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Abstract 

Vocabularies of space define the world. Yet, despite their apparent conceptual authority (Harley 1989), the lineages 
of cartographic entities are often blurred, accidental, and produced from etymologies only imperfectly understood 
by their users. Drawing on a recent study on past and present meanings of the term ‘Mesopotamia’ (Rattenborg 
2018), this paper reviews the inadvertent, if now firmly embedded separation of past and present spaces of the state 
of Iraq in Western – and global – discourse. Though widely conceived of as a textbook example of colonialist dis-
cursive dispossession of a nation’s heritage (Bahrani 1998), the argument advanced here is that ‘Mesopotamia’ – in 
the sense that we understand it today – is an unintended by-product of British military nomenclature defined during 
the First World War. Its widespread application as a cultural-historical shorthand, utilized with great enthusiasm by 
generations of archaeologists, epigraphers, and historians, came about comparatively late, fusing the trappings of 
an age-old signifier with the versatility of a physical space shaped by very modern events. As such, ‘Mesopotamia’ 
is itself a freak accident of history, the vestige of a haphazard etymology far removed from the simple biographies 
attributed to it by contemporary commentators. This rather ironic state of affairs is reviewed through a discussion 
of its continued reaffirmation and widespread use in spatial discourses of archaeological and historical scholarship, 
arts trade and antiquities trafficking, and in popular media worldwide.

Keywords

Mesopotamia, Orientalism, Antiquities Trade, Historical Geography, First World War

Zusammenfassung

Vokabulare des Raums definieren die Welt. Trotz ihrer offensichtlichen konzeptionellen Autorität (Harley 1989) 
sind die Abstammungslinien kartografischer Einheiten oft verschwommen, zufällig und beruhen auf Etymologien, 
die von ihren Benutzer*innen nur unzureichend verstanden werden. Aufbauend auf einer aktuellen Studie zu den 
vergangenen und gegenwärtigen Bedeutungen des Begriffs ‚Mesopotamien‘ (Rattenborg 2018) untersucht dieser 
Artikel die unbeabsichtigte, wenn auch mittlerweile fest verankerte Trennung vergangener und gegenwärtiger 
Räume des Staates Irak im westlichen – und globalen – Diskurs. Obwohl ‚Mesopotamien‘ weithin als Parade-
beispiel für die kolonialistische diskursive Enteignung des nationalen Erbes gilt (Bahrani 1998), wird hier argu-
mentiert, dass ‚Mesopotamien‘ – in unserem heutigen Verständnis – ein unbeabsichtigtes Nebenprodukt der im 
Ersten Weltkrieg definierten britischen Militärnomenklatur ist. Seine weitverbreitete Verwendung als kulturhis-
torische Abkürzung, die von Generationen von Archäolog*innen, Epigraphiker*innen und Historiker*innen mit 
großer Begeisterung genutzt wurde, erfolgte vergleichsweise spät und verband die Merkmale eines uralten Signifi-
kanten mit der Vielseitigkeit eines von modernen Ereignissen geprägten physischen Raums. So ist ‚Mesopotami-
en‘ selbst ein Zufall der Geschichte, das Überbleibsel einer zufälligen Etymologie, weit entfernt von den einfachen 
Biografien, die ihm zeitgenössische Kommentator*innen zuschreiben. Dieser eher ironische Umstand wird anhand 
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einer Diskussion seiner anhaltenden Bestätigung und weitverbreiteten Verwendung in räumlichen Diskursen der 
archäologischen und historischen Forschung, des Kunst- und Antiquitätenhandels sowie in den populären Medien 
weltweit untersucht.

Schlagwörter

Mesopotamien, Orientalismus, Antiquitätenhandel, Historische Geographie, Erster Weltkrieg

“Perhaps the time has come that we […] 
dissociate ourselves from this imperial triumphal procession 

and look toward a redefinition of the land in between.” 
Bahrani 1998: 172

Introduction

Critical reappraisals of the politics of archaeological research in West Asia have been a long time coming. Against 
the backdrop of a volatile geopolitical landscape, marred by social upheaval and war, disciplinary introspection 
over the last two decades has matured into an innovative and illuminating strand of scholarly debate, working to 
inform a more transparent, ethical, and activist attitude to the study of the past on behalf of the present (Meskell 
1998; Pollock and Bernbeck 2004; Porter 2010; Bernbeck 2012; Greenberg and Hamilakis 2022). As a disciplinary 
domain thoroughly entangled with the geopolitical and cultural fault lines of several centuries of recent history, 
archaeology in West Asia must necessarily engage with the vestiges of a troubled past also today.

Histories of the Past, Histories of the Present

Inherent to such endeavors, however, is the deceptive ease with which one may apply in the dissection of past  
actions the morals informed by present insights. Such is particularly evident when tracing the circumstantial  
origins of conceptual artifacts that may, to later generations, seem anything but circumstantial, especially when 
inserted into a recent history so inherently complex, debated, and politically charged as that of West Asia (Said 
1978). The study of history is bereft with simplifications, many of which serve us well in organizing and making 
sense of the past. Heuristics have histories of their own, however. A critical attitude to the lens applied is contin-
gent upon an admission of concepts as dynamic entities, of epistemology as a history every bit as complex as the 
untangling of events of ages past. In West Asia, this is most expressly evident in cartographic discourse; the nam-
ing, ordering, and interpretation of space as a basis for scholarly inquiry in a region where space has always been 
heavily politicized (Keddie 1973; Capdepuy 2008a, 2008b).

The politics of the present much too often lead us to call upon the past not to peruse, illuminate, or inform current 
debates, but to affirm and sanctify positions to which this past is not a party. Such is relevant, no doubt, to the  
solving of contemporary problems, but also liable to mold history into shapes more amenable to our arguments 
than representative of their origins. In discussing past spatial taxonomies, I find it equally important, then, to 
critically evaluate how postcolonial readings may conjure the impression of collectively orchestrated strategies of 
past oppressors, devised to appropriate, remove, and rob the heritage of the oppressed. And in so doing argue that 
present politics is just as able to shape our reading of past histories as those histories are at shaping politics of the 
present.
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Focusing on one specific entity, namely the word ‘Mesopotamia’,1 and its present role as an emblem of past  
colonialist discourse and cultural appropriation (Bahrani 1998), I wish to trace how modern commentators, in rein-
forcing a static, unchanging notion of this term in archaeological and historical research and communications, are 
contributing to an etymological ossification that obscures the complex formative history of its meaning and use. 
And how, in so doing, they are coincidentally also shifting responsibility for its murkier qualities on to a Western 
imperial past, even when its continued use is surely not due to the dicta of 19th century strongmen.

My argument, in essence, is that current understandings of ‘Mesopotamia’ in their accentuation of postcolonial 
narratives of imperial oppression, works to conflate a rich and highly informative set of etymologies. From this 
position springs a tendency to ignore the manifold motivations for its use and an unintended disregard for the more 
concrete negative consequences of its continued application in scholarly literature. In the following, I revisit and 
discuss three semantic dimensions of ‘Mesopotamia’ and how their internal relationship has worked to muddle 
current understandings of the word. First is the historical region of Mesopotamia, a now largely forgotten desig-
nation for a part of the rolling plains east of the Syrian Euphrates common to Greek and Roman geographies from 
around the beginning of the Common Era and beyond. Second, the Mesopotamia that we all assume to know, the 
land between the rivers, the Mesopotamia of Western imperialism, and the predecessor of the modern state of Iraq. 
And third, the Mesopotamia of relatively recent and present research on the archaeology and history of West Asia, 
a space of the past defined by very modern events.

Lands Between Rivers

To set the scene, let me sum up some concluding remarks given in an article that I published years back,  
retracing the etymology and application of the name ‘Mesopotamia’ as a regional concept in Western scholarship 
(Rattenborg 2018). As it so often happens, the wider implications of conclusions reached in any isolated study will 
only crystallize over time. Accordingly, I should like to thank the editors of this special issue for the opportunity 
to review and expand upon this subject, in the hope that it will offer some small contribution to a more nuanced 
discussion of how the early history and archaeology of West Asia has been, and continues to be, marred by the 
iniquities of a history of imperialism, colonialism, and cultural appropriation.

The principal argument raised in said article was that ‘Mesopotamia,’ far from being the stable remnant of Greek 
or Roman geographies nowadays presented in specialist and general literature (Nissen and Oelsner 1996; Röllig 
1997; Edzard et al. 2014), is a regional signifier with a long and shifting history of application. While seemingly 
convincing in its didactic simplicity, a straightforward reading of its constituent components will obscure, rather 
than clarify, its etymology. Derived from a Greek compound noun built from mesos (‘middle, in between’) and 
potamos (‘river’), ‘Mesopotamia’ is usually translated as the ‘land between the rivers’, taken as a self-evident 
reference to the land between the Euphrates and the Tigris.

Such a reading is, however, not consistent with the contexts in which the term has historically appeared. Abiding 
by scholarly tradition, the term ‘Mesopotamia’ is first attested in the 1st century CE writings of Arrian, drawing 
on sources dated to the 4th century BCE campaigns of Alexander I of Macedon (Anabasis VII 7; for precursors in  
Akkadian, Aramaic and Persian sources, see Finkelstein 1962). Here, it signifies the lands along the left bank of the 
Euphrates, the rolling plains that extend across present-day eastern Syria towards the Assyrian heartland around 
the Tigris, and bordering Babylonia to the south. This is maintained in a wide variety of later European sources, 
including maps, encyclopedias, and travelers accounts, extending from the 7th to the 19th century CE (Rattenborg 
2018: 151–153).

The gradual introduction of Arabic geographic nomenclature into Western cartographies saw a semantic alignment 
of ‘Mesopotamia’ with Arabic al-Jazīrah (   or ‘island’, the latter being the Arabic name commonly (الجزيرة
applied to the rolling plains between the Tigris and the Euphrates, extending from the Taurus in the north to  
Baghdad in the south, from around the 10th century CE onwards. This regional taxonomy, including ‘Babylonia’ as 

1	 Throughout this article, I refer to the term, or signifier, as ‘Mesopotamia’, and to the territory that it designates as  
Mesopotamia.



Forum Kritische Archäologie 14 (2025) Theme Issue: West Asia in the Center

88

another term for the alluvial plain between Baghdad and Basra, Arabic al-‘Irāq (العراق), was incorporated also into 
general atlases, a source of geographical information that became extremely popular in Europe and the Americas 
during the 19th century. By the beginning of the 20th century, this understanding of ‘Mesopotamia’ was still so 
widely accepted that it was included in the 1911 version of the Encyclopedia Britannica (Hogg 1911).

The World of Empire

The grossly simplified version of this story is, of course, the one rehearsed in just about any standard textbook or 
introductory reader today, namely that ‘Mesopotamia’ refers to the lands between the Euphrates and the Tigris, 
all the way from the mountains of Anatolia to the shores of the Persian Gulf (for the most explicit examples, 
see Hrouda 1997: 7; Pollock 1999: 1; Matthews 2003: 5–6; Foster and Foster 2009: 6; Frahm 2013: 19). In this  
narrative, the continued usage of the term reflects merely the continued relevance and utility of an ordering of 
space coined by Greek and Roman authors, a lineage endowing it with the illustrious authority brought on by its 
endurance through more than two millennia of Western intellectual history.

There are, to be sure, many examples of such readings of ‘Mesopotamia’ appearing in the accounts of European 
travelers to West Asia already during the 17th and 18th centuries CE (Rattenborg 2018: 152–153), examples entirely 
compatible with present-day understandings of the word, if allowing for a rather vague definition of the physical 
space that it connotates. In this sense, ‘Mesopotamia’ is rarely used with any great consistency, nor is it typically  
firmly delineated. An early and very telling definition was penned by a typical representative of the British  
Empire, namely Major Francis Rawdon Chesney, commander of the British Euphrates Expedition of 1835–1837. 
In quoting a curious paragraph preceding his definition of ‘Mesopotamia’ as encompassing all the lands between 
the Euphrates and the Tigris rivers, I should like to draw attention to the emphasis on a strict reading of the word 
as a basis for defining the geographical area that it is intended to signify:

“Contrary to the description given by some of the ancient geographers, as well as the strict meaning of the expressive 
term Aram-naharaim, Mesopotamia has been supposed to have its southern extremity at the Median Wall, instead of 
approaching the shores of the Persian Gulf.” (Chesney 1850: 103)

In making this observation, Chesney stressed the evident agreement between the semantics of a signifier and a 
cartographic reality. The resulting notion of ‘Mesopotamia’ as a much more extensive, and most importantly,  
modern, spatial entity, remained a stable, if occasional, element of British political and military parlance through-
out the remainder of the 19th century CE, yet official nomenclature mostly continued to respect Ottoman adminis-
trative divisions in the region until 1914, referring to the area chiefly as ‘Turkish Arabia’ (Lorimer 1908: 759–761).  
It was only with the outbreak of the First World War, the landing of a British expeditionary force at Basra, and 
the eventual expansion of military operations to encompass virtually all the Tigris-Euphrates drainage, that  
‘Mesopotamia’ was to become firmly and lastingly associated with the area that we think of today.

Following the signing of the armistice at Mudros in October 1918, the former Ottoman vilayets of Baghdad, Basra 
and Mosul, now occupied by British troops continued to be referred to as ‘Mesopotamia’. This also was to be 
the name for a prospective mandate awarded to the United Kingdom by the League of Nations (Foreign Office  
1921). Within a couple of years, however, it disappeared altogether from the world of contemporary politics,  
following changes in British colonial politics and the Iraqi revolt of 1920 (Wilson 1931: 22). The state that came 
to take its place, following the conclusion of the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty of 1922, was named Iraq. The complex chain 
of events that drew up the borders of this new national territory, far from being merely a formal manifestation 
of the Sykes-Picot agreement of 1916, excellently illustrates a formative history that may be judged predictable 
when viewed through a critical post-colonialist lens, but which proves itself much too complex and muddled when  
examined in its immediate historical context (Yapp 1987: 331–336).
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Entangled Etymologies

While hardly ignorant of the politics of their day, it is interesting to note that the writings of a host of rather 
esteemed authorities display altogether different attitudes to the location of ‘Mesopotamia’ than what is often  
assumed in retrospect. Such is evident from many general accounts of the ancient history of the region  
published in the years leading up to the beginning of the First World War. In Das alte Westasien (1900),  
published in English as The History of Babylonia and Assyria, Hugo Winckler (1863–1913), lecturer at the  
Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität zu Berlin, consistently used ‘Mesopotamia’ in reference to the plains west of  
Assyria and north of Babylonia (1907: 172). Leonard William King (1869–1919), Assistant Keeper of Egyp-
tian and Near Eastern Antiquities at the British Museum, employed the same regional ordering in A History of 
Sumer and Akkad (King 1910: 7) and in A History of Babylon (King 1919: v & 1–13), even though the preface 
to the latter made it clear that he was also keenly aware of where exactly modern Mesopotamia was to be found  
(Rattenborg 2018: 156). Such curiosities are not restricted to the years prior to 1914, one might add. Bruno  
Meissner (1868–1947), author of Babylonien und Assyrien (1920: 1), one of the most acclaimed general histories 
of the cuneiform world published during the last century, conceived of Mesopotamia in the same way, as did his 
French contemporary, professor at the Institut Catholique de Paris Louis Joseph Delaporte (1874–1944), in his  
La Mésopotamie (1923: 11–12).

One is forgiven if sensing some degree of conceptual confusion at play during these years. Delaporte evidently 
employed ‘Mesopotamia’ in two different senses, one the rolling plains north of Baghdad, the other a general 
designation for the lands between the Tigris and the Euphrates. John Punnett Peters (1852–1921), director of 
the excavations at Nippur and a contributing author to Baedekers Palestine and Syria, apparently altered the 
geographical outline of Mesopotamia in order to reflect contemporary developments (compare Baedeker 1906: 
391–392 to 1912: 413). What should be perfectly clear, however, is that ‘Mesopotamia’, in academic writings, at 
least, remained a term associated with other semantic qualities than what contemporary politics might suggest.

Instead, the rise of ‘Mesopotamia’ as a means of designating a past historical space commensurate with the geo-
graphical extent of much more recent political events seems to have come about during the interwar years. While 
the examples quoted above indicate a gradual transition from one conceptual meaning to another taking place 
already from the beginning of the 1920s, ‘Mesopotamia’ apparently remained something of a novelty to scholars 
for some time. In 1934, French archaeologist André Parrot published an article wherein he, following a review of 
the evident similarities of 3rd millennium BCE material culture horizons at Tall Hariri on the Middle Euphrates and 
archaeological sites throughout southern Iraq, labelled this cultural-historical entity a ‘Mesopotamian’ civilization. 
In choosing this label, he made some telling remarks on his reasons for doing so:

“Raison de plus, pour ne pas définir ici la civilisation par des termes ethniques, mais pour la préciser seulement sous 
l’angle géographique.” (Parrot 1934: 185)

The purely geographical character of ‘Mesopotamia’, as opposed to the ‘Sumerian civilisation’ of Henri Frankfort 
to which Parrot was alluding, was evidently considered a positive trait. It offered an ethnically neutral signifier 
for a material culture horizon that extended across the modern territories of Syria and Iraq. In other words, the  
‘Mesopotamia’ of Greek geographers was fused with the geographical space marked out by British military might 
during the First World War, providing an extremely versatile vehicle for the historical study and spatial placement 
of the deep history of the region. The same notion of supposed objectivity is taken up in A. Leo Oppenheims 
seminal Mesopotamia: Portrait of a Dead Civilization (1964 [1955]). Here, ‘Mesopotamia’ becomes a vaguer, 
apolitical realm within which other, and more culturally or ethnically charged regional entities may be subsumed:

“It is customary to designate the two principal local formulations through which Mesopotamian civilization speaks to us 
by the political terms Babylonia and Assyria.” (Oppenheim 1964 [1955]: 37)

Collateral Colonialisms

It should not be necessary to further harp on the widespread acceptance in more recent scholarship of this notion of 
‘Mesopotamia’ as a somehow neutral concept, applicable without much consequence to material culture horizons 
and past civilizations that naturally fail to recognize modern borders. As I have pointed out above, this alluring 
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spatial objectivity is hardly new. What is new, however, is its proliferation, in scholarly literature and in the popular 
mind, which is on much clearer display in our post-colonial present than it ever was during the days of empire. 
Rather than being somehow imposed on scholarship, it has been actively accepted and advanced for its surmised 
neutrality, further compounded by the authority bestowed on it by old age. Yet, if anything, ‘Mesopotamia’ re-
mained an elusive and entirely fuzzy regional concept throughout the 19th century CE, a concept whose agreement 
with our modern understanding of the term should be considered coincidental at best. Seeing ‘Mesopotamia’  
simply as a colonial means of appropriating and thereby disowning historical space, is empirically flawed. 
The appeal of such a line of argument is not, so I would suggest, due to its mustering of historical facts, but  
rather its persuasive alignment with a timely, critical, and wholly necessary engagement with the dark history of  
colonialism.

In considering the more general consequences of such an attitude, the scholarly entertainment and tacit promotion 
of such concepts should not be viewed as somehow trivial or insignificant to contemporary society. The espousal 
of fuzzy historical spaces as a means to circumvent modern national boundaries holds unintended consequences. 
Next to its role as a convenient cultural-historical label, ‘Mesopotamia’ also serves other and more questionable 
purposes. In his studies of the global antiquities trade, Neil Brodie has pointed to the ease with which cultural  
historical labels serve to deflect and divert pressing questions as to the provenance of looted cultural heritage  
(Brodie 2009: 67–71; also Topçuoǧlu and Vorderstrasse 2019). Objects that may be securely identified as  
stemming from archaeological deposits in the state of Iraq are presented as coming from Mesopotamia, an ethereal 
origin to which no legal instruments or contemporary moral sentiments apply. This widespread practice of obscur-
ing archaeological provenance feeds on vocabularies that continue to be espoused by scholarship, and scholars 
who should be more aware of the broader consequences of their choice of words.

A preoccupation with Mesopotamia as the vestige of a distant imperialist discourse, rather than a working  
concept for archaeological and historical classification, elegantly sidesteps its more dubious qualities as a means 
by which scholars can comfortably ignore the more problematic aspects of their engagement with objects produced 
by looting, strife, and war. The conjuring of a past space in which to conduct one’s business, unfettered by modern 
borders, is certainly of use not only to empire builders, but also to the devoted scholar, the passioned collector, 
or the eloquent museum guide. As countless popular retellings of the story about the land between the rivers as 
the cradle of civilization have demonstrated, this immediate didactic appeal is certainly not without merit. But it 
also points to a certain lack of creativity, especially when considering the openly problematic nature of the term 
in contemporary cross-cultural debate. While epistemological introspection may deliver compelling insights, the 
practical application of such findings often falls well short of their logical consequences.

Conclusion

In a review of how the borders of the modern state of Iraq came into being, Sara Pursley has convincingly called 
into question the habit of post-colonial critiques of presenting the modern commentator as a somehow static  
observer to the dynamics of ages past (Pursley 2015a, 2015b). In presenting ‘Mesopotamia’ as a relic of a racist, 
imperialist history somehow foreshadowing more recent events of war, unrest, and injustice in West Asia, the 
anti-colonialist argument is obviously strengthened by presenting the elements of a past, oppressive discourse as 
somehow still with us, impervious to change and impossible to remove. It is certainly not without irony that the  
admonishment of British imperialist discourse and its use of ‘Mesopotamia’ are often motivated by its continued 
use in a world which should, for all practical purposes, be released from any allegiance to these imperial forces. 
More broadly, my argument is not that we should ignore the problems generated by a troubled vocabulary but  
rather stop visiting such iniquities on our forebears. Archaeological discourse must, by necessity, not only  
recognize the occasionally troubled past of its vocabulary but also utilize this recognition for the benefit of a more 
informed and transparent dialogue of the present.
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