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An Article by Shahriyar Eghdam Shargh 



Chapter One: The world Before Sargon 

 

Long before the great empires of Persia, 

Rome, or China appeared upon the stage of 

history, a remarkable civilization had already 

taken shape between the Tigris and 

Euphrates.  

These rivers created one of the most fertile 

regions of the ancient world and provided the 

agricultural foundation upon which 

permanent settlements, cities, temples, 



administrative institutions, and eventually 

states could develop.  

Mesopotamia was therefore not simply a 

geographical region. 

It was one of the places where human 

civilization developed many of the structures 

that would define organized society for 

thousands of years. 

By the middle of the third millennium BC, 

Mesopotamia was already an ancient world in 

its own right.  



The cities of Uruk, Ur, Kish, Lagash, Nippur, 

Umma, and others possessed temples, 

economies, political institutions, and 

distinctive traditions.  

The people of southern Mesopotamia are 

generally remembered as the Sumerians, 

while Akkadian speaking and other Semitic 

speaking populations lived alongside them 

and throughout the wider region.  

Their languages and identities differed, but 

they participated in a shared civilization 

whose institutions, religious traditions, 



writing systems, and economic networks 

connected them closely. 

The great cities were not peaceful neighbors. 

They competed for agricultural land, irrigation 

networks, commercial routes, political 

influence, and religious prestige, and one city 

could dominate several others for a time 

before losing that power to a rival.  

This constant competition produced strong 

rulers and sophisticated governments, but it 

also kept Mesopotamia politically 

fragmented.  



The possibility of bringing several cities under 

one authority already existed, yet no ruler 

before Sargon had established a political 

system that would leave such a lasting mark 

on the history of the ancient Near East. 

Sargon emerged from this divided world.  

He did not inherit a unified empire, nor did he 

enter a civilization waiting to be organized.  

He inherited a landscape in which urban life, 

writing, religion, agriculture, commerce, and 

political rivalry had already developed over 

centuries.  



His great achievement would be to take those 

existing elements and place them within a 

political structure that extended far beyond 

the traditional boundaries of a single city 

state. 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Two: The Cities of Sumer 

 

The cities of Sumer were more than 

collections of houses.  

Each was a political and religious world 

centered upon its temples and administrative 

institutions, surrounded by agricultural land, 

villages, canals, workshops, and residential 

districts.  

The city's ruler represented its political 

interests, while priests and officials managed 



religious ceremonies, economic resources, 

labor, and public administration.  

In this environment, government was already 

highly organized long before Sargon 

appeared. 

Uruk was one of the most influential cities, 

while Ur became one of the great centers of 

southern Mesopotamia.  

Kish possessed a particularly powerful 

political tradition, and Nippur held 

exceptional religious importance because of 

its association with the god Enlil.  



Lagash and Umma repeatedly fought over 

territory and irrigation, showing how closely 

political survival was tied to control of land 

and water.  

The political map of Sumer was therefore 

constantly changing, but the cities remained 

the basic centers around which power was 

organized. 

This system produced a cycle of rivalry that 

lasted for generations.  

A successful ruler could extend his authority 

over neighboring cities, but that authority 



often depended upon the strength of his army 

and the continuity of his dynasty.  

When a ruler died, his successors might lose 

what he had conquered, allowing the older 

pattern of competition to return.  

Sargon would change that pattern by 

establishing a political structure in which 

conquered cities were no longer merely 

temporary possessions but components of a 

larger imperial system. 

The significance of Sargon's achievement 

becomes clearer when we remember what 

came before him.  



He did not create cities, kingship, organized 

government, or warfare on a large scale. 

Those institutions were already present. What 

he changed was their scale. He demonstrated 

that Mesopotamian political power could 

extend beyond the city itself and that many 

cities could be brought under one enduring 

center of authority. 

 

 



Chapter Three: Writing, Kingship, and 

the Mesopotamian World 

 

One of the greatest achievements of 

Mesopotamia was the development of 

writing. Cuneiform had emerged centuries 

before Sargon, initially as a practical system 

for recording agricultural products, labor, 

livestock, payments, and other economic 

transactions.  

As Mesopotamian institutions became more 

complicated, writing became indispensable 



to administration and eventually expanded 

into religious literature, royal inscriptions, 

legal records, correspondence, and poetry.  

By Sargon's age, written records had already 

become one of the foundations of organized 

government. 

This mattered enormously for empire.  

A large state could not rely entirely on spoken 

commands when officials were managing 

distant territories, agricultural production, 

taxation, trade, and military resources. 

Writing allowed information to be recorded 

and transmitted beyond the immediate 



presence of a ruler or official and made it 

possible for institutions to preserve records 

over time.  

The political world Sargon created therefore 

depended upon an intellectual and 

administrative system that earlier 

Mesopotamian societies had spent centuries 

developing. 

The language of Sargon's empire also 

reflected the complexity of Mesopotamian 

civilization.  

Akkadian, a Semitic language, became 

increasingly important alongside Sumerian, 



while both were written using cuneiform. The 

rise of Akkadian did not erase the older 

Sumerian tradition.  

Instead, the two became intertwined, 

creating a cultural environment in which 

political change did not require the 

destruction of everything that came before. 

That is why the Akkadian period is so 

important.  

It was not a complete break with Sumerian 

civilization.  



It was the transformation of an existing 

civilization into a larger political order in 

which different peoples, languages, religious 

traditions, and local institutions could exist 

under imperial authority. 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Four: The Rise of Kish 

 

The historical evidence for Sargon's 

childhood is extremely limited, and much of 

what later generations believed about his 

early life comes from literary traditions 

written long after his reign.  

One of the most famous stories is the Birth 

Legend of Sargon, in which the future ruler is 

said to have been secretly born, placed in a 

reed basket sealed with bitumen, and set 



upon a river before being discovered by a 

water drawer named Akki.  

The story is one of the most enduring 

episodes connected with Sargon, but it 

cannot be treated as a contemporary 

biography. 

Its historical value lies less in whether the 

event happened exactly as described and 

more in what it tells us about the image of 

Sargon that later Mesopotamians preserved. 

He was remembered as a man whose 

beginnings did not appear to guarantee 

kingship.  



The literary tradition transforms him into an 

outsider who rises from uncertainty to 

become the ruler of an enormous empire, 

turning his rise into a story of extraordinary 

destiny. 

Later compositions also associate Sargon 

with the king of Kish, Ur Zababa, and with the 

ruler of Uruk, Lugalzagesi. These stories are 

again literary works rather than 

straightforward historical records, yet they 

preserve an important tradition about 

Sargon's rise: he was remembered not as a 

passive heir waiting for a throne but as a man 



whose ascent disrupted an established 

political order. 

The very uncertainty surrounding his origins 

therefore became part of his legend. Ancient 

rulers were often remembered because of the 

power they inherited.  

Sargon was remembered because of the 

power he created. 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Five: The Man Called Sargon 

 

Even Sargon's name reflects the political 

image he came to embody.  

Sargon is generally understood to derive from 

the Akkadian royal name Šarru kēn, 

commonly interpreted as something like 

"legitimate king" or "true king."  

The meaning was particularly appropriate for 

a ruler whose rise was later remembered as a 

break with an established order because it 



presented his kingship as something more 

than military success alone. 

The precise circumstances of Sargon's early 

career remain uncertain, but later Sumerian 

literature connects him with Kish and with the 

powerful ruler Ur Zababa.  

In the composition known as Sargon and Ur 

Zababa, the king becomes suspicious of 

Sargon and attempts to remove him, setting 

in motion a sequence of events that 

eventually brings Sargon into conflict with 

greater political powers.  



The story is incomplete and survives in later 

copies, so it should be understood as literary 

tradition rather than a verified account of 

Sargon's youth. 

What can be established more confidently is 

that Sargon eventually challenged the 

political order dominated by the rulers of 

Sumer. His rise became historically 

significant because he did not simply inherit 

the established balance of power.  

He overturned it and replaced it with 

something larger. 



His story would therefore become one of the 

earliest examples of a recurring theme in 

world history: the ruler who begins outside 

the traditional center of power and then 

creates a new center of power himself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Six: The Fall of Lugalzagesi 

 

Before Sargon became the dominant ruler of 

Mesopotamia, another powerful king had 

already taken major steps toward unification. 

Lugalzagesi of Uruk controlled a substantial 

portion of southern Mesopotamia and 

represented one of the strongest political 

powers of the period.  

His success demonstrated that the old city 

state system could already be stretched 

beyond the boundaries of a single city, but his 



rule did not produce the same kind of 

enduring imperial structure later associated 

with Sargon. 

Sargon defeated Lugalzagesi and captured 

him, a victory that transformed the balance of 

power in southern Mesopotamia.  

The importance of this event goes beyond the 

defeat of one king.  

With Lugalzagesi removed, Sargon gained 

control over many of the major centers of 

Sumer and began replacing the old political 

pattern of competing cities with a larger 

imperial structure. 



His own inscriptions celebrated these 

victories and presented him as a ruler favored 

by the gods and capable of extending his 

authority over distant lands.  

The language of these inscriptions was not 

simply a record of military victories. It also 

expressed a conception of kingship in which 

one ruler possessed authority over many 

peoples and cities. 

The conquest of Lugalzagesi therefore 

marked a turning point. Mesopotamia had 

seen powerful rulers before, but under Sargon 

the idea of large scale territorial empire 



became a lasting part of Mesopotamian 

political history. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Seven: The Creation of the 

Akkadian Empire 

 

Sargon's greatest achievement was the 

establishment of what is often regarded as 

the first enduring territorial empire in 

Mesopotamian history.  

His political center was the city of Agade, also 

called Akkad, although the exact location of 

the city has never been securely identified. 

This makes Agade one of the great 

archaeological mysteries of the ancient 



world. We know that it was the capital of 

Sargon's dynasty and an important center of 

Akkadian power, yet the city itself has 

disappeared from the modern landscape. 

From Agade, Sargon extended his authority 

across much of Mesopotamia and then 

beyond it.  

His inscriptions describe campaigns into 

regions to the east and north and portray him 

as a ruler whose influence reached far 

beyond the traditional political territory of 

southern Sumer.  



Later kings would expand the empire further, 

especially Sargon's grandson Naram Sin, but 

the foundation of that imperial system had 

been laid by Sargon himself. 

The importance of his achievement becomes 

clearer when we consider the scale of the 

political change.  

Before Sargon, kings generally ruled city 

states whose authority was tied to a 

particular urban center and its surrounding 

territory. After Sargon, rulers could claim 

authority over many cities and distant regions 

as parts of one political system.  



The city remained important, but it was no 

longer the only possible center of political 

organization. 

A new age of large scale territorial rule had 

begun in Mesopotamia, and Sargon stood at 

its beginning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Eight: Sargon's Expansion 

Beyond Sumer 

 

Sargon's campaigns carried Akkadian power 

well beyond southern Mesopotamia.  

His inscriptions refer to victories in regions to 

the east and north, including territories 

associated with Elam and other lands 

connected to the wider trade and political 

networks of the ancient Near East.  

The precise extent and nature of these 

campaigns are sometimes difficult to 



reconstruct because royal inscriptions were 

intended to celebrate the king's 

achievements rather than provide neutral 

military reports. 

Mesopotamia depended upon imported 

materials such as timber, metals, and high-

quality stone. Expanding political influence 

into neighboring regions therefore had 

economic as well as military significance. 

Control over important routes could improve 

access to goods, increase political influence, 

and weaken competing powers. In this sense, 

the Akkadian Empire was part of a much 



broader international system connecting 

Mesopotamia with Syria, Anatolia, the Iranian 

plateau, and the Persian Gulf. 

The campaign traditions associated with 

Sargon also demonstrate a significant change 

in the scale of Mesopotamian kingship.  

A ruler was no longer expected merely to 

defeat a neighboring city.  

He could claim authority across vast 

distances and present his victories as 

evidence that his kingship extended beyond 

the traditional borders of Sumer. 



This imperial outlook would become one of 

the defining features of Mesopotamian 

political culture for centuries to come. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Nine: Governing an Empire 

 

Conquest was only the beginning.  

The real challenge was governing the 

territories that had been conquered. 

Sargon's empire contained cities with their 

own institutions, priests, officials, 

economies, and traditions.  

Those systems could not simply be destroyed 

because the empire depended upon them to 

continue producing food, organizing labor, 

maintaining temples, and supporting trade. 



Sargon therefore had to incorporate existing 

institutions into a larger political structure 

while establishing the authority of the 

imperial center. 

Governing such territories would have 

required communication with the central 

government, the collection of resources, and 

mechanisms for maintaining connections 

between distant regions.  

The use of written administration was crucial 

because an empire covering such a large area 

could not function through personal presence 

alone. 



Sargon's government therefore represented 

an important step toward territorial 

administration.  

The conquered cities remained economically 

and religiously important, but they 

increasingly operated within a hierarchy in 

which imperial authority stood above local 

political institutions. 

This was also one of the empire's greatest 

weaknesses.  

The farther the state expanded, the harder it 

became to maintain control.  



Communication was slow, local elites had 

their own interests, and conquered 

populations could resent the loss of 

independence. Sargon therefore had to 

maintain political authority through a 

combination of administration, military force, 

religious legitimacy, and the continuing ability 

of the imperial center to suppress resistance. 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Ten: Rebellion and the Burden 

of Empire 

 

The Akkadian Empire was never a perfectly 

peaceful or permanently unified state. 

Rebellion remained a recurring problem, 

especially because the territories brought 

under imperial rule had long traditions of 

political independence.  

Later literary traditions remember repeated 

revolts against Sargon, while the king's own 

royal image emphasizes his ability to 



suppress resistance and restore imperial 

control. 

These struggles reveal something important 

about early empire.  

Political unity did not automatically mean 

political acceptance.  

A city could be conquered without becoming 

loyal, and a territory could be incorporated 

into an empire without losing its desire for 

independence.  



The imperial government therefore had to 

continue demonstrating its ability to maintain 

authority. 

Sargon's success was not that rebellion 

disappeared.  

It was that the Akkadian state survived 

serious challenges and remained powerful 

enough to preserve the larger political 

structure.  

This distinction matters because early 

empires were constantly negotiating between 

central authority and local interests.  



The empire existed not because every subject 

necessarily welcomed it, but because the 

imperial government remained capable of 

maintaining the system. 

In this sense, rebellion was not simply an 

accidental feature of Sargon's reign. It was 

one of the permanent burdens of the imperial 

model he created. 

 

 



Chapter Eleven: Sargon and the Culture 

of Akkad 

 

The Akkadian period was not defined only by 

military expansion.  

It also produced significant developments in 

art, religion, language, and political culture. 

Royal images became more powerful, 

cylinder seals displayed elaborate 

mythological scenes, and inscriptions 

presented kingship in increasingly universal 

terms. 



Akkadian and Sumerian traditions continued 

to interact, ensuring that political 

transformation did not result in the 

disappearance of the civilization that had 

existed before Sargon. 

Religion remained central to this system. 

Mesopotamian kings did not separate 

political authority from the gods, and Sargon 

presented his victories within a religious 

framework in which divine favor helped 

explain royal success.  

Gods such as Enlil, Inanna, and Shamash 

remained deeply connected with political 



legitimacy, demonstrating that the new 

empire still belonged to the older religious 

world of Mesopotamia. 

This combination of political innovation and 

cultural continuity was one of the most 

important characteristics of the Akkadian 

age.  

Sargon created something new without 

abandoning everything old.  

The result was not the replacement of 

Sumerian civilization, but its transformation 

into an imperial civilization in which Akkadian 



political power and Sumerian cultural 

traditions existed together. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Twelve: Enheduanna and the 

Voice of the Empire 

 

One of the most extraordinary figures 

associated with Sargon's reign was his 

daughter Enheduanna, who served as high 

priestess of the moon god Nanna at Ur. Her 

importance extends beyond her royal family 

because she is associated with a body of 

religious poetry and hymns that makes her 

one of the earliest named literary figures 

known from history. 



Enheduanna's position is especially 

significant because it reveals how Sargon 

integrated his new imperial dynasty into the 

religious institutions of Sumer.  

Rather than replacing the older religious order 

with something entirely foreign, the Akkadian 

royal family entered its institutions and used 

them to reinforce political legitimacy.  

His daughter served within one of the most 

important temples of southern Mesopotamia, 

connecting the new dynasty directly with an 

ancient religious tradition. 



Her literary legacy is equally remarkable. 

Through the hymns traditionally attributed to 

her, the political world of Sargon is connected 

with one of the earliest known traditions of 

personal authorship.  

The Akkadian period therefore cannot be 

reduced to conquest.  

It was also a period in which political power, 

religious institutions, literature, and cultural 

identity became increasingly intertwined. 

Sargon changed the political structure of 

Mesopotamia, while Enheduanna illustrates 



how that new political world could express 

itself through religion and literature. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Thirteen: The Final Years of 

Sargon 

 

The final years of Sargon's reign were shaped 

by the same problems that had challenged 

him throughout his rule: rebellion, distance, 

and the difficulty of governing a vast territory. 

Nevertheless, he preserved the empire long 

enough to establish a dynasty capable of 

continuing his work after his death. 

The Sumerian King List gives Sargon a reign of 

fifty-six years, although that text contains 



legendary and ideological elements and 

cannot be treated as a modern chronological 

record. The exact circumstances of Sargon's 

death are also unknown, and no reliable 

contemporary biography provides a detailed 

account of his final days. 

What is historically more important is what 

happened after his death.  

His son Rimush inherited the throne, followed 

later by Manishtushu, and eventually by his 

grandson Naram Sin.  

The fact that the empire survived Sargon's 

death demonstrates that his achievement 



had moved beyond personal charisma and 

military success.  

He had created a dynasty and an institutional 

structure capable of continuing without him. 

Many conquerors disappear politically when 

their founder dies.  

Sargon's state did not.  

His empire survived, even though it would 

eventually face pressures that proved more 

difficult for his successors to overcome. 

 

 



Chapter Fourteen: Naram Sin and the 

Height of Akkadian Power 

 

Sargon's descendants continued the work he 

had begun.  

Rimush and Manishtushu faced rebellions 

and attempted to preserve the empire, but it 

was Sargon's grandson Naram Sin who would 

eventually bring the Akkadian dynasty to one 

of its greatest moments of power. 

Under Naram Sin, the empire reached an 

even more ambitious stage.  



Military victories expanded its influence, 

while royal ideology became increasingly 

powerful.  

Naram Sin presented himself in a way that 

went beyond the traditional image of the 

Mesopotamian king and increasingly 

emphasized his exceptional status. 

The famous Victory Stele of Naram Sin 

remains one of the clearest artistic 

expressions of this imperial ideology.  

It portrays the ruler towering above his 

enemies as he marches upward toward the 



mountains, presenting military victory as 

evidence of exceptional kingship. 

Yet even at the height of Naram Sin's reign, 

the foundation remained Sargon's.  

The grandson could expand an imperial 

structure only because Sargon had already 

demonstrated that such a structure was 

possible. 

Sargon's greatest historical accomplishment 

was therefore not limited to what happened 

during his own lifetime.  



It was the political system that made the later 

achievements of his dynasty possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Fifteen: The Fall of Akkad 

 

No empire remains powerful forever, and the 

Akkadian state eventually entered a period of 

severe decline.  

Later kings struggled to maintain authority 

over distant territories, rebellions increased, 

and the political unity created by Sargon 

gradually weakened.  

By the end of the dynasty, independent rulers 

in southern Mesopotamia were again 

reclaiming territory and political power. 



The causes of the empire's collapse remain a 

subject of scholarly discussion.  

Political fragmentation, rebellion, economic 

pressures, environmental changes, and the 

growing difficulty of controlling such a large 

territory may all have contributed.  

The relative importance of each factor 

remains debated, and the evidence does not 

permit a single simple explanation. 

Yet the collapse of the empire did not erase 

its historical importance. 

The cities survived. 



The languages survived. 

The political ideas survived. 

And above all, the memory of the Akkadian 

kings survived. 

Sargon became part of Mesopotamia's 

historical imagination, and later rulers looked 

back toward him as a model of universal 

kingship. His empire disappeared, but the 

idea of the great imperial ruler remained. 

 

 

 



Chapter Sixteen: Sargon the Great and 

the Birth of Empire 

 

Sargon of Akkad occupies a unique position 

in the history of civilization because he 

transformed the political scale of the world 

he inherited.  

He was not the first king of Mesopotamia, the 

first conqueror, or the first ruler to dominate 

several cities, but he was among the earliest 

rulers to turn large scale territorial 

domination into a durable imperial system. 



His importance therefore lies not only in the 

territory he conquered but in what he 

demonstrated was possible.  

A collection of powerful city states could be 

placed under one government.  

A ruler could claim authority over many 

peoples and regions.  

Administrative institutions could operate 

across territories that were too large to be 

governed like ordinary city states.  



The idea of empire could become a 

permanent political model rather than a 

temporary achievement. 

Later Assyrian and Babylonian rulers would 

build much larger and more sophisticated 

empires, but they inherited a political 

tradition in which large scale territorial 

kingship had already been demonstrated. 

Sargon helped establish that tradition near 

the beginning of Mesopotamia's long imperial 

history. 

 

 



The Man Behind the Legend 

 

The historical Sargon and the legendary 

Sargon are not exactly the same person. 

The historical record gives us inscriptions, 

administrative evidence, later lists of kings, 

and fragments of literary tradition, but it does 

not provide a complete biography.  

His childhood remains uncertain, the location 

of Agade remains unknown, and many stories 

about his rise were preserved centuries after 

he lived. 



This uncertainty does not make his story less 

important. In some ways, it makes it more 

revealing because we can see how 

successive generations chose to remember 

him. They turned an already extraordinary 

ruler into a symbol of destiny, conquest, 

kingship, and political transformation. 

The famous story of the abandoned child is 

therefore not simply a tale about Sargon's 

childhood. It is a statement about how 

Mesopotamian culture understood greatness. 

The man who supposedly began without a 

secure claim to power became the ruler who 



changed the political structure of the world 

around him. 

That is why the legend survived even when the 

empire itself had disappeared. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sargon's Greatest Achievement 

 

Sargon's greatest achievement was not 

simply that he won more battles than his 

predecessors.  

It was that he connected military conquest 

with political organization and created a state 

capable of surviving beyond the man who 

founded it. 

He conquered the powerful rulers of Sumer, 

established Agade as the center of his 

authority, expanded into distant territories, 



incorporated different cities and peoples, and 

created a dynasty that continued after his 

death. He inherited a highly developed 

civilization and gave it a political structure 

that reached beyond the city state. 

That was the decisive transformation. 

Sargon did not create Mesopotamian 

civilization.  

He changed the scale at which it could be 

governed. 

 

 



Conclusion 

 

More than four thousand years have passed 

since Sargon of Akkad ruled Mesopotamia. 

The city of Agade has vanished, the kingdoms 

he conquered have disappeared, and the 

political world of his time survives largely 

through archaeology and ancient texts.  

Yet his name remains extraordinarily 

recognizable because the transformation 

associated with him was larger than the 

empire itself. 



Sargon inherited a world of competing cities 

and turned it toward empire.  

He inherited a civilization whose institutions 

had been developing for centuries and 

reorganized them under a new political 

center.  

He did not erase Sumerian civilization, but 

brought its cities, traditions, languages, 

temples, and economies into a broader 

imperial structure while Akkadian political 

power became dominant. 

His empire eventually collapsed.  



His dynasty disappeared, his capital was lost, 

and his subjects became the ancestors of 

civilizations that would emerge long after him. 

But the political possibility he demonstrated 

remained.  

Later Mesopotamian rulers could look 

backward and see that one king had already 

united many cities under a single imperial 

authority. 

Sargon therefore belongs to that small group 

of historical figures whose importance cannot 

be measured simply by the length of their 

reign or the number of battles they won.  



His true legacy lies in the political idea he 

made real: that the ancient city states of 

Mesopotamia could become something 

larger than themselves. 

The empire of Akkad disappeared. 

The idea of empire did not. 

 


