No storage facilities of the kind associated with agricultural settlements. The people who built Göbekli Tepe appear to have been hunter-gatherers, or at most communities in the earliest stages of experimenting with plant cultivation.

			This is what makes the site so unsettling to established narratives. The assumption for generations had been that monumental construction required agricultural surplus: you needed stored grain to feed the workers who were not farming while they hauled stone and carved pillars. Göbekli Tepe suggests that the sequence may have been, at least in some cases, reversed. People gathered, organized their labor, and built something monumental before they had settled permanently, before they had domesticated crops, before they had the economic machinery that was supposed to make such projects possible. What brought them together and what compelled them to invest such extraordinary effort in construction remains an open question. The site is often described as a temple or a ritual center, but these labels are modern impositions on a structure whose original purpose we can only guess at. What is clear is that the capacity for collective, coordinated labor, the willingness of large numbers of people to work toward a shared goal under some form of direction, existed far earlier than the urban civilizations that would later institutionalize it.

			Forty kilometers to the southeast, the site of Karahantepe, still under active excavation, has reinforced and deepened this picture. Dating to a similar period, Karahantepe features carved stone pillars and architectural arrangements that share a family resemblance with Göbekli Tepe but display their own distinctive character. One subterranean chamber, revealed in excavations conducted by Istanbul University, contains a series of carved human-like figures emerging from the bedrock itself, their faces stylized, their bodies elongated, arranged in a configuration that suggests deliberate ceremonial staging. Phallic carvings and animal reliefs appear alongside these figures in compositions that seem to express ideas about fertility, the natural world, and perhaps the boundary between human and animal existence. Like Göbekli Tepe, Karahantepe challenges the assumption that symbolic complexity and organized construction were products of settled agricultural life. The people who carved these figures into the living rock were not city dwellers. They were not subjects of any king. And yet they created works of remarkable ambition and coordination.

			The implications are significant but should be stated carefully. Göbekli Tepe and Karahantepe do not prove that hierarchy or permanent authority existed among their builders. They prove that large-scale cooperation and shared symbolic projects were possible without the institutional frameworks that later societies would develop. Whether that cooperation was organized by charismatic individuals, by ritual specialists, by communal consensus, or by some arrangement we have not yet imagined is unknown. The sites do not come with explanatory inscriptions. They come with pillars, carvings, and silence. But they do suggest that the impulse to gather, to build, and to invest collective labor in structures of shared meaning is older and deeper than the administrative systems that would eventually harness it. The roots of what we see in Uruk and Memphis may reach back not merely to the first farms but to the first gatherings of people who looked at a hillside and decided, together, to reshape it.

			What changed, gradually and unevenly over thousands of years, was the relationship between people and the land they lived on. Beginning around 10,000 BCE, in several parts of the world independently, some human groups began to cultivate plants and domesticate animals. In the hills flanking Mesopotamia, in the Levant, in parts of China, in Mesoamerica, people began to stay in one place, to invest labor in particular patches of ground, to store food for the months when nothing grew. This process, sometimes called the Neolithic Revolution, was neither sudden nor universal. It unfolded over millennia, and in many regions, farming and foraging existed side by side for centuries. It is worth noting that Göbekli Tepe sits precisely in the zone where some of the earliest evidence of plant domestication has been found. Whether the gatherings at the site contributed to the transition to agriculture, or whether the two developments were parallel expressions of the same underlying shifts in human behavior, is a question that current research has not resolved.

			But where agriculture took hold, it changed nearly everything. Stored grain could feed people who did not grow it. A farmer working in the fields of the Nile Delta around the fourth millennium BCE, bending over irrigated plots of emmer wheat, would have understood this in practical terms. Part of what he grew went to feed his family. Part went elsewhere. Where exactly it went, and who decided, would become the central question of organized human life.

			Surplus made specialization possible. If not everyone needed to grow food, some could make pottery, weave cloth, smelt copper, or build walls. It also made inequality possible in ways that had not existed before. When wealth could be stored, it could be accumulated. When it could be accumulated, it could be defended. And when it could be defended, the people who controlled it needed others to do the defending. Layer by layer, the structures of what we might hesitantly call authority began to form.

			By the middle of the fourth millennium BCE, the city of Uruk, on the banks of the Euphrates, had grown into something unprecedented. Archaeological surveys suggest it may have housed between 25,000 and 50,000 people at its height, though such estimates are necessarily uncertain. Its monumental temple complexes, dedicated to the goddess Inanna, rose above the flat landscape like declarations of permanence. The labor required to build them was immense. Someone had organized that labor. Someone had decided what would be built and where.

			The temple complex at Uruk was not a place of worship in the way a modern observer might understand the term. It was an administrative center, a storehouse, a place of ritual, and a seat of authority all at once. The priests or priest-administrators who managed it oversaw the collection and distribution of resources across a wide area. Clay sealings found in the ruins suggest an elaborate system of accounting and control: jars of oil, baskets of dates, bundles of wool, all tracked, all allocated, all accounted for. They did not rule through military force alone, though force was certainly available to them. They ruled through the management of food, the performance of ritual, and the claim that their authority was sanctioned by something larger than themselves.

			This is where the story of Inanna becomes important. According to Sumerian tradition, Inanna was a goddess of immense complexity. She was associated with love, war, fertility, and political power. In one of the earliest surviving literary texts, a composition known to modern scholars as “Inanna and the Me,” the goddess travels to the city of Eridu and obtains from the god Enki the me, the divine decrees or principles that governed civilization itself. These me included kingship, law, truth, the art of the scribe, the craft of the carpenter, and dozens of other elements of ordered life. According to the tradition, Inanna brought them back to Uruk, establishing the city as the center of civilized order.

			The story is not history in the modern sense. It is a mythological account, shaped and reshaped over centuries of retelling. But it reveals something important about how the people of Uruk understood their own world. Power was not simply taken. It was received from the divine. The structures that governed daily life, the hierarchies that determined who ate and who went hungry, who gave orders and who obeyed, were not human inventions in the eyes of those who lived under them. They were part of the fabric of the cosmos.

			For the laborers who hauled mudbricks under the southern Mesopotamian sun, the cosmic justification of their toil may have offered some comfort, or it may have meant very little. Archaeological evidence from early Sumerian settlements shows signs of physical stress on skeletal remains: worn joints, compressed vertebrae, healed fractures. These are the marks of lives spent in repetitive, heavy labor. A worker building the great terraced platform of the Eanna district in Uruk around 3200 BCE would have carried loads of sun-dried brick along earthen ramps in temperatures that regularly exceeded forty degrees. He or she did this not for personal gain but because the system, sanctioned by tradition and administered by the temple, required it.

			There is something worth pausing over in the long arc from Göbekli Tepe to Uruk. At the limestone ridge in Anatolia, people gathered and built without granaries, without bureaucracies, without anyone pressing a stylus into clay to record who had done what. Seven thousand years later, in the river plain to the south, the impulse to build had been absorbed into a system of permanent institutions, written records, and stratified authority. The distance between the two is immense, and the path that connects them is neither straight nor fully visible. But the thread is recognizable. Human beings, for reasons that may never be entirely explained, have repeatedly chosen to come together, to organize their labor, and to create things that no single individual could achieve alone. That this impulse could produce both the carved pillars of Karahantepe and the ration lists of Ur, both the mysterious gathering and the administered city, suggests that the story of power is not simply a story of coercion. It is also a story of cooperation, and the troubling, perhaps permanent difficulty of telling the two apart.

			

			The clay tablet from Uruk, with its careful marks counting barley, is not a monument. It was never meant to last. But it endured, buried in the rubble of a city that rose and fell and rose again over thousands of years. When archaeologists finally held it in their hands, they were looking at one of the earliest traces of a pattern that would repeat itself across continents and centuries: the quiet, almost invisible moment when someone began to keep count, and in doing so, began to keep power.

			That moment is where this story begins. Not with a king or a battle or a grand pronouncement, but with a reed pressed into wet clay, in a city that smelled of river mud and baking bread, under a sky that looked exactly as it looks today. The people who lived there did not know they were standing at the beginning of something. They were simply trying to manage the harvest, feed the city, and make sense of a world that grew more complicated with each passing season. What they built, and what it cost, is the subject of everything that follows.

		

	
		
			
 The World as It Was

			If you could have stood on the great mudbrick platform of the temple at Eridu, sometime around 3000 BCE, and looked out across the flat expanse of southern Mesopotamia, the land between the rivers in what is now southern Iraq, you would have seen a world that was, by any honest measure, mostly empty. The irrigated fields stretched in narrow bands along the canals. Beyond them lay marshland, and beyond that, open steppe fading into desert. The city behind you held perhaps a few thousand people. The nearest settlement of comparable size was a day’s walk away. And yet the people who lived here believed, with some justification, that they inhabited the center of everything that mattered.

			They were wrong, of course, in the way that all peoples who consider themselves central are wrong. But they were not foolish. Their world was defined by what they could see and what they could reach, and within that world, the irrigated plain of Sumer was indeed something extraordinary. The question worth asking, though, is what lay beyond it. What did the rest of the world look like in the centuries when the first complex societies were taking shape along the rivers of Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus Valley? The answer is both simpler and more complicated than we might expect.

			The vast majority of human beings alive in the fourth and third millennia BCE lived nothing like the inhabitants of Uruk or Memphis. Most people on earth still lived in small communities, villages of a few dozen to a few hundred, sustained by a mixture of farming, herding, fishing, and foraging that varied enormously by geography. In the forests of northern Europe, communities cleared small patches of woodland to plant barley and wheat, then moved on when the soil was exhausted. Along the coasts of what is now Scandinavia and the British Isles, people gathered shellfish, hunted seals, and left behind enormous middens, refuse heaps of shells and bones, that archaeologists would later sift for clues about their diets and seasonal rhythms. In the grasslands of Central Asia, pastoral communities followed their herds of cattle, sheep, and eventually horses across landscapes so vast that the concept of a fixed boundary would have made little sense.

			These were not primitive peoples waiting to be civilized. They possessed sophisticated knowledge of their environments, complex social arrangements, and rich traditions of craft and belief. A farmer in the Danube Valley around 3500 BCE, living in one of the longhouse settlements that dotted the riverbanks, worked within a community that coordinated planting, managed livestock, produced finely decorated pottery, and buried its dead with evident care and ritual meaning. The copper ornaments found in graves at Varna, in what is now Bulgaria, dating to around 4500 BCE, include some of the oldest worked gold in the world. Whoever wore those ornaments lived in a society that valued display, that recognized distinction among its members, and that invested considerable skill in transforming raw metal into objects of beauty. This was not the Mesopotamian temple complex, but it was not nothing.

			The world of the late fourth millennium, then, was not divided into civilized centers and empty margins. It was a patchwork of vastly different ways of living, each adapted to particular landscapes and climates, each with its own internal logic. The challenge for anyone trying to describe it honestly is to resist the temptation to organize all of human experience around the river valley societies simply because they left the most visible remains. Writing, monumental architecture, and centralized administration produce records. Small villages built of wood and thatch do not. But absence of evidence, as archaeologists are fond of reminding us, is not evidence of absence.

			Consider the Nile Valley, which by the early third millennium BCE had consolidated into one of the most enduring political structures the world has ever seen. The unification of Upper and Lower Egypt, traditionally attributed to a ruler called Narmer around 3100 BCE, brought together communities that stretched along more than a thousand kilometers of river. The Narmer Palette, a carved ceremonial slab discovered at the temple of Hierakonpolis, depicts a figure wearing the crowns of both regions and striking down a defeated enemy. Whether Narmer was a single historical individual or a composite figure representing a longer process of consolidation remains a matter of scholarly discussion. What is clear is that by this period, authority along the Nile had taken a form that was recognizably centralized, hierarchical, and symbolically elaborate.

			But the Egypt of Narmer was not an island. To the west lay the Sahara, which around this period was completing a long transition from a relatively green, habitable landscape to the arid desert we know today. Archaeological evidence from sites across the Sahara shows that for several thousand years before 3000 BCE, the region supported pastoral communities, rock art traditions, and seasonal lake systems. As the climate dried, these populations moved, some eastward toward the Nile, some southward toward the Sahel and the forests of West Africa. The relationship between Saharan drying and the concentration of population along the Nile is debated among scholars, but it seems likely that climate contributed to, without wholly explaining, the density and organization of Nilotic settlement. The people who ended up along the river did not arrive in an empty land. They joined and competed with communities already there, and the political arrangements that emerged were shaped by this long process of convergence.

			To the east of Mesopotamia, across the Iranian plateau, lay a chain of settlements that linked the lowland river cultures to the highland communities of Central Asia. Sites like Tepe Sialk and Shahr-i Sokhta, dating to the fourth and third millennia BCE, show evidence of long-distance trade in lapis lazuli, carnelian, and copper. These were not marginal outposts. They were nodes in a network of exchange that connected the Persian Gulf to the mountains of Afghanistan. A merchant traveling this route around 2800 BCE would have passed through landscapes of extreme contrast, from the humid river marshes of southern Mesopotamia to the arid plateaus of eastern Iran, encountering different languages, different customs, and different understandings of the world at nearly every stage.

			The Indus Valley, further east still, presents its own set of questions. By 2600 BCE, the mature phase of what scholars call the Harappan civilization had produced cities of remarkable sophistication. Mohenjo-daro, in what is now the Sindh province of Pakistan, featured planned streets, advanced drainage systems, standardized brick sizes, and large public structures whose purpose remains uncertain. The absence of clearly identifiable palaces or monumental royal tombs has puzzled generations of researchers. Compared to the self-glorifying inscriptions of Mesopotamian rulers or the colossal statuary of Egyptian pharaohs, the Harappan cities seem almost deliberately modest in their public expression of individual power. Some have read this as evidence of a more egalitarian society. Others suggest that power was exercised through mercantile networks or priestly institutions that left different kinds of traces. Without the ability to read the Indus script, which remains undeciphered, we are left with architecture, artifacts, and informed speculation.

			What connects these scattered centers of complexity is not a single story but a shared set of conditions. Wherever agriculture produced surplus, wherever geography concentrated populations, wherever trade routes created points of contact and competition, the same broad patterns tended to emerge. Not identically, and not inevitably, but with a recognizable family resemblance. Granaries appeared. Walls went up. Certain individuals or families accumulated more than others. Rituals grew more elaborate. And the people who managed these growing systems began to occupy a distinct place in the social order, not because they were stronger or wiser, but because the systems they managed had become too complex to function without coordination.

			A woman grinding grain in a courtyard in the city of Ur around 2500 BCE would have had little reason to think about the Indus Valley or the Nile Delta. Her world was her neighborhood, her family, the temple where she perhaps worked as part of a labor obligation, and the canal that brought water to the fields outside the city walls. The smell of her day was barley flour and river silt and the sharp tang of burning dung used for fuel. The sounds were the clatter of looms from a nearby workshop, the bleating of goats kept in a pen behind a neighbor’s house, the distant chant of a ritual she had heard so many times it had become part of the background of her existence. She did not live in a “civilization” in any abstract sense. She lived in a particular place, doing particular work, surrounded by particular people. The grand narratives we construct around her life would have meant nothing to her.

			And yet she was embedded in systems that stretched far beyond her courtyard. The wool that passed through the workshops of Ur came from flocks managed in the countryside. The copper tools used in her city were smelted from ore mined in distant mountains. The lapis lazuli that adorned the tombs of Ur’s elite, famously excavated by Leonard Woolley in the 1920s, had traveled more than two thousand kilometers from the mines of Badakhshan in what is now northeastern Afghanistan. These connections were not accidental. They were maintained by networks of trade, diplomacy, and sometimes coercion that linked the early urban centers to a much wider world.

			The world as it was, then, in the age of the first complex societies, was not a world of isolated pockets of brilliance surrounded by darkness. It was a world of extraordinary variety, in which different human communities had developed different solutions to the common problems of survival, order, and meaning. Some of these solutions involved cities and writing and centralized authority. Most did not. The pastoral herders of the Eurasian steppe, the fishing communities of the Pacific coast of South America, the early farming villages of sub-Saharan Africa, all existed simultaneously with Ur and Memphis and Mohenjo-daro, and all possessed their own histories, their own innovations, their own ways of understanding the world.

			The difference, and it is a significant one, is that the societies which developed writing left records that survived. The ones that did not are known to us only through what they left in the ground: their tools, their bones, their buildings, their pottery. This accident of preservation has shaped our understanding of the past in ways we do not always acknowledge. We know the names of Sumerian kings because someone carved them into stone. We do not know the names of the people who built the great stone circles of the British Isles around the same period, not because they were less remarkable, but because they recorded their knowledge in ways that did not survive.

			It is worth holding this asymmetry in mind as we move forward. The story of power, as it has been told for most of recorded history, is largely the story of the literate few. The temple scribes, the royal chroniclers, the poets who sang the praises of their patrons. The vast majority of human beings who lived, worked, loved, and died during these millennia left no written trace at all. Their absence from the record does not mean their absence from history. It means only that we must listen more carefully, read the silences with as much attention as we read the words, and remember that the world was always larger, and more populated, and more various than any single account could contain.

			The clay tablets of Uruk, the tomb paintings of Egypt, the standardized weights of the Indus cities, these are windows, not mirrors. They show us fragments of particular worlds at particular moments. Between them, and beyond them, stretched a planet full of people whose lives we can only partly reconstruct, and whose experiences remind us that the story of the first empires is not the whole story. It is one thread in a fabric far more intricate than any single telling can capture.

		

	
		
			
 How Authority Emerged

			In the ruins of the ancient city of Lagash, in what is now southeastern Iraq, archaeologists recovered a small clay cone inscribed with a text dating to around 2350 BCE. It records the reforms of a ruler named Urukagina, sometimes rendered as Uruinimgina, and it is one of the earliest known documents in which a political leader claims to have acted on behalf of ordinary people against the abuses of the powerful. The text describes a society in which temple administrators had seized private lands, in which officials extorted fees for funerals and divorces, in which the oxen of the poor were taken by those with authority and no one was held to account. Urukagina, the inscription tells us, restored the old order. He cancelled debts. He returned property. He declared that the widow and the orphan would no longer be delivered to the powerful man.

			Whether Urukagina truly accomplished all that the cone claims is another matter. Political inscriptions in ancient Mesopotamia served purposes that had as much to do with legitimacy as with truth. A ruler who presented himself as a restorer of justice gained standing in the eyes of the gods and, perhaps more practically, in the eyes of the population whose labor sustained his city. What the text reveals with greater certainty is the world it was responding to: a world in which authority had already grown entrenched enough to be abused, in which the distance between those who held power and those who lived under it had widened into a gap that required, at minimum, the performance of reform.

			

			This is the question that sits beneath the surface of the early urban world. Not how cities were built, or how trade routes extended, or how temples were adorned, but how some people came to give orders and others came to obey them. The answer is not simple, and it was not the same everywhere.

			One of the oldest and most persistent explanations is the one the ancient societies themselves offered: authority came from the gods. In Sumer, the concept of kingship was understood as something that had descended from heaven. The Sumerian King List, a document compiled and recopied across several centuries beginning around 2100 BCE, opens with a line that later generations would take as foundational: “When kingship descended from heaven, the kingship was in Eridu.” The list then traces a succession of rulers through impossibly long reigns, tens of thousands of years attributed to the earliest kings, before settling into more plausible figures as it approaches historical times. The exaggerated reigns of the early rulers were not meant as literal chronology. They were a way of saying that kingship itself was ancient, ordained, and inseparable from the order of the cosmos.

			This divine framework served a practical function. If a ruler’s authority came from the gods, then to challenge that authority was not merely a political act but a violation of sacred order. The practical effect was to place an enormous weight of tradition, ritual, and belief behind arrangements that were, in material terms, quite recent. The cities of Sumer had existed for only a few centuries when the first kings appeared. The institution of kingship was an innovation, not a timeless inheritance. But by wrapping it in the language of divine descent, its architects made it feel as though it had always been there.

			The process by which authority emerged in Mesopotamia was neither sudden nor uniform. Archaeological evidence suggests a gradual transition. In the earliest phases of urban development, during the late fourth millennium BCE, the temple appears to have been the primary institution organizing collective labor and distributing resources. The great temple complexes at Uruk and Eridu functioned as centers of economic coordination long before anything resembling a royal palace appeared in the archaeological record. The people who ran these temples, priest-administrators whose titles and exact powers remain difficult to pin down, exercised authority through their control of surplus grain, their management of irrigation, and their role as intermediaries between the human and divine worlds.

			Somewhere in the early third millennium BCE, a shift occurred. Alongside the temple, a new institution appeared: the palace. The Sumerian word for king, lugal, translates roughly as “great man,” and its emergence in the textual record marks a point at which military and political leadership began to separate from purely religious authority. The reasons for this shift are debated. Some scholars have pointed to increasing warfare among the Sumerian city-states as a driver. A community under threat from its neighbors needed a war leader, and a war leader who proved successful could accumulate prestige, wealth, and followers that outlasted the immediate crisis. Others have emphasized the growing complexity of irrigation systems and trade networks, which may have demanded a kind of centralized decision-making that the temple structure could not easily provide.

			

			In practice, the transition was probably not a clean break. Temples and palaces coexisted for centuries in Mesopotamian cities, sometimes cooperating, sometimes competing for resources and loyalty. A ruler like Enmetena of Lagash, who governed around 2400 BCE, held both religious and political authority, dedicating temples, managing canals, and waging war against the neighboring city of Umma in a territorial dispute that stretched across generations. The boundary between sacred and political power, which modern observers might wish to draw clearly, was thoroughly blurred in the Sumerian world. The king served the gods. The gods legitimated the king. The system held together not through one mechanism but through a web of reinforcing claims.

			Egypt offers a different model, though with recognizable parallels. By the time of the Old Kingdom, roughly 2686 to 2181 BCE, the pharaoh occupied a position of extraordinary symbolic and practical authority. He was not merely a ruler favored by the gods. In Egyptian understanding, he was himself divine, a living embodiment of the god Horus and, after death, identified with Osiris, lord of the underworld. The theological architecture supporting this claim was elaborate and deeply woven into every aspect of Egyptian life, from the monumental tombs that consumed vast quantities of labor and resources to the daily rituals performed in temples across the land.

			The construction of the Great Pyramid at Giza, built for the pharaoh Khufu around 2560 BCE, remains one of the most striking demonstrations of centralized authority in the ancient world. Modern estimates suggest that the project required a workforce of perhaps 20,000 to 30,000 laborers, organized in rotating crews, housed in purpose-built workers’ villages, and fed from a supply chain that drew resources from across the kingdom. The remains of one such village, excavated near the pyramid complex, reveal a settlement with bakeries, breweries, medical facilities, and sleeping quarters. The workers ate beef, bread, and beer in quantities that suggest they were reasonably well provisioned. This was not, as older popular accounts sometimes claimed, a project built by slaves under the lash. It was something in some ways more remarkable: a vast collective enterprise sustained by a mixture of obligation, belief, organized logistics, and what we might cautiously call consent.

			But consent in such a context is a complicated word. A farmer called away from his fields to haul limestone blocks for three months of the year did not volunteer in any sense we would recognize. He came because the system required it, because his community expected it, because the pharaoh’s authority was embedded in a religious and social order that made refusal nearly unthinkable. The coercion was real, but it was not always visible, not always experienced as force. It operated through structures of belief and obligation that the people living within them had absorbed from birth. This is perhaps the most important thing to understand about how authority functioned in the early complex societies: it did not rely primarily on violence, though violence was always available. It relied on a shared framework of meaning in which the ruler’s power appeared natural, necessary, and sanctioned by forces beyond human control.

			Not all early societies followed this pattern. In the Indus Valley, the mature Harappan civilization, flourishing between roughly 2600 and 1900 BCE, presents a genuinely puzzling case. The cities of Mohenjo-daro and Harappa were meticulously planned, with standardized brick dimensions, sophisticated drainage systems, and large structures that may have served public or ceremonial functions. And yet the archaeological record has yielded no clear evidence of royal palaces, no glorifying inscriptions, no monumental tombs celebrating individual rulers. Harappan seals, found by the thousands, depict animals, human figures, and symbols in the undeciphered Indus script, but nothing that obviously proclaims the power of a king.

			This absence has generated a long scholarly conversation. Were the Harappan cities governed by councils of merchants? By priestly elites who left fewer material traces? By some form of collective governance that has no neat parallel in other early civilizations? The honest answer is that we do not know, and we may never know unless the Indus script is deciphered. What the Harappan case reminds us is that centralized, personalized kingship was not the only path authority could take. The assumption that every complex society must have had a king, or something very like one, is a projection of one region’s experience onto the whole of the ancient world.

			There were also places where authority emerged through pathways that left almost no written record but are visible in the material remains. In what is now the Orkney Islands, off the northern coast of Scotland, communities built the remarkable stone settlement of Skara Brae, occupied from roughly 3180 to 2500 BCE. The houses were uniform in size and layout, connected by covered passageways, and furnished with stone beds, shelves, and storage boxes that appear remarkably consistent from one dwelling to the next. There is little to suggest sharp hierarchies of wealth or status. And yet someone coordinated the construction. Someone decided where the settlement would be placed, how it would be organized, and what norms would govern its shared spaces. Authority existed here, but it expressed itself through consensus, tradition, or social pressure rather than through palaces and inscriptions.

			The distance between Skara Brae and Ur is not merely geographic. It represents fundamentally different answers to the same question: how do groups of people living together decide who speaks, who acts, and who is heard? In Ur, the answer increasingly involved permanent institutions, written records, and individuals whose authority was backed by divine sanction and material wealth. In Orkney, the answer involved something quieter, less visible, and perhaps more fragile. Both were functional responses to the demands of collective life. Neither was inevitable.

			What the archaeological and textual evidence suggests, taken together, is that authority did not emerge in a single way or for a single reason. It was shaped by geography, by the demands of agriculture and trade, by the pressures of warfare, by the stories people told themselves about the nature of the world. In Mesopotamia, the unpredictable flooding of the rivers and the constant threat of neighboring cities may have accelerated the concentration of power. In Egypt, the predictable rhythm of the Nile’s annual flood, which renewed the soil and structured the agricultural calendar, may have supported a more stable and centralized system. In the Indus Valley, the intersection of river systems and long-distance trade routes may have produced forms of coordination that did not require, or did not favor, the dramatic personalization of power seen elsewhere.

			

			A potter working in the lower town of Mohenjo-daro around 2400 BCE, shaping the distinctive red and black vessels that are among the most recognizable artifacts of Harappan culture, lived under some form of authority. Someone maintained the wells. Someone managed the granaries. Someone ensured that the drains were kept clear and the streets were maintained. But whoever performed these functions did so without, as far as we can tell, carving their names into stone or building monuments to their own glory. Whether this represents a genuine difference in the nature of power, or simply a difference in how power chose to represent itself, is a question that sits at the heart of comparative history.

			What we can say is that by the middle of the third millennium BCE, across a broad swath of the inhabited world, the basic architecture of authority was in place. There were people who organized and people who labored. There were institutions that endured beyond individual lifetimes. There were stories, rituals, and beliefs that explained why the arrangement was as it was and why it should continue. The farmer in the field, the worker on the canal, the woman grinding grain in the courtyard of a temple, each lived within a system that they had not designed and could not easily escape. Whether they experienced this as oppression, as protection, as the natural order of things, or as some complicated mixture of all three is something the records rarely tell us.

			The reforms of Urukagina, if they were real, did not last. Within a generation, Lagash was conquered by Lugalzagesi of Umma, who was in turn defeated by Sargon of Akkad, a figure whose story belongs to a later part of this narrative. The abuses that Urukagina claimed to have corrected would reappear in every subsequent era, in every society where power was concentrated enough to be misused. The pattern was already old by the time anyone thought to write it down. What is remarkable is not that power was abused, but that someone, at so early a date, felt it necessary to claim, on a small clay cone in a dusty Sumerian city, that it should not be.

			That impulse, the insistence that authority carries obligations, that power must answer for itself, is as old as power itself. It did not arise from philosophy or from abstract principle. It arose from the lived experience of people who knew what it felt like when the oxen were taken and the fees were demanded and no one was there to say stop. The story of how authority emerged is also, from the very beginning, the story of how it was questioned. The two have never been separable, and they never will be.

		

	
		
			
 Ordinary Lives Under Rule

			In the city of Ur, sometime around 2050 BCE, a man named Lu-Meshlam received a ration of barley. We know this because his name appears on an administrative tablet, one of thousands recovered from the archives of the Third Dynasty of Ur, the period scholars refer to as Ur III. The tablet records the quantity he was given, the month, and the institutional context in which the transaction occurred. It tells us nothing about his face, his family, his hopes, or his disappointments. But it tells us that he existed, that he was part of a system large enough to track individual disbursements of grain, and that his survival depended, at least in part, on the decisions of people he may never have met.

			Lu-Meshlam was not a king. He was not a priest or a general. He was, as far as the record reveals, a worker. And it is precisely because of his ordinariness that his name deserves attention. The history of the ancient world is overwhelmingly told through its rulers, its monuments, its wars. But the great majority of people who lived in the first complex societies were not rulers. They were the ruled. They planted, harvested, carried, built, wove, ground grain, herded animals, and raised children within systems of authority they had not created. What their lives were actually like, day to day, is a question that the surviving evidence answers only in fragments. But the fragments are worth gathering.

			The administrative archives of the Ur III period, spanning roughly 2112 to 2004 BCE, are among the most detailed bureaucratic records of any ancient society. Tens of thousands of clay tablets document the movement of goods, the allocation of labor, the management of livestock, and the distribution of rations with a precision that borders on the obsessive. From these records, it is possible to reconstruct, cautiously and incompletely, the texture of ordinary economic life in southern Mesopotamia during this period.

			The system was built on labor obligations. Workers attached to temple and palace estates received rations of barley, oil, and wool in exchange for their labor. The quantities were standardized, though they varied by status and gender. A male worker typically received more barley than a female worker, and both received more than a child. The rations were not generous. They were sufficient to sustain life and work, which appears to have been the point. The system was designed to keep people productive, not comfortable. A woman weaving textiles in a workshop attached to a temple estate in the city of Girsu, working through the heat of the day with raw wool that cut her fingers, would have received her monthly allotment of barley and oil and been expected to produce a specified quantity of cloth in return. The tablets sometimes note when quotas were not met. They rarely note why.

			This was not a market system in any modern sense. Prices existed, and private transactions occurred, but a large portion of the population lived within an administered economy in which their labor, their rations, and their obligations were determined by institutional authority. The scale of this administration was remarkable. One archive from the city of Puzrish-Dagan, a livestock management center near Nippur, records the movement of tens of thousands of animals over a period of several years: cattle, sheep, goats, and donkeys, tracked from birth to slaughter or sacrifice with meticulous bureaucratic attention. Behind each entry lay the labor of herders, butchers, tanners, and transporters whose individual experiences the tablets reduce to numbers.

			The temptation is to see this system as purely oppressive, and there is no shortage of evidence to support that reading. Some workers in the Ur III system were explicitly identified as slaves, individuals captured in war or born into servitude, who had no legal claim to freedom. Others occupied a more ambiguous position, bound to institutional service by debt, obligation, or tradition, technically free but practically constrained. The distinction between freedom and unfreedom in ancient Mesopotamia was not a clean line. It was a spectrum, and most people lived somewhere in the middle, possessing certain rights and protections while being subject to demands they could not refuse.

			But oppression is not the whole story. The same administrative system that extracted labor also provided a measure of security. In a region where drought, flood, and crop failure were recurring threats, attachment to a temple or palace estate meant access to food even in lean years. The institution fed you when you could not feed yourself. This created a dependency that was simultaneously a form of exploitation and a form of protection, a duality that has characterized most systems of organized authority throughout human history. The farmer who surrendered a portion of his harvest to the temple granary was poorer for it in good years and alive because of it in bad ones.

			Life beyond the estates and archives is harder to recover. Most people in ancient Mesopotamia left no written records of their own. They appear in the archives as names on ration lists, as parties in legal disputes, as subjects of administrative calculation. Their inner lives, their conversations, their songs, their sorrows are almost entirely lost. But certain documents offer glimpses. Letters from the Old Babylonian period, a few centuries later than the Ur III archives, preserve the voices of ordinary people with startling immediacy. In one letter, a woman writes to a relative complaining that she has been abandoned and has no grain. “If you are really my brother,” she says, “come and get me.” The grammar is imperfect. The desperation is clear. She was writing into a void, hoping that a piece of clay would travel through whatever courier system existed and reach someone who might help.

			The physical world these people inhabited was, by modern standards, intensely local. A farmer working the irrigated fields outside the city of Nippur around 2000 BCE would have lived his entire life within a radius of perhaps twenty or thirty kilometers. The city itself, with its great temple to the god Enlil, would have been the largest settlement he ever saw. Beyond the fields, the canals, and the low mudbrick houses of his village, the world was rumor and story. He might have heard of distant places, Elam to the east, the sea to the south, the mountain peoples to the north, but he would never have visited them. His knowledge of the wider world came through the goods that passed through the markets, the soldiers who occasionally marched through, and the oral traditions that carried fragments of geography and history in forms shaped more by narrative need than by accuracy.

			His diet was monotonous. Barley was the foundation of nearly everything: boiled into porridge, baked into flat bread, fermented into beer. Beer in ancient Mesopotamia was not a luxury. It was a staple, consumed daily by workers of all ranks, brewed from barley that was first baked into a kind of bread and then soaked in water and left to ferment. The resulting drink was thick, nutritious, and mildly alcoholic, more food than beverage. A worker’s daily ration of beer provided calories that supplemented the limited diet of grain, dates, and occasional vegetables. Meat was rare for most people, reserved for festivals and offerings. Fish from the rivers and canals was more common and provided an important source of protein.

			The houses in which most urban residents lived were modest structures of mudbrick, clustered together in dense neighborhoods along narrow, winding streets. Archaeological excavations at Ur, particularly those conducted in the residential quarters of the old city, reveal houses built around small central courtyards that provided light and ventilation. Rooms were small and multipurpose. Cooking was done in the courtyard or in a designated area near the entrance. Sanitation was rudimentary. Waste was disposed of in pits or, in some cases, simply in the streets, which were periodically raised with layers of fill as debris accumulated. The smell of a Mesopotamian residential quarter, an honest reconstruction would admit, was not pleasant. Animal dung, refuse, stagnant water, and the accumulated odors of close human habitation would have been constant. Incense burned in homes and temples was not merely ritual. It was practical.

			Disease was a persistent companion. Skeletal evidence from Mesopotamian burial sites shows high rates of dental disease, parasitic infection, and nutritional deficiency. Infant mortality was severe. A woman who bore six children might see three or four survive to adulthood, and even that estimate may be generous. Medical texts from the period describe treatments for a wide range of ailments, using combinations of herbal remedies, incantations, and ritual procedures. The distinction between medicine and magic, so clear in modern thinking, did not exist in Mesopotamian practice. A healer might apply a poultice of crushed herbs while reciting a prayer to the god of healing, and both actions were understood as equally essential. To the patient lying on a reed mat in a dim mudbrick room, feverish and frightened, the prayer may have mattered more.

			Egypt offers a parallel but distinct picture of ordinary life. The workers who built the royal tombs in the Valley of the Kings during the New Kingdom period, roughly 1550 to 1070 BCE, lived in a purpose-built village now known as Deir el-Medina, on the west bank of the Nile near ancient Thebes, modern Luxor. This village is one of the most thoroughly documented communities in the ancient world. Because the workers were literate, or had access to literate colleagues, they left behind an extraordinary collection of records on ostraca, flakes of limestone and pottery fragments used as cheap writing surfaces. These records include work logs, supply lists, personal letters, legal documents, love poems, and complaints.

			From Deir el-Medina, we learn that workers received rations of grain, fish, vegetables, and occasionally meat. We learn that they worked eight-day cycles with regular days of rest. We learn that they sometimes failed to show up for work and that the reasons, recorded with varying degrees of bureaucratic patience, included illness, family obligations, brewing beer, and, in at least one case, being bitten by a scorpion. We learn that they quarreled with their neighbors, sued one another over property disputes, and composed letters of surpassing tenderness to absent family members. In one ostracon, a worker named Nekhtamun writes to his son with advice about managing the household. In another, a woman named Naunakhte dictates her will, carefully specifying which of her children will inherit her property and which, having failed to care for her in her old age, will receive nothing.

			These are not the voices of kings or gods. They are the voices of people who occupied a specific and relatively privileged niche within a highly stratified society. The workers of Deir el-Medina were skilled artisans, not common laborers. They occupied a position well above the mass of Egyptian peasant farmers whose lives are far less visible in the record. But even within this relatively favored community, life was constrained, regulated, and dependent on the continued functioning of a system over which they had limited control.

			When that system faltered, the consequences were immediate and severe. Around 1155 BCE, during the reign of Ramesses III, the workers of Deir el-Medina staged what some scholars have described as the first recorded labor strike in history. Their rations had not arrived. The administrative records from the period suggest that the Egyptian state was under severe fiscal pressure, burdened by foreign conflicts, internal corruption, and disruptions to the supply networks that sustained the royal workforce. The workers walked off the job, crossed the boundary walls of their village, and sat down near the mortuary temples, refusing to return until they were paid. The authorities eventually provided the overdue rations. The workers returned to their tombs.

			

			The episode is remarkable not because it was unique but because it was recorded. Similar moments of frustration, resistance, and negotiation must have occurred countless times across the ancient world without leaving any trace. When rations were short, when labor was excessive, when officials were corrupt, ordinary people found ways to push back. They did not always succeed. They did not always try. But the image of the ancient world as a place of passive submission to absolute authority is a simplification. The reality was messier, more human, and more recognizable than that.

			Further east, in the Indus Valley, the daily lives of ordinary people are even more difficult to reconstruct. Without deciphered texts, we rely almost entirely on material evidence. The residential quarters of Mohenjo-daro and Harappa reveal houses of varying sizes, suggesting differences in wealth, but the overall impression is of a society in which extremes of inequality, at least in domestic architecture, were less pronounced than in contemporary Mesopotamia or Egypt. The uniformity of brick sizes, the consistency of urban planning, and the apparent investment in public sanitation, including the famous Great Bath at Mohenjo-daro, suggest a community that valued collective infrastructure. Whether this reflects genuine social concern or merely effective administration is impossible to say with certainty.

			What we can say, across all of these early societies, is that ordinary life under organized authority was a bargain, though not one that most people were in a position to negotiate. You gave your labor, your grain, your obedience. In return, you received a measure of order, a measure of protection, and a place within a system that provided meaning even as it constrained freedom. The terms of the bargain were set by those at the top, and the language in which it was justified, whether theological, traditional, or bureaucratic, always served to make the arrangement appear natural and necessary.

			A child growing up in the weaving workshops of Ur, in the farming villages of the Nile Delta, or in the residential lanes of Mohenjo-daro did not choose this bargain. It was the only world available. The walls of the workshop, the rhythm of the seasons, the weight of the grain basket, the sound of the temple hymn at dusk, these were the coordinates of a life that was small in scope but no less real, no less felt, than the grand dramas of kings and conquests that the official records preferred to remember. The clay tablet that records Lu-Meshlam’s barley ration is not a monument to power. It is a monument to the fact that someone, somewhere, was paying just enough attention to the people at the bottom to write their names down. Whether that attention was care or merely accounting is a question each reader must answer for themselves.

		

	
		
			
 Belief, Myth, or Ideology

			Sometime in the middle of the third millennium BCE, in the city of Nippur, in what is now central Iraq, a scribe copied onto a clay tablet the opening lines of a composition that scholars would later call the “Hymn to Enlil.” The text describes the god Enlil, lord of the wind and the most powerful deity in the Sumerian pantheon, as the force without whom no city would be built, no canal dug, no field plowed, no king enthroned. “Without Enlil, the Great Mountain,” the hymn declares, “no creature would give birth, no grain would spring from the earth.” The language is devotional, and it was almost certainly performed aloud in a ritual context, chanted or sung in the courtyard of the great temple complex known as the Ekur, the “Mountain House,” which stood at the heart of Nippur for more than two thousand years.

			To a modern reader, the hymn may seem like a straightforward expression of religious feeling, a prayer to a god in whom the people of Nippur believed. And it was that. But it was also something more. Enlil was not merely a god of nature or creation. He was the deity who granted kingship. The Sumerian King List states explicitly that after kingship descended from heaven, it passed from city to city at the will of the gods, and Enlil’s approval was the essential condition. A ruler who claimed Enlil’s favor claimed more than spiritual comfort. He claimed the right to command. The hymn, then, was simultaneously a devotional act, a theological statement, and a political document. To separate these functions, to file religion in one category and politics in another, would be to impose a distinction that the people who composed and heard it would not have recognized.

			This entanglement of belief and power is not unique to Sumer. It appears, in one form or another, in every early complex society for which we have sufficient evidence. The question is not whether belief systems served political purposes. They clearly did. The question is whether that is all they did, and the answer, if we are honest with the evidence, is no.

			Consider the role of Ma’at in ancient Egypt. Ma’at was a concept, a goddess, and a cosmic principle all at once. It represented truth, justice, order, and balance, the fundamental structure of the universe as the Egyptians understood it. The pharaoh was the guarantor of Ma’at on earth. His rituals, his judgments, his very existence maintained the harmony between the human world and the divine. When the pharaoh performed the daily temple rites, offering food and incense to the gods, he was not merely performing a ceremony. He was, in the Egyptian understanding, holding the world together.

			This was not a metaphor, or at least it was not experienced as one. The Egyptians of the Old and Middle Kingdoms, roughly 2686 to 1650 BCE, lived in a world where the annual flooding of the Nile determined whether people ate or starved, where disease could empty a village in weeks, where the desert pressed against the narrow band of cultivable land like a constant reminder of fragility. In such a world, the idea that a divinely sanctioned ruler maintained cosmic order was not absurd. It was a way of making sense of forces that were otherwise terrifyingly unpredictable. The farmer watching the Nile rise in late summer, wondering whether the flood would be sufficient or whether it would be the kind of catastrophic inundation that destroyed the dikes and drowned the fields, had every reason to want someone, something, to be in charge of the process. Ma’at provided that assurance.

			But Ma’at also constrained the pharaoh, at least in theory. A ruler who failed to uphold Ma’at, who allowed injustice, disorder, or neglect to flourish, risked losing the mandate that justified his position. The “Admonitions of Ipuwer,” a literary text whose dating is debated but which may reflect conditions during the First Intermediate Period, around 2181 to 2055 BCE, describes a world in which Ma’at has collapsed: the Nile runs with blood, servants abandon their masters, tombs are plundered, and the land is given over to chaos. Whether the text describes actual historical events or functions as a literary and theological meditation on disorder is uncertain. What is clear is that the Egyptians possessed a framework in which the failure of authority was understood as a cosmic disaster, not merely a political inconvenience. Belief, in this context, worked in both directions. It legitimated power, and it set conditions for its exercise.

			The Mesopotamian tradition operated somewhat differently. The gods of Sumer and later Babylon were not remote, benevolent overseers of a harmonious cosmos. They were powerful, capricious, and sometimes dangerous. The great myth of Atrahasis, composed in Akkadian probably during the early second millennium BCE, tells a story that is both a creation narrative and a meditation on the relationship between gods and human beings. According to the myth, the gods grew tired of performing the labor necessary to maintain the world and created human beings to do the work for them. Humans were fashioned from clay mixed with the blood of a slain god, a detail that gave them both materiality and a spark of the divine. But when human population grew too large and too noisy, the gods sent plagues and finally a great flood to reduce their numbers. Only one man, Atrahasis, warned by the god Enki, survived by building a boat.

			The myth of Atrahasis is sometimes read as a precursor to the later flood narrative in the Epic of Gilgamesh and, through it, to the biblical story of Noah. These connections are real and well documented. But what matters here is what the myth reveals about how the Mesopotamians understood their own place in the world. Human beings existed to serve the gods. This was not a punishment. It was a purpose. The labor of farming, of canal digging, of brick making, was not merely economic necessity. It was the fulfillment of a cosmic obligation. And the institutions that organized that labor, the temples, the palaces, the administrative hierarchies, were the mechanisms through which this obligation was met.

			This framework gave ordinary work a dignity that a purely materialist account might miss. But it also made resistance to the system something more than disobedience. It made it impiety. If the gods had created you to work, and the temple administered your work on the gods’ behalf, then refusing to work was not merely inconvenient. It was a violation of the order that held the world together. The ideology, if we may cautiously use that word, was remarkably efficient. It did not need to be enforced at every moment because it was internalized. People did not obey because a soldier stood over them with a weapon, though soldiers certainly existed. They obeyed because the framework of belief within which they lived made obedience feel like the natural and correct response to the conditions of existence.

			Whether ordinary Mesopotamians truly believed all of this, in the deep and personal way that the word “belief” implies, is a question we cannot answer with certainty. The surviving texts were produced by scribes, priests, and administrators, people who had every reason to promote the official theology. What the farmer in the field actually thought as he watched the temple administrators collect his grain is not recorded. He may have believed devoutly. He may have cursed under his breath. He may have done both simultaneously, which is perhaps the most human response of all. The evidence does not allow us to choose among these possibilities, and we should resist the temptation to project our own assumptions about religious sincerity or skepticism onto people whose inner worlds are largely closed to us.

			Beyond Mesopotamia and Egypt, belief systems served similar structural functions while taking dramatically different forms. In the early Vedic traditions of the Indian subcontinent, dating in their oral origins to perhaps 1500 BCE and preserved in the Rigveda, the oldest surviving collection of hymns in any Indo-European language, the cosmic order was expressed through the concept of rita, a term sometimes translated as “cosmic law” or “truth.” Rita governed the movements of the sun and stars, the cycle of the seasons, the proper performance of ritual, and the social obligations of human beings. The priestly class, the Brahmins, were the custodians of rita, responsible for performing the sacrificial rituals that maintained the order of the universe. As in Mesopotamia and Egypt, this custodianship carried both spiritual and practical authority. The people who knew the rituals, who could speak the sacred formulae correctly, who understood the proper procedures for sacrifice, occupied a position of enormous social power.

			The Rigvedic hymn known as the Purusha Sukta, one of the later compositions in the collection, describes the creation of the world through the sacrifice of a cosmic being, Purusha. From his body emerged not only the physical elements of the universe but also the four social orders: the Brahmins from his mouth, the Kshatriyas, the warriors, from his arms, the Vaishyas, the producers, from his thighs, and the Shudras, the servants, from his feet. Whatever the original context and meaning of this hymn, and scholars have debated this extensively, it provided a framework in which social hierarchy was not merely a human arrangement but a reflection of cosmic structure. To be born into a particular social position was to occupy a place in a divinely ordained order. The implications for those at the bottom of this order were profound and long-lasting.

			It is worth pausing here to note that the relationship between these early textual traditions and actual social practice is not straightforward. The Rigveda is a collection of ritual hymns composed by and for a priestly elite. It does not necessarily describe how most people in the early Vedic period actually lived, any more than the theological declarations of a Sumerian temple reflected the daily concerns of a fisherman on the Euphrates. The distance between official ideology and lived experience is one of the recurring challenges of ancient history, and it should make us cautious about treating any single text as a transparent window onto an entire society.

			In China, the Shang dynasty, which ruled the Yellow River valley from roughly 1600 to 1046 BCE, developed its own distinctive relationship between belief and political authority. The Shang kings practiced divination by inscribing questions on the shoulder bones of oxen or the plastrons of turtles, applying heat until the bone cracked, and then interpreting the resulting patterns as messages from ancestral spirits and deities. These oracle bone inscriptions, thousands of which have survived, record questions about harvests, warfare, weather, illness, and the proper performance of ritual. The king was the primary diviner, the intermediary between the living and the ancestors. His ability to communicate with the spirit world was the foundation of his authority.

			The content of the oracle bone inscriptions reveals a worldview in which the boundaries between the living and the dead, between the human and the spiritual, were permeable and constantly negotiated. The Shang ancestors were not distant or abstract. They were active participants in the world of the living, capable of sending good fortune or disaster depending on whether they were properly honored. The rituals performed by the king, including large-scale sacrifices that sometimes involved human victims, were understood as necessary transactions between the human community and the powers that governed its fate. The scale of these sacrifices, attested both by inscriptions and by archaeological evidence from the Shang capital at Yinxu near modern Anyang, is sobering. The remains of hundreds of sacrificial victims have been found in royal tombs and ritual pits. These were not symbolic gestures. They were acts of immense and deliberate violence, carried out in the belief that the stability of the world depended on them.

			We should be careful not to judge these practices by modern standards, but we should also resist the urge to neutralize them through excessive academic detachment. The people who were sacrificed were real. Their deaths were real. The belief system that demanded their deaths was, from the perspective of those who held it, rational and necessary. From the perspective of those who died, it was something else entirely. Holding both of these realities in mind simultaneously is one of the more difficult demands that the study of the ancient world places on us.

			What emerges from this survey of early belief systems is not a simple story of cynical rulers manipulating credulous populations. That narrative, popular in certain Enlightenment-era accounts of religion, fails to account for the depth and sincerity of ancient belief, the complexity of the systems that sustained it, and the ways in which belief shaped the behavior of rulers as much as it shaped the behavior of the ruled. The pharaoh who performed the daily temple ritual was not merely putting on a show. He was, in his own understanding, performing an essential cosmic function. The Shang king who consulted the oracle bones was not pretending to communicate with the ancestors. He believed, and his court believed, that the answers mattered.

			At the same time, it would be naive to ignore the political utility of these beliefs. A king whose authority rested on divine sanction was far more secure than one who relied on force alone. A social hierarchy that appeared to reflect the structure of the cosmos was far more durable than one that could be explained as mere human arrangement. The genius, if that is the right word, of the early belief systems was not that they were invented to serve power, but that they did serve power while also addressing genuine human needs for meaning, order, and reassurance in a world that was often terrifying and always uncertain.

			

			A mother in the city of Ur, burying a child who had died of fever, placing a small clay figurine in the grave as an offering, was not engaged in an act of political obedience. She was doing what human beings have always done in the face of unbearable loss: reaching for something that might make it endurable. The belief system that told her the gods had reasons, that the dead lived on in some form, that the rituals she performed could ease her child’s passage into whatever came next, was doing real emotional and psychological work. That the same belief system also told her to obey the temple, to deliver her grain, to accept her place in the social order, does not negate the comfort it provided. It simply means that belief, like most human things, served more than one purpose at a time.

			This is the lesson that the early history of belief offers, if we are willing to hear it. The line between sincere faith and instrumental ideology is not a line at all. It is a territory, wide and complicated, in which most human beings have always lived. The priest who genuinely believed in the god he served and who also benefited materially from that service was not a hypocrite. He was a human being navigating a world in which the sacred and the practical were not yet separate categories. The separation would come later, and even then, it would never be complete. In the ancient world, it had not yet been imagined. Belief was the air that everyone breathed, and it carried within it, inseparably, both the consolation of meaning and the architecture of power.

		

	
		
			
 Economy, Labor, and Survival

			In the ancient city of Girsu, in what is now the Tello archaeological site in southern Iraq, a set of clay tablets dating to around 2350 BCE records the daily operations of a weaving workshop attached to the temple of the goddess Bau. The tablets list the names of the workers, almost all of them women, alongside their ration allotments and their expected output of finished cloth. Some of the women are identified with children, noted not out of sentiment but because children also received rations, smaller ones, and were expected to begin contributing labor as they grew. The tablets track wool received, cloth produced, and shortfalls against quota. They are, in the most literal sense, accounting documents. But read with attention, they are also records of lives organized around the single, relentless fact of material survival.

			The women of the Girsu workshops did not choose their profession in any meaningful sense. Most were attached to the temple estate through systems of obligation that may have included debt, inheritance of status, or capture in war. Their days followed a rhythm dictated by the needs of the institution: carding, spinning, weaving, month after month, year after year. The cloth they produced was not for their own use. It entered the temple’s stores, where it was distributed as rations to other workers, offered to the gods, or traded for goods the temple could not produce internally. The women received in return enough barley, oil, and wool to sustain themselves and their dependents. This was the fundamental transaction at the heart of the earliest economies: labor exchanged for subsistence, managed not by the impersonal mechanisms of a market but by the deliberate calculations of an institution.

			To call this an “economy” requires some caution. The word carries modern associations of markets, prices, supply and demand, voluntary exchange, and individual choice that do not map neatly onto the world of third-millennium Mesopotamia. What existed was something more accurately described as an administered system of production and distribution, in which the temple and the palace functioned as the primary organizing institutions. They controlled land. They directed labor. They collected, stored, and redistributed the products of that labor according to priorities that were simultaneously religious, political, and practical. The line between taxation, tribute, and offering was blurred to the point of meaninglessness. When a farmer delivered a portion of his barley harvest to the temple granary, was he paying a tax, fulfilling a religious obligation, or participating in a system of communal storage that would protect him in years of shortage? The answer, most likely, was all three.

			The scale of this administered system in the Ur III period, roughly 2112 to 2004 BCE, is staggering by any standard. The archives from Drehem, the ancient livestock processing center of Puzrish-Dagan near Nippur, record the intake and redistribution of animals on an almost industrial scale. Tens of thousands of cattle, sheep, and goats passed through the facility each year, arriving as tribute from provincial governors, as offerings from temples, and as the products of state-managed herds. They were slaughtered for sacrificial rituals, distributed as rations to officials and workers, and allocated to diplomatic gifts. The bureaucratic apparatus required to manage this flow was itself a significant consumer of resources: scribes had to be trained, clay had to be prepared, and the tablets themselves had to be stored, organized, and occasionally consulted. The economy of record-keeping was nested inside the larger economy it was designed to track.

			This institutional dominance did not mean that private economic activity was absent. Even within the heavily administered system of the Ur III state, evidence survives of private land ownership, private trade, and transactions conducted between individuals outside the formal channels of temple and palace. Merchants, known in Sumerian as dam-gar, operated as intermediaries in long-distance trade, exchanging Mesopotamian textiles, oil, and grain for metals, timber, and stone that the alluvial plain could not provide. Copper came from Oman, known in Sumerian sources as Magan. Tin, essential for bronze production, traveled even greater distances, possibly from sources in what is now Afghanistan or the Iranian plateau, though the exact origins remain debated. Lapis lazuli, the deep blue stone prized throughout the ancient Near East, came from the mines of Badakhshan, more than two thousand kilometers to the east.

			These trade networks were not free markets in the modern sense. Many merchants operated under the sponsorship or direction of institutional authorities, advancing temple or palace interests while also pursuing their own profit. The relationship was symbiotic and sometimes tense. A merchant who traded on behalf of the temple might use the same journey to conduct private business on the side. The institutions knew this and, judging by the surviving contracts and disputes, tolerated it within limits. The boundaries between public and private enterprise were porous, negotiable, and subject to constant renegotiation.

			The goods that flowed along these networks were not luxuries in the way we might understand the term. Bronze was not a decorative indulgence. It was the material foundation of agricultural and military technology. A bronze sickle cut grain more efficiently than a stone one. A bronze-tipped spear was more lethal than a wooden shaft with a flint point. Access to the metals needed for bronze production, copper and tin, was therefore a strategic concern of the highest order. Cities and states that controlled trade routes or maintained reliable access to metal sources held a significant advantage over those that did not. The political geography of the ancient Near East was shaped, to a degree that is easy to underestimate, by the distribution of natural resources and the routes along which they traveled.

			For the people who actually carried these goods, the merchants, the donkey drivers, the boatmen who navigated the rivers and canals of southern Mesopotamia, trade was a physical and often dangerous undertaking. A merchant traveling from Ur to the trading outpost of Dilmun, probably the island of Bahrain in the Persian Gulf, faced weeks at sea in vessels made of bundled reeds or planked wood, with no guarantee of safe arrival. Storms, piracy, and the simple hazards of navigation in shallow, reef-strewn waters made every voyage a gamble. The round-trip trade to Magan for copper was longer still. Those who survived and prospered could accumulate considerable wealth. Those who did not were forgotten, their names lost with the cargoes that sank beneath the waters of the Gulf.

			

			In Egypt, the economic system took a different form but rested on similar foundations. The Nile itself was the organizing principle. The annual flood, arriving predictably each summer, deposited a layer of rich silt across the floodplain that made the valley one of the most productive agricultural regions in the ancient world. The rhythm of the flood shaped everything: when to plant, when to harvest, when labor could be redirected from farming to construction. The pharaoh’s administration managed this cycle with a sophistication that is visible in the surviving records. Nilometers, structures built along the river to measure the height of the annual flood, provided data that was used to predict harvest yields and, presumably, to calibrate the level of taxation accordingly.

			The laborers who worked the fields of Egypt were, for the most part, peasant farmers attached to estates belonging to the crown, the temples, or the aristocratic elite. Like their Mesopotamian counterparts, they surrendered a portion of their produce to the institutional authority that controlled the land they farmed. In return, they received the right to cultivate and a measure of protection against the worst consequences of crop failure. The tomb paintings of the Old and Middle Kingdoms, roughly 2686 to 1650 BCE, depict agricultural scenes with a vividness that brings the ancient landscape briefly to life: men plowing with wooden plows drawn by oxen, women winnowing grain by tossing it into the wind, overseers watching from the shade while workers bend in the sun. These images were idealized. They were painted in the tombs of the wealthy to ensure an abundant afterlife, not to document the actual conditions of labor. But the activities they depict are confirmed by other evidence, and the social distance between the overseer in the shade and the laborer in the sun is not artistic invention.

			One of the most revealing economic documents from ancient Egypt is the record of a legal dispute preserved on a papyrus from the village of Lahun, dating to around 1850 BCE during the Middle Kingdom. The text describes a dispute over the ownership of a plot of land, with both parties presenting witnesses and documentary evidence to support their claims. The level of procedural detail suggests a society in which property rights, at least among the non-elite population, were recognized and protected by something resembling a legal system. Land could be owned, inherited, transferred, and contested. This does not mean that most Egyptians were independent property owners. The great estates of the temples and the crown dominated the economic landscape. But at the margins, in the spaces between the great institutions, ordinary people bought, sold, and fought over the small patches of ground that sustained their families.

			The Indus Valley civilization presents yet another economic model, though one that is maddeningly difficult to reconstruct in detail. The standardization that characterizes Harappan material culture, the uniform brick sizes, the consistent weights and measures, the repeated motifs on seals, suggests a high degree of economic coordination across a territory stretching from what is now northeastern Afghanistan to the coast of Gujarat. The Harappan weight system, based on a binary-decimal progression, was remarkably precise and consistent across sites separated by hundreds of kilometers. This implies either a central authority capable of enforcing standards or a network of trade relationships in which standardization emerged through mutual agreement and practical necessity.

			The port city of Lothal, on the coast of Gujarat in what is now western India, provides evidence of maritime trade connecting the Harappan world to Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf. A large brick structure at the site, interpreted by some archaeologists as a dockyard, though this identification is not universally accepted, suggests that Lothal served as a point of embarkation for goods traveling westward. Harappan seals have been found at Mesopotamian sites, and Mesopotamian texts refer to trade with a land called Meluhha, which most scholars identify with the Indus Valley civilization. The goods exchanged probably included carnelian beads, ivory, timber, and possibly cotton, which the Indus Valley may have been among the first regions to cultivate on a significant scale.

			What we cannot recover from the Indus Valley, in the absence of deciphered texts, is the institutional framework that organized this trade. Were the merchants of Lothal independent operators, trading on their own account? Were they agents of a central authority comparable to the temple or palace systems of Mesopotamia? Were they organized in something resembling guilds or trading houses? The material evidence alone cannot answer these questions, and speculation, however informed, remains speculation.

			What connects all of these early economic systems, despite their significant differences, is a common foundation: the organized extraction of labor and surplus from a large population for the benefit of a smaller one, mediated by institutions that combined practical management with ideological justification. The temple that collected grain also housed the god that blessed the harvest. The palace that directed labor also provided the military protection that kept the canals safe from raiders. The trader who carried copper across a thousand kilometers of sea and desert did so within a network of relationships, debts, obligations, and protections that made the journey possible and profitable.

			For the great majority of people living within these systems, economic life was not a matter of choice or opportunity. It was a matter of survival. A weaver in the Girsu workshop did not weave because she found it fulfilling. She wove because the system required it and because the alternative, life outside the institutional framework, was precarious in ways that the modern imagination struggles to fully grasp. Without access to the temple’s granary, without a place in the administered order, a person in third-millennium Mesopotamia was exposed to drought, famine, and violence with no safety net beyond the goodwill of family and neighbors. The institutional economy was constraining, exploitative, and often harsh. It was also, for many, the difference between eating and starving.

			A fisherman mending his nets along the canal banks outside the city of Lagash around 2300 BCE occupied a small and precarious niche in this system. His catch might go partly to the temple, partly to the market, partly to his own table. His boat, made of bundled reeds coated in bitumen, was a technology as old as the cities themselves. The water around him was thick with silt and alive with the sounds of the marshlands: the calls of wading birds, the splash of fish, the distant creak of a water-lifting device working the irrigation channels. His concerns were immediate and concrete. Would the catch be good today? Would the canal hold its water through the dry season? Would the tax collector take more this year than last? He was not thinking about the trade routes to Dilmun or the price of copper in the markets of Ur. He was thinking about the net in his hands, the sun on his back, and the meal his family would eat that evening.

			His life was not a footnote to the history of empires. It was the substance on which empires were built. Every barley ration distributed to a temple worker, every bolt of cloth traded for imported copper, every mudbrick laid in the wall of a palace rested, ultimately, on the labor of people like him. The great administrative systems of the ancient world did not create wealth. They organized and redirected the wealth that ordinary people produced through their daily, repetitive, physically demanding work. This is a truth so fundamental that it is easy to overlook, buried as it is beneath the more dramatic stories of kings and conquests. But without the fisherman, the weaver, the farmer, and the porter, there were no empires. There was only the land, the river, and the unforgiving sun.

			The economies of the first complex societies were not primitive versions of our own, stumbling toward a modernity they could not yet imagine. They were complete systems, internally coherent, adapted to specific environments and social conditions, and capable of sustaining large populations over centuries. Their limitations were real. They were vulnerable to climate, to war, to the inefficiencies of bureaucratic management, and to the slow accumulation of inequality that strained the social fabric. But within those limitations, they accomplished something that should not be taken for granted: they kept people alive, in large numbers, in landscapes that were generous in some seasons and merciless in others. That this accomplishment came at a cost, measured in human freedom, in exhausted bodies, in lives reduced to entries on a clay tablet, is part of the story that honest history must tell. The cost was real. So was the survival it purchased.
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