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Foreword

Has democracy been invented in Europe? “Barely,” say David Graeber and David Wen-
grow in their book The Dawn of Everything, “since Greece at the time was much closer
culturally to North Africa and the Middle East than it was to, say, England.”1 The same
goes for philosophical and scientific thinking. Juxtapositions between Athens, Babylon,
and Thebes, i.e., between ancient Greece and the “despotic empires” of the ancient Near
East, are out of place. Ancient Greece was closely connected to ancient Egypt and Meso-
potamia in many aspects, also regarding thinking modes.

This connection is not self-evident. Typically, if someone wants to study history, phi-
losophy, the history of ideas, or the history of science, they begin with ancient Greece and
leave out Egypt and the ancient Near East entirely. Regarding thinking, according to a
common view, the “dawn of everything” begins in ancient Greece, more specifically with
early Greek philosophy and science. How do we include ancient Israel and the Hebrew
Bible in this picture? In Hebrew Bible scholarship, the juxtaposition between Athens and
Jerusalem has ruled supreme. However, juxtapositions like these are too simplified and do
not fit with the historical data.

If ancient Greece was part of the wider ancient Mediterranean, where do we stand with
the ancient Near East and the Hebrew Bible from an epistemological perspective? At-
tempts to determine the significance of ancient Egypt, ancient Mesopotamia, and ancient
Israel for developing early philosophy have remained elusive and opaque. Even the pos-
sibility of such significance has often been neglected, and some scholars have dismissed
it completely.

Especially concerning philosophy and science, many consider ancient Greek philoso-
phy and science to be the dividing line between “primitive thinking” on the one hand and
the development of early “scientific thinking” on the other. Paradoxically, in this binary
either/or perspective (“primitive thinking” vs. “Greek-scientific thinking”), the so-called
“high cultures” of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, including the Hebrew Bible, are
mainly ascribed to “primitive” modes of thinking. Consequently, from the perspectives of
a history of ideas and science, they do not receive due attention. To change these short-
comings, novel approaches are required. It is necessary to include the ancient Near Eastern
cultures in the history of ideas and to reconstruct early thinking modes that existed before
and concurrent with ancient Greece. This conference volume adds to this endeavor. Its
contributions tackle the question of epistemology and thinking from different perspec-
tives, thereby illustrating the complexity of the question.

The initial steps for the present book were taken in Aarhus, Denmark. In 2017, we
organized a conference on whether ancient Near Eastern sources exhibit forms of second-
order thinking, i.e., attest to the ability to think about thinking. Later, in 2020, a Hebrew
Bible subgroup met in South Africa to deal specifically with different epistemologies in
the Book of Job. Finally, after several Corona-displacements, we were happy to broaden

1 D. Graeber / D. Wengrow, The Dawn of Everything: A New History of Humanity (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 2021), 17.



the scope and conduct a conference on epistemologies in ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia,
Israel, and Greece at the University of Wuppertal in June 2022. The present book results
mainly from this conference and includes a few additional papers that could not be pre-
sented there. Our thanks go to all our authors for their stimulating contributions. In addi-
tion, we thank the Danish Agency for Science, Technology and Innovation for providing
financial support for the 2017 conference at Aarhus University, theNorth-West University
for providing financial support for the 2020-workshop in Potchefstroom, and theDeutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft for providing financial support for the 2022 conference at the
University of Wuppertal. Last but not least, our thanks go to Dr. Søren Lorenzen (Bonn)
and Niklas von Hülsen (Vienna) for their help with editing this volume and to the editors
of the ORA series for accepting the volume.

Several other colleagues contributed to the fruitful exchange at the 2017 conference in
Aarhus and the 2022 conference in Wuppertal. We would like to thank Jan Assmann,
Sebastian Fink, Hans Jørgen Lundager Jensen, Bernhard Lang, Alexandra von Lieven,
Hindy Najman, Thomas Schwarz Wentzer, and Douglas Yoder particularly for their con-
tributions. At the 2017 conference on Second Order Thinking in the Ancient Fertile Cres-
cent, Jan Assmann gave the keynote lecture “Allegory and Commentary as ‘Second Order
Thinking’ in Ancient Egypt.” His paper was exciting and stimulating for all colleagues and
students who filled the grand Nobel Auditorium at Aarhus University. As usual, Jan Ass-
mann contributed with many gentle and prolific comments and ideas during the confer-
ence. In February 2024, as we were finalizing this book, Jan Assmann passed away. We
are most thankful that he took part in the 2017 conference at Aarhus University, and we
gratefully dedicate this book to his memory.

Bonn, Vienna, Wuppertal, February 2024
Jan Dietrich, Annette Schellenberg-Lagler & Thomas Wagner
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Ancient Epistemologies

Some Preliminary Remarks on Common Features and Local Differences

Jan Dietrich

Ancient Greece, ancient Israel, ancient Egypt, and ancient Mesopotamia were located in
the closely connected Mediterranean and Middle Eastern region. In recent years, in As-
syriology and Egyptology, important steps have been taken to interpret the relevant
sources from an epistemological perspective and include them in a history of science.1
However, the history of science remains poorly articulated within Hebrew Bible studies,
pertaining both to thinking modes in general and developments within specific fields of
knowledge. With this conference volume, we aim to connect Hebrew Bible studies with
studies in Assyriology, Egyptology, and ancient philosophy of Greek culture to excavate
the Hebrew Bible’s ancient epistemologies and to show its relevance from the perspective
of ancient philosophy and the history of ideas and science.

In doing this, we are not overly interested in highlighting concrete ideas or single ad-
vances in science but in excavating the basic epistemologies, the “episteme” in Foucault’s
terminology, that lie behind concrete ideas and scientific inventions. Therefore, we do not
aim to focus on a history of single forms of knowledge for its own sake, nor on a history
of concrete sciences for its own sake. Instead, we are interested in the cultural-historical
ways of thinking, “Denkstil” in the terminology of Ludwik Fleck (1935) or “Denkform”
in the terminology of Karen Gloy (2016), i.e., modes of thinking that form the basis for
concrete forms of knowledge and science.2We want to reconstruct the elementary think-
ing modes with their “paradigms,” in the terminology of Thomas Kuhn (1962), their “dis-
courses” and “episteme,” in the terminology of Foucault (1966; 1969),3 i.e., epistemolo-

1 E.g., Cancik-Kirschbaum, “Gegenstand”; Imhausen/Pommerening, Writings; Van De Mieroop, Phi-
losophy; Rochberg, Nature; Bawanypeck and Imhausen, “Mesopotamien und Ägypten,” 108–117. Cf.
also developments within special fields of knowledge, e.g., for philology, Cancik-Kirschbaum and Kahl,
Philologien; for commentaries, Frahm, Commentaries; Gabbay, Terminology; Johnson, “Origins,” 11–55;
for “list science” (Listenwissenschaft), Veldhuis,History; Deicher andMaroko, Liste; for astronomy,Wat-
son and Horowitz,Writing Science; Rochberg, Nature; Brown, Interactions; for divination, Heeßel, “Div-
ination”; Maul, Wahrsagekunst; for mathematics, Robson, Mathematics; Imhausen, Mathematics; for
medicine, Heeßel, “BabylonischeWissenschaft”; Scurlock, Sourcebook; Westendorf,Handbuch; for tech-
nology, Baker, Technology; Renn et al., Wissensgeschichte. This footnote lists mainly anthologies and
monographs. However, several additional and important articles have been published, revealing the rele-
vance of the history of science in Assyriology and Egyptology. In the subsequent footnotes, further refer-
ences to articles are provided.

2 Cf. Fleck, Entstehung; Gloy, Denkformen.
3 Cf. Kuhn, Structure; Foucault, Mots; idem, L’Archéologie.
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gies which developed in the ancient Mediterranean and which formed the conditions for
developing more distinct forms of cultural and scientific knowledge. We do not under-
stand “knowledge” as limited to the natural sciences but as including different kinds of
knowledge – everyday knowledge, technical knowledge, artistic and literary and religious
knowledge,4 including first- and second-order knowledge5 in all of these domains. We un-
derstand knowledge, science, and the thinking human being not as timeless but as bound
to constitutive cultural-historical conditions.6 If there are eternal elementary ideas, as Ar-
thur Lovejoy would have, the way humans try to grasp these ideas or produce new ones is
historically and culturally bound.

In the following, I dare to give a tentative overview of the four main regions of
knowledge – ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, Israel, and Greece – and I will try to show
important similarities and differences. I will unfold some main strands of the history of
research in regard to the first region, ancient Mesopotamia – to get things settled – but will
thereafter only pinpoint to important aspects of research history in regard to the other an-
cient cultures.

1. Common Grounds

Though I want to focus mainly on cultural differences in the following, let me name just
two mutual thinking modes, i.e., synthetic thinking and taxonomic thinking: Synthetic
thinking is typical for poetic texts but can also be found in many more textual genres,
implying a ubiquitous thinking mode in these regions. It includes a stereometric or syn-
thetic way of thinking, combining important aspects of an entity into a synthetic whole. In
ancient Greece, this kind of thinking shows itself in the use of polarities that express a
unity, as Geoffrey Lloyd has shown preeminently.7 In the Hebrew Bible, as well as in
ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, this kind of thinking is especially expressed in the use
of the so-called parallelismus membrorum.8 Using concrete images and metaphors, no-
tions are often described analogically, associatively, and paratactically by either combin-
ing or opposing two or more important facets to form the notion of a differentiated unity.
Here are some examples with different contents.
Isa 1:2aα (ancient Israel):
Hear, O heavens
and listen, O earth!9

Hesiod, Works and Days 101 (ancient Greece):
The earth is full of evils, and so is the sea.10

4 Cf., e.g., Brandt, “Kulturwissenschaften,” 97.
5 Cf., e.g., Elkana, “Emergence”; Dietrich, “Denken.”
6 Cf., e.g., Rheinberger, “Epistemologie,” 34.
7 Cf. Lloyd, Polarity.
8 Cf. Wolff, Anthropology, 8, 30; Wagner, Parallelismus, 1–26.
9 All Bible translations given in this article follow NRSV.
10 Lloyd, Polarity, 91.
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Councils of Wisdom (ancient Mesopotamia):
Give food to eat, beer to drink11

Sinuhe 10 (ancient Egypt):
The messengers found him on the road.
They reached him at the time of night.12

These texts use polarities to express an all-embracing notion. Instead of saying, “Listen,
everyone!,” the Hebrew text uses the opposites heaven and earth meaning “all.” Instead
of saying, “Everywhere there is evil,” the Greek text uses the opposites land and sea. In-
stead of saying that you should provide meals, the Mesopotamian text uses the couplet
food and drink. Instead of saying only once that Sesostris had been found, the Egyptian
text uses two sentences with expressions of place and time respectively to form a precise
unity. This use of polarities is part of synthetic thinking, and it is typical for the ancient
Near East as a whole, including ancient Greece.

Another common mode of ancient high cultural thinking is taxonomic thinking: In
many text genres – economic, law, wisdom,13 and Priestly texts – the ancient ability for
taxonomy includes abstraction, accuracy, classification, discrimination, and validation.
Taxonomy uses formal language and the mode of repetition, exact terms, and precise cat-
egories. It has a special interest in list science which is most prominent in Mesopotamia
but prominent in other ancient cultures as well – compare, e.g., the catalog of ships in
Homer’s Iliad, the lists of clean and unclean animals in the Bible, the lists of offerings in
Egyptian graves, or the iconographic listings of plants at the temple walls of Karnak in
Egypt.

Much more could be said about the ancient Near East and the ancient Mediterranean
forming a common background of mutual thinking from where the regional cultures with
partly specific thinking modes emerged. In the following, I want to highlight some of the
more specific forms.

2. Regional Peculiarities

2.1. Mesopotamia

In Assyriology, research on the history of knowledge and science has become a blossom-
ing field. Important steps have been undertaken to excavate the history of thinking and
science, and these advances will be important to compare with the epistemic regions of
Egypt, Greece, and Israel.

In Assyriology, research has moved away from attributing primitive thinking, “mytho-
poeic thought,”14 and a “Mesopotamian lukewarmmind”15 to the ancient “high cultures.”
This is no self-evident move, but it involved shifting the focus away from basic thinking

11 Lambert, Wisdom, 103.
12 Jay, “Parallelism,” 167.
13 Cf. Alt, “Weisheit”; von Rad, “Hiob.”
14 Cf. Frankfort and Frankfort, “Myth,” passim.
15 Cf. Larsen, “Lukewarm Mind.”
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modes – influenced by or dependent on language – to the quest for text-based philosoph-
ical thinking,16 philological meta-thinking,17 “list science”18 as well as for world views
and natural observation.19 It has also been applied to more specialized topics such as ar-
chitecture,20 astronomy,21 commentaries,22 divination,23 mathematics,24 medicine,25 and
technology.26 But this has not always been the case.

In their once famous book, The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man (1946), Henri
and Henriette A. Frankfort ascribed speculative thought, tainted with fantasy, to early
Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and Hebrew thinking:
If we look for “speculative thought” in the documents of the ancients, we shall be forced to admit that
there is very little indeed in our written records which deserves the name of “thought” in the strict sense
of that term. There are very few passages which show the discipline, the cogency of reasoning, which we
associate with thinking. The thought of the ancient Near East appears wrapped in imagination. We con-
sider it tainted with fantasy. But the ancients would not have admitted that anything could be abstracted
from the concrete imaginative forms which they left us.27

Against ancient Greek and modern Western thinking, in the Frankforts’ view, no abstract
thought has emerged in the ancient Near East. What Merlin Donald calls “theoretic atti-
tude”28 – an attitude that involves the ability to stand back and reason in a more abstract
way, i.e., to reflect and self-reflect, to criticize and transcend the given, and to anticipate
new realms by thinking “outside the box” – seems impossible for the people of the ancient
Near East:
In the immediacy of primitive experience, however, there is no room for such a critical resolution of
perceptions. Primitive man cannot withdraw from the presence of the phenomena because they reveal
themselves to him in the manner we have described. Hence the distinction between subjective and objec-
tive knowledge is meaningless to him. Meaningless, also, is our contrast between reality and appearance.
Whatever is capable of affecting mind, feeling, or will has thereby established its undoubted reality. There
is, for instance, no reason why dreams should be considered less real than impressions received while one
is awake.29

16 Cf. Van De Mieroop, Philosophy; idem, “Theses”; and the article by Marc Van De Mieroop in this
volume.

17 Cf. Cancik-Kirschbaum, “Gegenstand”; Cancik-Kirschbaum and Kahl, Philologien, passim, as well
as the article by Eva Cancik-Kirschbaum in this volume.

18 Cf., e.g., Hilgert, “Listenwissenschaft”; Veldhuis, History; Cancik-Kirschbaum, “Stabilität.”
19 Cf. Rochberg, Nature; Schmid and Uehlinger, “Laws,” and the article by Francesca Rochberg in this

volume.
20 Cf. Renn et al., Wissensgeschichte.
21 Cf., e.g., Steele and Imhausen, Sky; Watson and Horrowitz, Writing Science; Rochberg, Nature.
22 Cf. esp. Frahm, Commentaries; Gabbay, Terminology; Johnson, “Origins.”
23 Cf., e.g., Heeßel, “Divination.” See also Maul, Wahrsagekunst.
24 Cf. esp. Robson, Mathematics.
25 Cf., e.g., Heeßel, “Babylonische Wissenschaft.” See also Scurlock, Sourcebook.
26 Cf., e.g., Baker, Technology.
27 Frankfort and Frankfort, “Myth,” 3.
28 Cf. Donald, Modern Mind, passim.
29 Frankfort and Frankfort, “Myth,” 11–12.
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This inability to habituate a “theoretic attitude” is the reason why, for example, Mogens
Trolle Larsen spoke about the “Mesopotamian lukewarm mind.”30

In 1926, Benno Landsberger proposed a strong connection between language and
thought:
Erkennen wir die sprachliche Struktur, so haben wir damit unmittelbar auch die geistige Struktur eines
Volkes und damit eine der wichtigsten Determinanten der Kultur, soweit sie eine geistige Schöpfung dar-
stellt, gegeben.31

This was all too close to the problems of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, but one line of
thought still seems to be relevant: The close connection not between language and thinking
but between writing and thinking. Wolfram von Sodon followed in the steps of his teacher
Landsberger. He also came up with one important aspect still relevant in Assyriology to-
day, i.e., linguistic “bi-culturality,” the epistemic challenge to handle two different lan-
guages and their writing systems and to understand and interpret Sumerian from the per-
spective of Akkadian (including the Eblaite dialect):
Die Zweisprachigkeit als ein wesentliches Kennzeichen der geistigen Kultur bestimmter Völker ist m.W.
von der Geschichts- und Sprachforschung noch nicht ausreichend gewürdigt worden. … Der hier nur
angedeuteten, sehr großen Verschiedenartigkeit beider Sprachen entsprach die Verschiedenartigkeit der
geistigen Welt von Sumerern und Akkadern. Es kann demnach nicht erwartet werden, daß die zweispra-
chige Kultur Babyloniens als Folge der Symbiose beider Völker in sich sehr geschlossen und einheitlich
war. Vielmehr wurde die große Bereicherung der geistigen Kultur durch dieses so mannigfaltige Erbe mit
dem Verzicht auf jene Einheitlichkeit erkauft, die uns etwa in Ägypten bei ähnlichen natürlichen Bedin-
gungen so beeindruckt. … Die anderen zweisprachigen Listenwerke der Babylonier waren vor allem an-
deren philologische Hilfsmittel für das Verständnis der sumerischen Literatur und sind für uns das bei
weitem früheste Zeugnis für philologische Bemühungen um fremde Sprachen, die sich nicht mit der An-
eignung einer Fremdsprache für den praktischen Gebrauch zufriedengeben. Die über tausend Jahre später
einsetzenden Bemühungen der Inder und Griechen galten den eigenen Sprachen ...32

Recently, Marc Van De Mieroop has shown that the ancient Babylonians had a distinct
“philosophy” of their own, different from the ancient Greeks. It is related especially to
what Assyriology calls “list science.”33Why is this the case? Because of the invention of

30 Larsen, “Lukewarm Mind.” However, the article by Larsen is much more differentiated than just
ascribing a “lukewarm mind” to the ancient Near East, as the title would suggest.

31 Landsberger, “Eigenbegrifflichkeit,” 365.
32 Von Soden, Zweisprachigkeit, 3, 12, 19. This phenomenon of linguistic “bi-culturality” is present in

Egypt (Old Egyptian, Middle Egyptian, New Egyptian, Demotic) and Israel (Paleo-Hebrew, square-script
Hebrew, and Aramaic) as well but not as strong as in Mesopotamia, where the scribes had to deal with
two radically different languages (Akkadian and Sumerian).

33 “The list was not just a device of fictional literary creativity, it was the foundation of intellectual
creativity in general. Everything could be and was explored in lists, using a methodology that was fully
coherent within the list structure. Details were altered, specifications added, and the polysemy of the ele-
ments used to write them down was investigated in all its possibilities. The Babylonians did not create
order in the universe by investigating its component parts; they created order in lists and applied the results
to the universe. The text preceded reality. It had a primary status. Moreover, lists generated entries ac-
cording to their internal principles and allowed for an almost unbounded creativity. They functioned in
the same reality as the world outside them, naturally, but they were not limited by the parameters of that
reality. In lexicography, written words were invented that were meaningless outside the list but completely
valid within its structure. In divination, occurrences were explored that were physically impossible but
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writing, especially in the form of lists. This led to the emergence of a kind of “coercion”
to think systematically, especially by comparing two radically different languages.

As for the invention of writing, Jack Goody points to the fact that writing does some-
thing new to human thinking, something which oral language cannot do. Writing was in-
vented to oversee economic transactions in the form of lists. To compose a list is something
that takes words out of their speech context and places them, so abstracted, in a unilateral34 relationship
with words ... deemed to be of a similar “class,” i.e., possessing certain common features which may relate
to the concrete world outside (i.e. animals, trees) or to some other ordering concern.35

A list has to establish borders to clarify if things belong to a kind of category or not. It
involves the first paratactic move to what Plato later invented as a hierarchical pyramid of
terms.36Much more so than in oral language, there is a compulsion, a thinking-necessita-
tion, when setting up a list that demands a decision, often of a binary choice, as to whether
or not an item of a kind may appear on a list or not.
But the question, is a tomato a fruit or a vegetable? is the kind that would seem pointless in an oral context
(and indeed trivial to most of us) but which may be essential to the advance of systematic knowledge
about the classification and evolution of natural species. And it is the kind of question generated by written
lists.37

This “thinking-coercion” to order things on lists and think systematically is further devel-
oped by the typical Mesopotamian need to compare Sumerian and Akkadian. It led to a
full-blown philology, including an awareness of methods and schooling. Especially im-
portant was lexicography:
One can see lexicography as the purest of Babylonian sciences, the most theoretical in that it established
the rules and possibilities for interpretation that could be used elsewhere. It asserted that elements that
contained any of the relationships just mentioned could be compared to one another. Lexicography’s ap-
proach was theoretical in that it was bounded by anything except the written elements it studied. It was
pure science. Every student of Babylonian writing was exposed to this type of reasoning ...38

List science makes it necessary to order things on a list, enhancing the ability to order and
categorize things. How about summarizations of these long lists? The ability to summarize

again wholly meaningful within their list context. In law, the list-making behavior may have been more
sober but the same underlying principles governed, and entries were created within the codes according
to their internal logic.” Van De Mieroop, Philosophy, 221.

34 The term and meaning of “unilateral” is wrong in regard to elaborated list science since Assyriology
has shown that philological experts did not compose lists unilaterally but in regard to “rhizome-like think-
ing,” see further below. More simple lists of economic bookkeeping, however, may apply the thinking
necessity to list things unilaterally according to “classes.”

35 Goody, Domestication, 104–105.
36 For Plato and the invention of the hierarchical pyramid of terms, cf. Leisegang, Denkformen, 215–

221, and Gloy, Denkformen.
37 Goody, Domestication, 105. These aspects of writing carried along the possibility to structure and

therewith also to get power over world and society: “writing facilitated the creation of categories and
ranks, extending control over nature and civic society by enumerating different species within each group
or category. The more categories and species that could be named, measured and tracked, the more could
be brought under control” (Hudson, “Introduction,” 8).

38 Van De Mieroop, Philosophy, 188.
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complex lists shows itself in many complex texts. For example, a later editor added sub-
headings between laws of the Codex Hammurapi, grouping the laws by the subheading
DI.DAB5.BA “(kingly) ordinance.”39 Lexicography included palaeographic interests, es-
pecially when explaining ancient signs using the analytic-anatomizing methods of “ety-
mography” and “notariqon,”40 or by listing archaic signs and their contemporary equiva-
lents.41 The main epistemic mode of thought and of interpreting the world was a philolog-
ical one, doing exegesis with written texts and single signs as well as interpreting the
whole world as a text, e.g., interpreting the signs of the heavens (the stars) or the world
(liver omina and terrestrial omina) as the writings of the gods:
The universe was seen as a text and could be interpreted as if it was a piece of writing. Physical reality
was a written representation of the truth. In that sense Babylonian thought can be seen to resemble Plato’s
theory of the ideal types that lay behind the realities we observe. But while Plato and his teacher Socrates
considered writing as even further removed from the truth than what we perceive through the senses, the
Babylonians regarded it the key to understanding reality.42

List science is most developed in ancient Mesopotamia but not unfamiliar or dissimilar in
ancient Egypt. The Egyptians were not interested in the reasons for the Nile’s rise in sum-
mer from an interest in nature for theoretical reasons – like Herodotus is when discussing
reasons for the rise (Hdt II 20ff). This is why the Greeks thought of the Egyptians as
utilitarian (philochrematos) and not, like the Greeks themselves, scientific
(philomathés).43 However, the Egyptian list science does show “precision of observation
and description,” which “would do honor to a zoological textbook.”44

What kind of thinking mode stood behind this creative production of lists? It is analog-
ical and paratactic thinking, using the principle of similitudes, to form syntagmatic and
paradigmatic relations in writing. On the tablet and in the world, things are ordered like a
tableau. Associations and similitude connect all things in syntagmatic and paradigmatic
relations.45 There are relations between all things, and this goes for the text and the world,
as can be shown by the following two examples:

39 Cf. Oelsner, Kodex Ḫammu-rāpi, 85–87.
40 Cf. Cancik-Kirschbaum and Kahl, Philologien, 324.
41 Cf. Cancik-Kirschbaum and Kahl, Philologien, 278.
42 Van De Mieroop, Philosophy, 196.
43 Cf. Assmann, Search, 54.
44 Assmann, Search, 54. Cf. Sauneron, Traité: “leurs observations combinées nous ont valu un vérita-

ble manuel zoologique, tel que je ne crois pas que l’antiquité en ait produit un bien grand nombre” (138–
139). “La lecture de ce papyrus laisse l’impression d’une précision étonnante dans la description des
choses de la nature; on pouvait s’en douter; les artistes égyptiens qui ont su reproduire animaux et arbres
avec la précision que l’on admire encore, devaient avoir d’abord été des observateurs très attentifs” (206–
207).

45 “And the ancient scholars explored its creative capacities on what I have called the syntagmatic and
the paradigmatic levels to the fullest extent. Through their inferential reasoning they had the freedom to
generate links horizontally in the syntagm, while the list form encouraged an exploration of possibilities
by expressing new options paradigmatically. In principle there was no limit to how many new inferences
could be made in the syntagm or how many new entries could be added to the paradigm, but a fundamental
rule of logic governed: every connection required similitude. Elements had to be comparable. That simil-
itude establishes logical connections is not such a strange idea. As I mentioned before, Foucault described



Jan Dietrich8

Examination Text A, line 12:
The scribal art is the bond between all things.46

The Babylonian Ziggurat Etemenanki means:
É.TEMEN.AN.KI = The temple of the foundation between heaven and earth

Unlike the Platonic pyramid of terms, analogical and paratactic thinking was in the fore-
ground, which is why Markus Hilgert and Marc Van De Mieroop use the metaphor of the
rhizome to illustrate what the Mesopotamian list science implies in ways of “rational a-
priori thinking.”47

How about the ability to think hypotactically? Hypotactic thinking is neither missing
nor unusual, as can be shown, for example, in the use of main cases and subcases in cas-
uistic law. The institution of law requires abstraction from single events and provides so-
ciety with legal rationales in the casuistic mode. What is more, commentaries show sec-
ond-order thinking. The writers of commentaries were aware of hermeneutics and school-
ing, as Eva Cancik-Kirschbaum highlights48 by presenting the following text on teaching
the interpretation of liver omens:
Rm 2, 103:
If your teacher asks you: “A Weapon of the right that points upwards is unfavorable and a Weapon on the
left which points upwards is favourable then why does a Weapon placed on the right plain of the Finger
pointing upwards turn favourable? Why does a Weapon placed on the left plain of the Finger pointing

it as the key tenet of European intellectual history before the scientific revolution” (Van De Mieroop,
Philosophy, 186).

46 Translation building upon Sjöberg, “Praise,” 127; Maul, “Band,” 1.
47 “The genealogical tree is neither the only nor the superior form of scientific representation. (…) The

Babylonians would have grasped the coral metaphor immediately, as it resembles their lists as a represen-
tation of knowledge, with all its potential for change. Parts can be added and subtracted at any point; they
seamlessly relate to all other parts of the structure. There are many more points of contact between the
individual elements than in a taxonomy, each element having multiple resemblances. The overall structure
of the list may look like a labyrinth, but all connections have a proper rationale. Where we may see chaos,
the Babylonians saw order. To be convincing, the Babylonian lists, like any other metaphor of scientific
representation, required adherence to rules of logic. This they did with remarkable consistency, not only
in a massive textual record but also over an enormous length of time. The jarring element of Babylonian
scholarship does not lie in its presentation but in what it presents: not realia but the written word. The
study of the written word opened up exploration into realms otherwise unimaginable. Writing preceded
reality. The list was the perfect environment to study the written word by looking for similitudes. It is at
first confusing that the resemblances considered pertain to all of its aspects – meaning, sound, and shape.
But once we get used to this approach, it makes perfect sense. It is there that we have to look for the
Babylonians’ conceptual autonomy and the key to their philosophy” (Van De Mieroop, Philosophy, 223–
224).

48 Cf. Cancik-Kirschbaum and Kahl, Philologien, 60, and the article by Eva Cancik-Kirschbaum in
this volume. Awareness of the mode of exegesis shows also the fact that Akkadian has a term of its own
for “explanation,” i.e., mukallimtu. In addition, irony reveals second order thinking in that the scribes
detach themselves from given traditional values and reflect, criticize and make fun of given traditional
(economic, social, or cultural) realities, to be found, e.g., in ironic school texts like the debate between
copper and silver, or the pessimistic dialogue.



Ancient Epistemologies 9

upwards turn unfavourable?” The Feature is placed thus in the living sheep [- - -], the top of the Finger
points down, that is how the (example) of the right side is favourable of the left side unfavourable.49

We even have an awareness of the fact that interpretations may vary, be difficult, and not
be correct. For example, in the text SAA 10,60, the scholar Balasi writes to the Assyrian
king that a passage in šumma izbu may have been misinterpreted by the person reading
the text in front of the king, and Balasi exclaims:
SAA 10 No. 60:
šumma izbu is difficult to interpret.50

Commentaries on all kinds of texts, especially casuistic texts like law and omina, were
typical for the Mesopotamian culture of knowledge. Lists and commentaries show that a
standardized technical vocabulary had developed.51 The combination of texts into series
also reveals the ability to systematize.52 Here, different and sometimes even contradicting
versions were compiled together. These editions show an awareness of and a tolerance
towards contradictory textual traditions. It is biased to state that the ancient Mesopotami-
ans had a “lukewarm mind” in the sense that they were unable to realize contradictions as
such. Though a formal logic and the law of noncontradiction in a strict philosophical sense
had not been invented before the time of Aristotle, reflections about the combination of
contradicting textual versions were present. For example, in a compilation of contradicting
ritual incantations against slander, the editor adds to the variant the following note:
A tablet of incantations against slander, line 21:
Alternatively, according to the reading (“mouth”) of another tablet.53

Second-order reflections about hermeneutics and the processes of text formation can be
found in colophons stating the systematization of textual variants in larger editions and in
commentary statements about the interpretative task of difficult texts. In Mesopotamian
philology, as Eva Cancik-Kirschbaum highlights, we find much older examples of what
GlennW.Most, in hisDisciplining Classics,54 has shown for ancient Greece: disciplining,
institutionalizing, professionalizing. Long before the advent of ancient Greek philosophy
and philology, we find the process of a social differentiation (in the Luhmannian sense)
of philology as a scientific system of thought in the ancient Near East.

49 Rm 2, 103. Koch-Westenholz, Babylonian, 136–137. For a kind of theoretical attitude and second
order reflection, cf. also the last chapter of the bārûtu-series (called multābiltu) with its explanations und
hermeneutics: “These texts can be viewed as a step towards more abstract thinking, though still couched
in traditional list form. They are an example of what may be called the scientific aspect of divination, a
search for precision and clarity divorced from the everyday practice of extispicy” (Koch, Secrets, xi).

50 Parpola, Letters, 44; cf. Cancik-Kirschbaum and Kahl, Philologien, 295.
51 Cf., e.g., Cancik-Kirschbaum and Kahl, Philologien, 289, and the article by Eva Cancik-Kirschbaum

in this volume.
52 Cf., e.g., Finkel, “Esagil-kīn-apli”; Frahm, Commentaries; Heeßel, “Standardisierung.”
53 Transliteration Gurney, “Tablet,” 224; cf. Cancik-Kirschbaum and Kahl, Philologien, 214.
54 Cf. Most, Classics.
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2.2. Egypt

For Egypt, Emma Brunner-Traut used to speak of “aspective thinking,” taking up insights
from ancient Egyptian art history, especially fromHeinrich Schäfer, and transferring these
onto cultural thinkingmodes in general.55 According to Heinrich Schäfer and EmmaBrun-
ner-Traut, aspective art means that the Egyptians added the facets of a phenomenon to-
gether, combining the facets of a scene on a planar surface without using the device of
focal perspective. Emma Brunner-Traut and others conceived aspective thinking as an in-
ferior way of thinking: The Greeks could take on a perspective, being able to think organ-
ically, but the ancient Egyptians thought of things not organically but regarded everything,
including human beings, as stuck together as if ball-jointed composites. However, you can
also turn the tables: By combining the facets of a scene on a planar surface, without using
the device of focal perspective, the Egyptians were able to highlight those aspects most
important to them at the same time – without relegating others to the background by use
of a three-dimensional perspective.

In addition, aspective thinking does not mean that Egypt was unable to think organi-
cally or systematically from a focused perspective.56 Themost obvious example is the idea
of the heart as the center of the human being. Unlike the entrails, which could be removed
from the mummy and mummified by themselves in canopies, the heart, as the human be-
ing’s center, had to be mummified and put back into the mummy since out of the heart
came thinking, speech, volition, and, finally, action imperatives for the limbs:
Memphite Theology:
(53) There took shape in the heart, there took shape on the tongue the form of Atum. For the very great
one is Ptah, who gave [life] to all the gods and their kas through this heart and through this tongue, (54)
in which Horus had taken shape as Ptah, in which Thoth had taken shape as Ptah. … Thus heart and tongue
rule over all the limbs in accordance with the teaching that it (the heart, or: he, Ptah) is in every body and
it (the tongue, or: he, Ptah) is in every mouth of all gods, all men, all cattle, all creeping things, whatever
lives, thinking whatever it (or: he) wishes and commanding whatever it (or: he) wishes.57

Next to aspective thinking, we have “organic thinking” that could integrate single ele-
ments into a bigger picture in an organic way. Therefore, it does not seem unnatural that
Akhenaten, like a pre-Socratic philosopher, was able to think of the sun as the one princi-
ple behind all things and giving life to all things.58

As noted above, associative, additive, paratactic thinking was typical for ancient Mes-
opotamian list science and “rhizome-like thinking.” Although not as prominent, this kind
of thinking was found in ancient Egypt, Israel, and Greece as well. However, in Egypt, a
special identificatory thinking mode can be found, and it seems to be stronger here than
elsewhere.59 In Egyptian myth and ritual, as well as in magical texts, we find complex

55 Cf. Brunner-Traut, Frühformen. For a critique worth considering, cf., e.g., Quack, “Gliederpuppe.”
56 For “organ-related classification” in medical texts, see Radestock, Prinzipien, 283 and passim.
57 Translation Lichtheim, Literature, 54.
58 Cf. Allen, “Akhenaten.”
59 True, also in Mesopotamia, we have texts where things are identified with each other. Most interest-

ing are henotheistic texts where Marduk or another god is identified with other gods. Cf., e.g., Fadhil and
Jiménez, “Texts.”
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