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The Old Babylonian period was a time of anxiety.  From around 2000 to 1600 BCE, as royal administrations increasingly tapped private labor to perform state tasks, and as families and individuals adopted market-like trading practices, the inhabitants of Babylonia and surrounding regions of the Near East entered a stage of economic uncertainty.  Private wealth and the private ownership of land increased, as did the general literacy rate.  But while the prospects for obtaining material comfort grew, so did the propensity to fail.  The operation of a profitable enterprise often required a family to go into debt; unexpected events or the poor management of resources could easily cast a person into years or a lifetime of financial oppression.  Social and political uncertainties extended from general economic circumstances.  The destructive consequences of military campaigns, for example, remained part of resource collection and power negotiation.  Monitoring social responses to economic and political conditions became a vital function of state administrators.  Albert Champdor cites “order and equity” as the chief concerns of early Babylonian civilization.
 Indeed, as the Edict of Ammisaduqa and texts from the reign of Hammurabi indicate, rulers periodically cancelled personal debts “to assist the state’s economic activity”
 and to stem rising social unrest.  


If the cancellation of debts served as one of the state’s reactions to social crises, the use of divination offered a proactive solution.  At some point during the late third millennium, the desire to preserve social and political order became connected to the belief that people could learn to predict the future through careful observation of objects manipulated by divine forces, either in answering questions posed to them or in warning about misfortune.  In Old Babylonian omens, one senses that diviners and their sponsors considered social order to be dependent upon harmony between humans and the gods.  The apodoses
 of numerous omens indicate such a concern.  “The ways of man will be in harmony with god,” reads one apodosis in the Padˉanu liver texts; “Rebellion, God will victimize man, ‘to victimize’ means ‘to oppress’,” reads another.
 However, compared to the volume of research on protases, works on omen apodoses—particularly those concerning references to the divine—are fewer and less inquiring about the motives behind their construction.  Jean Bottéro’s brief discussion of apodoses stands out somewhat from the available works on divination literature.  Bottéro avoids inquiring about human perceptions of the divine, but he does investigate possible sources of content for apodoses.  He remarks that omen apodoses reveal much about the social, political, and economic conditions contemporary to their inscriptions.  For Bottéro, predictions of violent coups, treason, shaky alliances, and natural disasters drew from three areas.  First, apodoses may represent circumstances through which sponsors of the omens had lived.  Second, they may reflect stories of occurrences passed down by forebears.  Predictions involving specific times, places, and persons most likely correspond to these sources of omen literature.  Third, apodoses also reflect possibilities based in, but not directly reflective of, actual experiences.
 Bottéro attributes less specific apodoses—such as those which predict “catastrophe,” “divine protection” or the conditions quoted above—to the third possibility.  

This paper deals mainly with Bottéro’s third option, but it offers an amendment to his interpretation of these less specific apodoses.  Using divination texts, it attempts to illuminate attitudes of uncertainty and expressions of anxiety which accompanied Old Babylonian social and political life.  In particular, it identifies indications that some portion of Old Babylonian society believed that, through the irresponsible use of power, leaders threatened to alienate themselves and their subjects from the divine realm.  In approaching this idea, this study strives to establish two points.  First, in order to discuss the expression of anxiety, it aims to show that people who sponsored divinations came to influence the content of omens.  Second, it attempts, through the comparison of specific omens from various forms of divination, to demonstrate that omen texts reflected anxiety.  By analyzing omen texts in this way, it may be possible to link the uses of divination more closely to their political, social, and economic contexts than has been the case.

Secularization and Hubris


Unlike some of its predecessors, Old Babylonian society displayed aversion to the notion of divine kingship.  Though kings still claimed that their authority derived from divine ordination, they took secular titles and ruled as humans.  Hymns dedicated to god-kings filled a purely traditional role, employing, in Bottéro’s words, “the literary clichés of the past.”
 Babylonian texts witnessed Gilgamesh attempting, but failing, to achieve immortality.  Naram-Sin, the Akkadian king who deified himself and preserved his authority through military conquest, became a target of disdain for Babylonians.  Detectable in several omen texts is the sense that kings who claimed divinity and ruled absolutely contributed to the state of uncertainty which characterized Old Babylonian society.  All of these circumstances indicate a transformation of the Near Eastern concept of political authority.  Maintaining distance between the concepts of humanity and divinity appear to have become important in the Old Babylonian period.  Ambivalence developed, however, to this separation of identities.  The use of divination, for example, marked a period of growing reliance on human initiative to reveal knowledge previously thought to be held only by the gods.  In short, in attempting to prevent calamities, diviners helped to replicate the hubris which many considered to be a cause of social and political troubles.  The tension produced by this conflict mirrored the anxiety wrought in other spheres of Old Babylonian civilization—e.g., market systems of trade, increased literacy, and the increased private ownership of property—and several divination texts reveal such tension and anxiety.      


Divination involved the performance of rituals designed to yield divinely-placed information which would allow people to avoid future misfortunes or, less frequently, to look forward to propitious events.  Most likely, divination evolved from ritual sacrifices and initially became a tool of temple and state leaders.  Babylonian kings took diviners with them to battle. Many omens offer predictions about various aspects of court life and the overall state of the kingdom.  The Cuthean Legend, moreover, serves, in Ulla Susanne Koch-Westenholz’s words, as “an apologetic tract for the importance of divination in political decision-making.”
 Over time, divination took various forms and likely became an instrument of private citizens.  Diviners, who underwent years of training, presumably received compensation for their skills.  It is probable, then, that the content of omen texts became influenced by those for whom divination rituals were performed.  That is, omen texts reflect attitudes and concerns of the sponsors of ancient divinatory practices.
 A look at sources and some of the historiography of Old Babylonian divination can corroborate this notion.        


Ivan Starr writes that the oldest known divination texts extend no earlier than the Old Babylonian period, although we have evidence (the liver models from Mari) that hepatoscopy—the inspection of (usually sheep) livers—began no later than the end of the third millennium.
 Likewise, Ulla Susanne Koch-Westenholz identifies a pre-OB oral tradition as the first of three stages of Babylonian liver omens.  Concentrating on texts collected at Aššurbanipal’s library in Nineveh, she locates the second millennium compendia, which became canonized by the end of the millennium, in the second period.  Koch-Westenholz describes this period as full of “‘tangled threads’” and explains that research has brought little clarity to how the canonical series developed during the second millennium.  The third stage includes “mystical and speculative literature” which came about in the first millennium.
 


Astrological omens arrived as late as 1200 BCE.  Wolfram von Soden argues that, as supplements to liver divination, astrological omens included information about “larger groups”—e.g., the state and noble families—rather than individuals.
 Smoke and oil omens—with which diviners made predictions based on the movements of the substances in the air and water—possibly supplemented the liver tradition as well, although they evolved into distinct divinatory practices. 


Erle Leichty’s work on the Šumma Izbu texts reveals that birth omens probably grew out of an early Old Babylonian oral tradition.  Leichty writes that only two tablets exist from the Old Babylonian period.  However, copies of OB originals—such as the Bogazköy tablets—provide enough continuity for historians to use them when investigating OB divination.  Like the liver texts used by Koch-Westenholz, most evidence of birth omens come from Aššurbanipal’s library.
  Izbu diviners recorded abnormalities in newly-born animals and occasionally in humans.  They linked the observations to broad political developments as well as to smaller events in the life of an individual or family.  

Starr observes that Izbu texts lack the level of organization that characterizes extispicy (divinatory practices involving the removal of internal organs, as in liver divination) and oil divination texts.
 No clear explanations for this difference come immediately to the surface, but it is interesting that although liver and oil divinations could be performed at will, diviners produced Izbu omens almost always after a birth, thus limiting the influence that a person could exert on the timing and formulation of those omens.  Wolfram von Soden comments on this matter in writing that “people were mostly concerned with inducing omens”—e.g., through extispicy, oil, or smoke.
  Starr’s and von Soden’s observations, then, relate to the idea that over time, omens reflected the concerns of their sponsors.  Additionally, Jack Goody writes that “ways of thought are deeply affected by the means of communication available in any given society.”
 Mogens Trolle Larsen elaborates by noting that the development of the divination compendia during the early second millennium coincided with an increase in “private sector” literacy.  The Mesopotamian “scientific tradition,” he continues, “was in fact formulated and crystallised during these centuries, which represent a peak of creativity and inventiveness in this field.”

In positing human inventiveness Larsen’s comment on the scientific tradition of second millennium Mesopotamia also identifies an increased self-reliance within Old Babylonian society in uncovering the mechanics of nature and history.  Indeed, for Starr, Koch-Westenholz, and Larsen, divination represented a form of empirical study directed at improving human life.  Larsen explains that “[t]he purpose of Mesopotamian divination was precisely to uncover the future and manipulate it by way of ritual.”
 This idea parallels research that shows the marketization of the economy, the growth of the middle class, and a rising literacy rate among Babylonians because it helps us to imagine how members of Old Babylonian society viewed the sources of their social problems and anxieties.  The common link between these developments and the unease which accompanied them appears to be the perception that through human-centered acts, people stood to remove themselves from divine protection and favor.  

Evidence of Anxiety        

Expressions of non-specific forms of suffering appear throughout omen literature.  The Pad¯anu liver texts offer this example:  “If the right side of the Path has a Branch towards the right Narrowing: The man will not [escape] the hardship that has seized him.”
 This paper argues for an alternative view of this type of seemingly generalized depiction of misfortune in the apodoses of Old Babylonian omens.  Interpretations should remain open to the possibility that non-specific references such as the one above (to “hardship”) in fact describe a real condition experienced contemporaneously with the act of divination.        

Evidence for the expression of anxiety comes also from sources other than divination texts.  Part narrative, part dialogue between a man and god, a poem inscribed on an Old Babylonian tablet describes the human experience of suffering: 

  He recounts to his lord the toil he has gone through,

The man explains the suffering he is enduring:

  “My lord, I have reflected within my reins,

. . [ . ] . in (my) heart.  I do not know what sin I have committed.

  Have I . . [ . . . ] . abomination against you? 

Have I . . [ . . ] . . a very evil forbidden fruit?

  Does brother look down on brother?

Does friend slander friend?

  . [ . . ] . has not [ . . ] . men, . . . beneath you,

The lord of the house rejoicing [ . . . 

The man confides in the god, offers a sort of confession, and pleads for relief from his anguish.  The god offers the man eternal life as compensation for his “toil” and admonishes him to be charitable.  The poem is notable for two reasons.  First, it depicts a man who suffers not from material deprivation, but only from a psychological or spiritual affliction.  Nor does the man’s confession clearly refer exclusively to his individual wrongdoing; rather, it appears that simply acknowledging one’s participation, or “toil,” in society’s activities adequately identifies the man’s source of suffering.  Second, the central figure—the man—appeals directly to the god for a solution to his suffering, confirming that the man needs the god’s favor in order to find relief.  Without communication with the god, the man would remain uncertain about his fate.  

Concern about possible separation from the gods appears throughout texts which represent the oldest divination literature.  Tablets containing liver omens are divided according to the various liver parts examined by the diviner.  The Manzāzu (“Presence”) of the liver represented “communication and relations with the divine.”  Koch-Westenholz explains that apodoses in this category often depict the gods’ abandonment of or anger with humans.
 “[If there are two Presences and] their middles are effaced:” reads one omen, “The gods of the palace will find poison and [will not enter that palace].”
 Omens concerned with the inspection of other liver parts also depict separation from the divine.  Pāntākalti Tablet 4, which deals with the part of the liver known as the “Strength,” predicts that “If the middle of the Strength is erased: The gods will desert the land.”
 Indeed a number of apodoses in the liver texts predict variations of the “wrath,” and withdrawal of “the gods . . . from the land.”
 Similarly, numerous liver omens predict divine protection of humans as well as reconciliation between man and the gods.  The following examples illustrate this:

If the Pleasing Word approaches the Strength: The man will constantly walk under [the 

protection of his god];

If the Well-being appears at the foundation of the Gall Bladder: the weak will walk under 

the protection of the strong and the strong will walk under the protection of his god;

If there are four Presences and two are placed above two below: The angry gods [will become reconciled with the land].

Like the liver omens, Izbu (birth anomaly) omens depict gods exhibiting wrath and turning away from “the land,” as well as returning to the land and making reconciliations with its people.
 Unlike the liver texts, however, a few Izbu omens offer clues about the gods’ predicted behavior.  The detection of such clues relies upon making inferences about the relationships between protases and apodoses.
 Tablet XIX of the Izbu texts contains the prediction that “[i]f a cow gives birth and (the calf) has two horns protruding from its forehead—there will be a despotic king in the land.”
 Likewise, “[i]f an anomaly’s horns protrude from the belly of its mother—there will be a despotic king in the land.”
 These omens recall the Stele of Naram-Sin, in which the mighty god-king, wearing his horned headdress (a symbol of divinity) leads his army to victory over his enemy.  The Izbu tablets in fact mention Naram-Sin by name several times, as illustrated in these examples:

If a ewe gives birth to a lion, and its head is the head of a horse (and) its body the body of 

a lion—omen of Naram-Sin who ruled the land;       

If an anomaly is like a lion—omen of Naram-Sin who ruled the world.

The Izbu texts similarly warn of the reign of Sargon: “If a ewe gives birth to a lion, and it has the body of a ram and the head of a lion—omen of Sargon who ruled the world.”
 The relationship between horned birth anomalies—despotism—and the reigns of Sargon and Naram-Sin, both of whom expanded kingship to unprecedented levels of power, appears throughout omen literature.  The use of horns as a portent of despotism becomes clearer when one considers together the omens concerning Sargon and Naram-Sin.  First, if the ruler’s image on the Stele of Naram-Sin was as familiar to diviners as the placement of his name in omen texts would suggest, then it is probable that people of Old Babylonian society linked the presence of horns not only with despotism but also with the adoption of a title of universal kingship, the use of a divine title, and extensive military campaigns.  Second, the association of both Naram-Sin and Sargon with traits of the lion assigns the kings shared characteristics.  Third, the omen linking Sargon to the birth of a lion that has “the body of a ram” implies the presence of horns.  Indeed, other omens link Sargon to horns and, by extension, to despotism:  

If an anomaly (has) the horn of an ox—omen of Sargon;

If a ewe gives birth to a lion, and it has the head of a ram—sign of Sargon who ruled the 

world.

Were the Izbu texts limited to clues about despotism such as those given above, we would have a fair idea of the Old Babylonian image of despotic rulers.  We have, however, omens that fill in gaps in our understanding of this perception.  “If an anomaly is (like) a mountain goat,” reads an omen in the birth anomalies literature, “—there will be a harsh king in the land.”
 Although the word for “harsh” has also been translated as “strong,” other omens link the rise of despotic kings with hardship, as in Tablet IV of the Izbu omens:  “If a woman gives birth, and at birth (the child) is already as white as alabaster—end of the reign; omen of a despotic king.”
 In Tablet I, we find this omen: “If a woman gives birth to a ‘god’ who has a face—a despotic king will rule the land.”
 These examples point to an Old Babylonian prediction of political disruption in circumstances in which human rulers exhibit or claim to exhibit divine traits.  Similarly, the following omens portend political and social turmoil as coincident with god-kings:

If a woman gives birth, and at birth (the child) already has horns—few days (are left): 

end of the reign; 

If a woman gives birth to a “Bull (god) son of Šamaš”—there will be a despotic king in 

the land, and the land will experience unhappiness.

Comparisons of Izbu texts and liver omens confirm the inauspicious nature of omens that predicted universal kingship.  The observance of a “cross” (most likely a reference to two intersecting fissures) on liver tissue almost always portended negative developments; diviners usually linked it to anarchy and chaos.  Predictions of snakes and lions attacking military campaigns, for example, frequently followed protases that feature the cross.
 Birth anomalies associated with the cross likewise yielded unfavorable omens as well as predictions of universal kingship, as seen in the following examples:

If the anomalies are double, and they are grown together like a cross—the king will 

exercise universal kingship;

If the anomalies are double, and they are crossed like a cross—the land will go mad; 

there will be confusion in the land . . .;

If the anomalies are double, and they are crossed like a cross, and the mouth is closed—   

. . . . ; there will be a despotic king in the land.

Hence, divinatory texts went beyond mere suggestions that the human assumption of god-like characteristics portended misfortune and social upheaval.  Indeed they represent, among a group of specialists who originally advised rulers, the discouragement of identifying oneself too directly with divinity.  Postgate writes that 

. . . tradition was able to point a finger at the sin of Naram-Sin in ignoring the omens and acting without the clearance of the gods, but no such blame is leveled in the case of the Ur III collapse, which is represented simply as an unaccountable decision of Anu, king of the gods, and Enlil, king of the lands.
 

Thus, although fears of destruction and ruin may have composed a fundamental part of the ancient Near Eastern psyche, Old Babylonian texts enable one to place those fears into a political context that allows for a discussion of particular sources of anxiety.


Omen texts reinforce the idea that Old Babylonian society shunned the hubris exhibited in the leadership of some of its predecessors.  The adoption of divine titles by previous rulers—because such a practice elevated humanity to an undeserved station—was believed to evince irresponsible stewardship and to alienate gods and humans from one another.  Various elements of Old Babylonian life replicated the human-centered tendencies that many viewed as precursors to social unrest and destruction.  Increased autonomy in economic, literary, and political spheres—as well as in the religious realm, as indicated by the widened use of divination—signaled unwelcome change as a consequence of hubris.  And further self-reliance necessarily followed alienation from divinity.    
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