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Looking on the state of the family as we enter the Third Millennium AD, it is useful
to take a look back at where the family has been. The furthest back that we have legible
contemporary human historical records is the Third Millennium BC in Egypt and
Mesopotamia. In these two areas we have continuous contemporaneous historical
documentation from about the beginning of the third millennium B.C. to the present, nearly a
thousand years before any other civilization in the world. We will look at three topics—-the

organization of the family, marriage and alternative lifestyles—in these two areas.

Earliest Records of Family Relationships
The earliest human records about the family come from Egypt and Mesopotamia and

appear at approximately the same time as each other and the same time that writing first

becomes legible in both locations.




Egypt

As early as the first dynasty, during the reign of Djer, we have several indications of
family relationships: father, mother, child. One of the remarkable features of the Egyptian
language is that the names for the basic family relationships are unchanged for millennia.
Thus j# father is attested at least as early as the Third Dynasty (ca. 2700-2625 B.C.),! and
lasted until the demise of the Egyptian language in the eighteenth century A.D. . some forty-
five hundred years later. The word for mother mwt is attested as early as the First Dynasty
(ca. 3150-2925 B.C.), and lasted the entire span of the Egyptian language,” some five
thousand years. The words for children, however, change over time, from z3 “son™ and z3¢
“daughter” to ms “offspring” to hrd “child” to $rj “little one.” Most of the terms for children,
however, are in use the entire time, although the popularity of terms for children changes
over time.

Demographic data shows that ninety-one percent of Egyptians lived in families of
some sort,’ and of those who lived alone, most were older, and “were probably most often
the sole survivors of their families, living alone because they had been unable to marry or
their marriages had ended.” This is true of both urban and rural areas with the major
difference being that rural families are more likely to contain more extended families living

together.® The average household contained about 5 people.”
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Textual evidence also indicates that the Egyptians desired to extend the relationship
of the family beyond the grave.® That family consisted of “my children, my siblings, my
father, my mother, my loved ones, and all my relations.”” These are precisely the individuals
usually depicted on funerary stele.'’ Examples are ubiquitous.’

The basis of Egyptian society was the family, and even larger scale Egyptian society
imitated the institutions of the home."* Thus the temples are the “household” of the god, and
the kingdom was considered pharaoh “the great household,” a term that at first referred to

the household itself and in time came to be used for the head of that great household. "’
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Mesopotamia

The earliest society in Mesopotamia is that of the Sumerians, and we hear of families
from the very beginning, We already have records of the Sumerian words for father (ad-
da).”* mother (ama),15 and child (dumu)*® in old Sumerian times, at least as carly as the
reign of Urnanshe, about 2500 BC. It is also interesting to note that while Sumerian language
does not have gender,'’ the words for father and mother function as something of an
exception to that rule.

The archaeological evidence from the Early Dynastic Period shows that “the city was
composed of self-contained enclosures which could well have housed co-resident extended

families.”'® Textual evidence, though sparse supports the “frequent assumption that kin-
P pp P

»19 “Relatives seem also to be

based residential grouping was more usual in the earlier cities.
neighbours.™ The third millennium shows some evidence for patrilineal descent.”! In Old
Babylonian times (early second millennium) “the normal residential unit was clearly
patrilinear and patrilocal, and the male line of descent was a principal ingredient in society.
Men are identified by their father’s name (as in Russia and the Near East today). . . . Sons
and daughters lived in the father’s house until they left for another household, either

founding their own or marrying into another.”> “Most of the households are either ‘simple
g rying p

- g married couple with offspring — or ‘expanded’ — a simple household ‘with the
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addition of one or more relatives other than offspring’: there are sisters, evidently unmarried,
mothers, presumably widowed, and brothers, perhaps still minors. What we do not find are

‘multiple family households’, comprising ‘two or more conjugal family units connected by

kinship or marriage”.”*?

Marriage in Second and Third Millennium

Along with family, both Egypt and Mesopotamia provide evidence for marriage.
Egypt

Until recently, an argument based on a logical fallacy prevented Egyptologists from
recognizing marriage in Egypt. Fortunately, the logical fallacy has been pointed out, and
things are changing. The ancient Egyptian home began with a marriage between husband and
wife*® that involved an oath® made in the presence of a priest.*® The marriage was seen as a
partnership.”” At the age of twelve women began to marry.”® By age twenty, sixty percent of
the women were married,”” and virtually all of them would have married by the age of
thirty.”® Sixty percent of adult women from 15 to 50 were married at any given time.”' Men

came of age at fourteen years old.”* Men seemed to marry a little later than women, starting

> Postgate, Early Mesopotamia, 93-94.

* See P, W. Pestman, Marriage and Matrimonial Froperty in Ancient Egypt (Leiden: E. 1. Brill, 1961), 6-11.
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in the late teens,”® following the proverb: “Take a wife when you are twenty years old so you
can have children while you are still young.™* About half of the men were married by the
age of 25,”° and virtually all would have been married by their early fifties. 3% Husbands were
on average seven and a half years older than their wives.”’ “Long-term stable marriages are
ubiquitous,”*® but broken homes were also known usually from divorce or death of a
sp{)use,39 still, the divorce rate was only about 3%. In case of divorce, the children usually
remained with the father.*® Widowers remarried more often than widows, and divorced men
remarried more often than divorced women;*' all told, men were twice as likely to remarry
after divorce or the death of a spouse as women.*? This phenomenon has a cultural basis as
indicated by the Egyptian proverb: “Do not marry a woman whose husband is alive, lest you
make an enemy for yourself.”™ Still, a survey of records left by tomb owners “shows a lack
of unmarried people,” with only three examples from the New Kingdom of “men whose
tombs contain no evidence for a wife” but “the lack of a wife in the tomb does not

necessarily imply that the owner had remained unmarried throughout his life.”* In fact, “the
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predominance of married couples among tomb representations . . . suggests . . . that
remaining unmarried would be viewed as a sign of . . . anti-social temperament.”™"

Marriage within the same village was encouraged: “Do not let your son take for
himself a wife of another village, lest he be taken from you.”® Illegitimacy was relatively
low, about 3 to 5% of bix’ths,47 but mortality rates for children were high. One third of all
females born would not live through their first year, over half would not reach the age of ten,
and only a third would reach the ripe old age of thirty.*® Slightly under one third of all males
born would die in the first year, about half would attain their comiﬁg of age at 14, and less
than one third would reach the age of forty.*” Thus, the death of a spouse was a very real
possibility since “if a man aged 25 married a woman aged 13, ... [there was] better than one
chance in four that one or both spouses will die within ten years.”™"

Evidence for affection in marriage is ubiquitous.”' There are a few (sixteen)
exceptional possible cases of polygyny from the Old Kingdom,” and a few (thirteen) from

the Middle Kingdom,*® but these are without exception confined to very wealthy

individuals™ and there is some question about whether the multiple wives were sequential or
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simultaneous.” Adultery was not tolerated and the evidence indicates that adulterers were
removed from office if they held such®® and burned alive or thrown to the crocodiles,”” or

exiled.” Sometimes the local lynch mob took the punishment of adultery into their own

56
hands.

Mesopotamia

Ancient Sumer produced the earliest law codes. The oldest known is that attributed to
Ur-Nammu, the founder of the Ur III Dynasty, although some attribute it to his son Shulgi
who was known as a reformer.” Of the twenty-nine preserved laws, ten, approximately a
third of them, deal with family law. Thus we know that rape was punished by death,®’ as was
seduction.”” Divorce and false accusations of sexual misconduct brought heavy fines.”’
Because of the broken and fragmentary state of the Ur-Nammu law code, we can fortunately
round out information on Sumerian family law from the records of hundreds of court cases,

both pending (di-nu-til-la) and closed (di-til-la). Marriage was contracted by oath in front of

witnesses.” “Marriage in Neo-Sumerian times was monogamous, but dissolvable. It shows
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V. Books, 1988), 1-5.
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* Marcel Sigrist, Drehem (Bethesda, MD: CDL Press, 1992), 6. Jacob Klein, “Shulgi of Ur: King of a Neo-
Sumerian Empire.” in Civilizations of the Ancient Near East, 4 vols.. Jack M. Sasson. ed. (New York: Charles
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2™ ed. (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997), 17. .
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the characteristics of patriarchal marriage, so above all, in the regulation of inheritance,
which was passed from the house to the male children, in the authority of the father over the
children, which comes into play in divorce, in the regulation that divorce could only be
initiated by the husband.”® Both the heavy fines associated with divorce and the restrictions
on who could initiate it show the state’s active interest in minimizing divorce. Both infidelity
and lack of sexual relations in the marriage are cited in court cases as reasons for divorce,
although many of the cases do not cite the specific reason for divorce.®® “The sparse
available evidence from both the second and third millennia confirms the predominance of
one man, one wife. A man could not, with rare exceptions, have more than one formally
recognized wife at a time.”"’

In both Mesopotamia and in Egypt the vocabulary of marriage is worth examining. In
both places, the phrase for marriage in Sumerian, Akkadian, and Egyptian is “to take a wife”
with Egyptian variants of “to make a wife” or “to found a house.” The terminology is
remarkably stable, lasting nearly five millennia. The gender roles for marriage are built into
the language of the concept, just as the English term for marriage entered into English by the

end of the thirteenth century from French marier “to be attached to a husband.”®® The gender

relationship of marriage goes back through the whole of human history.

** Falkenstein, Die neusumerischen Gerichtsurkunden, 1:98-99,
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Alternative Lifestyles in Egypt and Mesopotamia

Because it has become an issue in modern society, it seems fitting to address the issue

of whether homosexual marriage existed in earliest human society. There is no trace of such
an institution in either ancient Mesopotamia or in ancient Egypt. There is, however, some
very clear evidence to the legal status of homosexual relationships.

In ancient Egypt, “a sexual relationship between men was scandalous,™” an
indication of how scandalous is that one report of homosexual behavior provoked a reaction
screaming in outrage,”® using the same term (skp) as the scream of someone with a migraine
headache,”" or suffering the pains of childbirth.”” As an “antisocial sexual activity™ the
Ancient Egyptians saw homosexual behavior as “disruptive to the instituted social fabric of
family and property.”” Texts explicitly prohibiting homosexual activity are attested by the
late second millennium through the Roman period, and “it is likely that the negative attitude
that it embodies was the ‘official” ideal throughout pharaonic history.””* The deceased
Egyptian, in order to escape the punishments of the afterlife would swear: “I have not
masturbated; I have not committed buggery.”” All proposed positive portrayals of

homosexual association in ancient Egypt have been shown not to be homosexual at all.”

** Parkinson, “*Homosexual’ Desire and Middle Kingdom Literature,” 74.
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Bibliotheque d'Etudes 87 (Cairo: Institute frangais d’archéologie orientale. 1981), 52-53, pls. V-Va.
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Ancient Egypt’s “representational art’s coded references to sexual acts seem to concem
pairings of men and women exclusively.””’

Ancient Mesopotamia does not seem any more hospitable. Mesopotamia provides no
evidence from the second and third millennia of families defined through a homosexual
relationship. In ancient Assyria, according to the Middle Assyrian Laws, homosexual

relations were punishable by castration,”® Among the Hittites it was punishable by death,” as

were bestiality, incest, rape, and seduction.®

Conclusions

The family as we know it historically, and not as some people have recently tried to
redefine it, goes back at least as far as we have human records. It has been civilization’s most
fundamental and enduring institution. The basic unit of the family is unchanged. Then, as
now, it was based on monogamous marriage between a man and a woman, with polygynous
marriage sometimes being an exception among those who were wealthy and could afford two
families. The state had an interest in regulating sexual conduct from the beginning. Because
Egypt and Mesopotamia functioned in isolation, with direct contact only known to occur at
the end of the second millennium, these characteristics of family can be seen as universal and

human rather than specific to Egyptian or Mesopotamian cultures.

7 Parkinson, “*Homosexual® Desire and Middle Kingdom Literature,” 64,
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* Hittite Laws %189, in Roth, Law C ollections from Mesopotamia and Asia Minor, 236.
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