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A CONTRIBUTION TO THE STUDY
OF THE MORAL PRACTICES OF CERTAIN
SOCIAL GROUPS IN ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIA

L]

The Sumerian and Akkadian peoples were little concerned
with speculative ethics. The approach to the study of the
moral ideals of a soclety now merely historical, our knowledge
of which is based on scattered and all too insufficient recards,
must be a sociclogical one. Yet sociological development and
moral evolution are not identical; for a secial structure may
be built up or torn down uowittingly, While the rules evelved
by any society are not necessarily etbical, it is essential to
study wvaricties of customs, since non-ethical customs are of
value in so far as they affect the standard of conduct of the
group or individual. In the evolution of a people, influenced
as it is by geography, economic conditions, religious concep-
tions, and other forces, it is difficult to trace the moral ele-
ments, The purpose of this disscritation s to select from
Sumeran and Alkadizn literature now accessible to us, such
illustrations as seem to indicate most clearly the moral ideals
and practices of the group, We are not here concemed with the
ideals of the individual as such, but shall confine curselves rather
to customs which reveal some of the principles which regulate
conduct within certain social units, as the nation, the family,
classes of women, slaves. A stody of the laws and customs
connected with such groups may serve as a basis for judging
the general moral status of ancient Mesopotamia®

When we consider the larger unit, the nation, or in early
time, the city-state, we find that the principal activitics were
war and conunerce. Of these the more important for the study

t Tt is curions that efforts 1o siudy tle morality as such bave beem so few.
Mention should be made of the bricf statements of Jastrow in Hebrow aid Faby-
bmian Tradition, and Argects of Religiows Befied awd Practice in Balyloa and
Arsyric. We are indebted to 5. A, H, Mercer for laving firsl attempted
systemalic outline of moral practices, published in JSOR and Relipioss and
Aloral Rleas in Bubyplonia awd Asgyria.
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of morality, and that about which we have the most data, is war,
Aside from accounts of campaigns which fill the royal annals,
we are informed of military organization through the letters
and contracts, That there existed, particularly in Assyria, a
state of society which was continually organized to meet the
exigencies of war furnished by attack or by the ambition of
powerful monarchs, we have evidence from contracts an letters.
Such groups as the AZsrw® and sade® were subject to military
service, Neither with the details of the organization? nor with
military tactics as such, are we here concerned,t it i3 sufficient
to note that society was 50 organized that the demands of war
could be quickly met

To the Babylonians and Assynans, war was a natural human
activity, If the country were attacked, it became the divine
duty of the king, acting as the instrument of the gods, to
protect it, and punish the invader by any means that seemed
effective. If a ldng aspired to enlarge his empire, he could,
provided he had a sofficient following and military ability, march
through the country, conquering town after town, making the
vanquished peoples submit to his yoke" and ,bow down at his
feet”, Perhaps it was because of this conception of the com-
monplaceness of war, that the Sumerians and Babylonians
wrote Jittle of their conquests; they considered rather that the
building of temples and palaces, the dedication of boundary
stones and canals were of a more permanent interest than the
details of campaigns. It was left to the Assyrians to furnish
deseriptions of mulitary strategy.

That the Sumerians were active in battle, is shown by the
date-lists, the year often being named for the chief event that
occurred in it Frequently a number of successive years recel
ved their date from the same event as: ,, The second year after
the subjection of Kismash“# or ,The fifth vear after he con-

v ADD IX § 79, 2241, Kiag Ham, Letl, I Ke. 1.

+ Cf, p. 82—8s.

3 Cf, “Das stehende Heer der Assyrerkinipe und seine Organisation”, ZA
XXIV gf £, 1851

4 G dspywisehe Kriegffihung vore Diglat-pilever T 8o anf Somiradad LU,
Morie Paneritins, Disscriation Tuod.  Alse HA TID 166 (F

5 HLC Py I Tallet 33
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quered Isin"t* The military activity of the Sumerians and
Babylonians is also indicated by the warlike epithets which
they, as well as the Assyrians, apply to themselves, at the
beginning of most of the royal annals,

In the early period, disputes over boundary stones furnished
one of the chiel causes of war. The so-called  Stele of the
Vultures” of Eannatum, and the Cone of Entemena are records
of such conflicts. Entemena describes the difficulties Mesilim,

King of Kish, had with U3 Patesi of Umma:*

Me-silimn esilim,
lugal-fis-tiege King of Kish,
10. da & Ka-di-na-tu by the command of Kadi, the
exalted,
KU gun-di-ra at the begioning of his torrtory
Ki-ba sg-ne-ru there he erected a stéle
s Us,
Pe-le-sf patesi
15, gisak-tige of Umma,
Ha@W-enim-a-dir-div-de according to evil intentions
- acted.
M= {32 - 08 That stéle
ni-peiel he toel away
20, edin Sir-lo-par-Fi 5 into the territory of Lagash
pug-elty he went.
(dy New-gir-su Ningirsu
apesar & Entifda-ge the heto of Enlil,
Ba-si-cli-(ni)-ta according to his (ie. Ningirsu's)
rghteous command,
25. gidwliH-da with Umma

dani-fe-ra
e-da-ag

a battle
he made {ie. Mesilim).

The desire of Mesopotamian monarchs for territorial expan-

sion, naturally led them lo wage agyressive warfare, The ne-
cessity of maintaining any army for defense, supplied them
with ready material for the nucleus of powerful forces, when

T BAK poo237 (g See also date lists In HLC, SAK, Iam. Leuees, Vol
I p. 2120 ek,
2 Cope, Lol TF 827, Trans, from Deéc. Pt 111 pl. XLYIL To the trans

lation of guotations, zll previcus interpretations have been compared.



