@%&M

Melammu Symposia 7 . | Mesopotamia in the Ancient World

Edited by Robert Rollinger (Heisinki / Innsbruck) : Impact,\ Continuities, P arallels

In collaboration with Ann Guater (Evanston), i
Jaakko Himeen-Anttila (Helsinki), Johannes Haubold (Durham),

i fth nth mm
Giovanni-Battista Lanfranchi (Padova), Krzysztof Nawotka Proceedlngs 0 © Seve Sym_p 0S

(Wroctaw), Martti Nissinen (Helsinki), Beate Pongratz-Leisten ! of the Melammu Project Held in Obergurgl,
(New York), Kai Ruffing (Kassel), Josef Wiesehdfer (Kiel) Austria, November 4-8&, 2013
Edited by

Robert Rollinger and Erik van Dongen

Ugarit-Verlag
Miinster 2015

Marcelo Rede



Mesopotamia in the Ancient World. Impact, Continuities, Parallels.
Proceedings of the Seventh Symposium of the Melaminu Praject Held in Obergurgl,
Austria, November 4--8, 2013

Edited by Robert Rollinger and Erik van Dongen

Melammu Syrposia 7

© 2015 Ugarit-Verlag — Buch- und Medienhandel GmbH, Miinster
www ugarit-verlag.corn

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photo-copying, recording, or otherwise,

without the prior permission of the publisher.

Printed in Germany by Memminger MedienCentrum, Metamingen

ISBN 978-3-86835-128-6

Printed on acid-free paper




i N A A v

Tlon W avld.af Dalitine:

ioe fe
fMamanrracul. Mitizane and ‘Palic

Identifying Popular Power

* Who were the People of Ancient Near Eastern City-States?

Kristoffer Momrak

Primitive democracy and popular power

Land of Mammg, where one person is freey through: Greece and Rama, where ‘some
men are free, tg the Land of-Evenmg where all are free-under the rulesof a constitu-
tional monaroh.* For several generations, the received wisdom concerning the nature
of NearBastern politics.was that the cradle 6f civilizationshad no no politics yonlykings
and their subjects. There have been voices o the*contramy,-most notably Thorkild
Jacobsen. (1970 [1943]) and Geoffrey Evans ivans. (1958), who both argued that there had
been pr primeval forms. of _popular: pamxpamm in politics ‘in- Near Eastern polities

before the rise to dominange-of-despotic. kings from: theBarly Dynastic. period on-

wards. Basing important parts of their narrative of the development of politics on

+mythological texts, the scenario of an original democracy in Mesopotamia has failed
-«-——-‘“——-———7—-—

to convince. As will be argued in this article,.the problem is:not that there is no-evi- -

dence for popular participation in pelitics, in Near Bastern polities. There is rather
copious evidence from legislative texts, reports from lawsuits, and letters describing
goings on in Near Eastern cities throughout the Bronze Age and Iron Age. This
evidence makes it clear that groups outside the palace and temples had considerable
influence on the making of legal decisions, an important feature of popular power.
Indeed, both Jacobsen and Evans made use of documentary evidence to corroborate

their model of an original democracy. However, it/s: ‘highly problematie to présume:

that these instances of power outside the palaces an and 1 templ€s were survivals from an
o_lmaoy. Also, it is not unproblemanc to use the term democracy to de-
scribe politics that involved groups outside the great institutions of Near Eastern

polities. Not a little part of the problem of defining popular participation in Near

Eastern politics consists in the difficulty of identifying a peliticall{®self-conscious +

and active people in our sources.

Ancient Near Eastern evidence for group decision-making has been much dis-
cussed. A number of books and articles have endeavoured to make scnse of the
tantalising glimpses into group dec1510n~makmg in Near Eastern polities. Since the

' Hegel, 1970 [1832~1845): 132.
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seventies, opposing voices in Mesopotamian polities have been studied. There is a
sense of the existenice of some vaguely. visible popularopposition to royal rule that
wasrbeyond the scope of the interests of the scribes-of official records.(cf. Finet,
1973). Jean-Marie Durand has emphasised the independent political traditions of
certain towns and cities of Syria in the Bronze Age, whose politics were defined by
groups of elders rather than despotic kings (Durand, 1988). The peculiar ‘political
organisation of the Old Assyrian city-state has been thoroughly studied and dis-

cussed, by Mogens Trolle Larsen (1976; 2000a) and Klaas R. Veenhof (1972; 1994— '

95) in particular, who demonstrated that Old Assyrian merchants participated in
decision-making to a degree that belies the image of Mesopotamian polities as in-
herently despotic. In recent years, there have been several new contributions to the
debate on popular participation in the politics of Near Eastern polities. Marc Van De
Mieroop (1997; 1999 [1997]) argues that. the. politics .of Mesopotamian city-states’
were polarised between the king and the: p&ople, in a situation where the people
made decisions concerning their own affairs, without these decision-making pro-
cesses ever entering the archives of the central authotities. In a recent book, Daniel
Fleming (2004)-argues that the tribal element. of thie population. of the Old Babylo-
nian kingdom of Mari practiced communal decision-making in opposition to royal
rule, pursuing what he terms a corporate strategy for power. Andrea Seri.(2005) in a
recent book discusses evidence for group decision-making in Old Babylonian cities,
arguing that there were a number of assemblies and councils that.cooperated ‘with
royal officials in the rummig‘of lacal afﬁms Gojko Barjamovic (2004) in a recent
article discusses evidence for civie: self-gwarnment in Neo-Babylonian cities, argu-
ing that the frequent mentioning of “the men of the eity” or “the sons of the city” in
a decision-making capacity refers to a limited body of people, probably a group of
elders. Eva vorl Dasgsow (2011) in a recent article argues that the majority of the
inhabitants of Mesopotamian cities were free citizens with access fo participation in
decision-making processes. -As will be seen, there 1§Aﬁa‘£§feement on how to assess
the evidence for power outside the palaces and temples. In particular, the identity of
the citizens and how inclusive or exclusive this groups of people was, appears to be
an unresolved issue.

The classicist critics

Discussing popular participation in politics in the ancient world, the term democracy .

sooner or later presents itself, with its origins among the ancient Gréeks, or more
precisely, the Athenians. However, it must be kept in mind that ‘Athens had a
uniquely inclusive political structure, so that comparison between: Near Bastern

~ polities and Athens is unlikely to be very fruitful, except to'prove that there was no
democracy in the Near Bast This is most conspicuous regarding the question of *

participation: even the poorest Athenian citizens were included in politics. Although
formally barred from offices, the poorest citizens were included in the jury-courts
and could participate in the assembly. Such measures to ensure the participation of
all citizens are rarely seen in the ancient world. The system attributed to Kleisthenes
made the Athenian citizens, the demos, in the sense of the majority of citizens, sov-
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ereign in the polis. Self-government took the form of vigorous public debate on all
political issues, with binding decisions made by a majority of voters. Magistrates
were chosen by lot in order to prevent power resting with an experienced minority.
The same magistrates very subjected to examination of their conduct at the end of
their term. None of these political features have ever been indicated from any evi-
dence from Near Eastern polities. If the term democracy is reserved for political
systems that resemble the Athenian constitution after Kleisthenes, it cannot be ap-

. plied in any meaningful way to Near Eastern polities.

Indeed, the majority of “¢lassical scholars have ‘expressed frustration with “the
frequent- invocation of the ‘existence of temocracies before democracy in ancient
Near Eastern societies. Moses Finley dismissed the primitive demoeracy of Jacob-
sen’s article, stating that none of the councils or assemblies of Mesopotamian eities
could make binding decisions inopposition to-the kings.> More recently, Jacobsen’s
primitive democracy has been termed a spectre, an illusion-of popular power, be-
cause any collective decision-making process took place within autocratic societies.’
In a recent book on democracies in Greece beyond Athens, Eric Robinson argues
that the term democracy should not be applied to Near Eastern-polities, sincethere-is
no clear distinction in the sources between limited councils and more-inglusive as-
semblies making decisions.*

It can be argued that by eschewing the term democracy, scholats can discuss
popular forms of decision-making in ancient Near Eastern kingdoms, without having
to demonstrate any likeness with ancient Athens. This means to investigate popular

-power in certain areas of the juridical or political system, althouglr there was no .
popular assembly: superior to the king: However, the objection that there is no elear

distinction between councils.and assemblies-in the seugces remains a valid argument
against the use of the term populaz power for ancientNear Eastern polities. Whox
were the participants in making -decisions? If a minerity-of elders-were:in charge
locally, this cannot be termed popular power, at least not without establishing the
existence of some kind of mandate from the people to the elders. As will be seen,
recent contributions to the study of popular participation in politics of the ancient
Near East take an uncomfortably straddling stance in the vital question of who “the’

~people” were. It is supposed that local elites were in charge of local decisions; while

at the same time the terms popular power-and popular freedom are usedito describe
local independence from central authotities: Who were the people involved in mak-
ing decisions? How can we recognise the civic bodies of ancient Near Eastern poli-
ties? In the following, central terms for “the people” will be discussed, before look-
ing at a few sources that describe situations involving collective decision-making by
what appears to be “citizens”.

? Finiey, 1983: 52.
3 Raaflaub, 1998: 31.
* Robinson, 2011; 24-25.
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The citizens of Babylonian cities

There are several Akkadian terms scholars have taken to refer to the citizens of an-
cient Near Eastern cities. I will discuss them briefly-in the following. A common
tc:mmeds‘ einhabitants’ of Mesopotamian cities insa decision-making oapacity is

“men- oi‘thn‘:ity awzlu $a al:m A similar term to “men of the city” is “sons ofithe-

eity”, marii Sa alim, use used of declslon-makmg bodies. As will be seen, the-identity of

!

these “men” or “sons” is.difficult to determine. The term is evidently sometimes -

used synonymously with “the men of the city”. A third term that is frequently met in
legislative texts is @lum, simply “city”. Apparenﬂwlt,dmmmakmg
‘body under certain® circumstancespin particulacsin lawsuits. As will be discussed

“below, there are instances where “the city” is used similar to “the men of the city”.

However, there-are also‘cases where “the city” appears to be synonymousiwith *the
elders”; §tbatum. This is at the heart of the problem: if “the men of the city”, “the
sons of the city” or “the city” denote “the elders”, it ig-difficult toargue-that these
terms. can be translated as “‘citizens’” in the sense of unmehlswemvisbcpdy in.an-
cient Near Eastern polities.

The term “men of the city”, awilid §a alim, is a good place to start a discussion of
the difficulties in defining a citizen from Akkadian sources. The Chicago Assyrian
Dictionary lists awilum simply as “man™.’ Evidently, the term has a more specific
meaning in the Old Babylonian period, where there is an opposition between an
awilum and a muskénum. This has caused much discussion. Theophile Meek in his
translation of the Codex Hammurapi termed the awilum a seignior or gentleman.®
This has later been much debated (e.g. Selz, 2007; von Dassow, 2011).:Scholars

generally agree that a crucial social division in.Old-Babyloniansociety was-between -

those withebligations. to the palace:and temples, called awilum, and the commoners
outside the great institutions, called muskénum. An awilum is thus a “citizen”. They

are entitled to have their cases tried before the assembly and could participate in
decision-making bodies. However, no agreementhas beenweached on thesize ofthis
group-or how many-of them partici i 'making of decisions. As will be seen,
discussions of this term tend to move in circles. E.g. Fritz Rudolf Kraus suggests
that awilum has a double meaning, denoting both an elite and the population in gen-
eral.” This is exactly the problem: when does .awi/um refer to an elite and when is it
used in a general sense?

Fritz Rudolf Kraus maintains that the persons referred to as awilum in the Codex
Hammurapi must be considered an elite with connections to the palace.® This is a
reasonable claim, since these people clearly have a privileged position in the Codex
Hammurapi. Reuven Yaron agrees that persons referred to as awilum had privileges

from their connections with the palace and the terﬁpies, but emphasizes that this
does not mean that an awilum can be defined as belonging exclusively to a palace or.

5 CAD All, 1968: 48-57.

§ ANET, 1971 [1969}: 166 n.39.
7 Kraus, 1973: 97-98.

8 Kraus, 1973: 117.
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temple elite.” Eva von Dassow suggests that awflum was a status attained from
ownership of land, in combination with duties to the palace.'® However, in her inter-
pretation, a citizen was anyone who was not a wardum, “slave”.!" She argues that
the difference between an awilum and other citizens is that the awilum had political
authority: “the awili [ ...] were the ruling class, peers of kings and sometimes kings
themselves. Hammurapi’s laws attempted to formalize this status by creating an
awilum class set apart from the general body of citizen-subjects, the muskénum™."*

~ In von Dassow’s interpretation, all citizens could participate in processes of collec-
r dlowenikin X

tive decision-making."
1t canbe argued that the-identity of Old- Babylonian citizens'is a mobt point. In

my 'view, von Dassow’s clainuthat there was a fommal elite-among the citizens; with -

a particular political influence nnt»sj:amd byall czﬂ'mns, cannof be-squared with the

claim that+all citizens could take part in eollective decision-making. This self- ~con-

tradiction is-difficult to-eseape. From later periods, no similar opposition between
the awilum and other types of citizen is discernible in the sources. However, there is
a tendency to view an awilum as a distinguished person, more than an ordinary in-
habitant or subject, in particular when he is mentioned as part of the “men of the
city”, in the sense of a decision- makmg assembly. Itis a fong held view that partici-

.. pation.in political ‘and _}udlclal agdemmblies was restiicfed to “local notables” or an™

“urban elite™'*<The pulrum; a common Alkkadian term for “assembly”, is thus not
anexample of a-popular assembly, but an elite council. If this was the case, it cannot
be claimed to have been popular power in Mesopotamian cities, unless it can be
established that the elite in their assemblies somehow had obtained a mandate from
the local community or that the masses could participate in decision-making outside
of the elite assemblies. In the following, I will present a few texts that illustrate the
problem of determining the identity of those who participated in politics, before
discussing further the definitions of citizenship in Akkadian sources.

Citizens and elders

There are several Old Babylonian texts that refer to decisions made by groups.
Whether these groups can be termed citizen assemblies.is a.difficult question. Schol-
ars are not in agleement over the interpretation of these decision-making bodies,
their composition or authority. In the following, I will present and discuss two pas-
sages from the Codex Hammurapi and one document giving the verdict from a court
ase. — Ancdls

Cada ‘Hammurapi*§23 states that in the case of robbery where 1o perpetrator
has been foundithe robbed “citizen? (awilum) shall declare himself “befereth god”

w29

? Yaron, 1988: 151-154.

**Von Dagsow, 2011: 211.

" Von Dassow, 2011: 213.

12 Von Dassow, 2011: 215.

13 Von Dassow, 2011: 217-218.

¥ E.g. Cuq, 1929: 360; Seri, 2005: 188.
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(makar ilim)yand then the-dlum u rabidnum, “city and.mayor”; shall' make good the
lost 'property. In the next passage, §24, it says that the alum u rabianum, “city and
mayor”, shall pay one mina to “his people” (ana nififu) in case the victim of the
robbery was killed."® E

In TD 232, the “city and the elders” (@lum u §ibiitum) delegate a case concerning
a disputed orchard to adjudication by the goddess Ninmar at the gate of Ninmar,
where the accused is to swear an oath.'®

These texts give tantalising glimpses into a juridical system of decision-making
groups. The identities of the different groups and their members ard difficult to gs-
tablish and:‘this problem has caused much: controversy among scholars. Arnold
Walther was convinced that in Old Babylonian texts, the §ibiitum, “elders”, equal the
pubrum, “assembly”, which equals the alum, “city”. '7 However, P. Koschaker and
A. Ungnad argue that Walther’s identification of “assembly”, “elders” and “city” is
untenable, because Old Babylonian texts frequently operate with a distinction be-
tween “city” (alum) and “elders” (Sibitum): the two terms are often paired, but they
are clearly separate. Koschaker and “Ungnad suggest that dlum and puhrum were
interchangeable terms and that the §ibéitum had some relation to the pufrum, without
being identical with it. However, they concede that the position of the pubrum is
difficult to assess.'® Andrea Seri argues that alum in Old Babylonian texts is a spe-
cific institution that constituted “influential city dwellers” similar to “the elders”.
She interprets “the city” and “the elders” as two separate institutions." Furthier, Seri
interprets the pufirum as an independent arena for negotiations involving corporate
groups such as “the elders” or “the city” when necessary.” In her interpretation, the
dlum is in opposition to the local authority of the rabianum, “the mayor”, and “el-
ders”. She suggests that “the “city” might have been instituted by the state to coun-
terbalance the role of the elders”?'

The approach:to-Aldkadian terms for decision-making groups as edtresponding
directly to institutions has been questionet. Seri’s suggestion that the alum was a
separate institution is criticised by Dominique Charpin as an unfortunate conse-
quence of a naive lexicographical approach that equals terms used in discussing

decision-making with actual institutions.*”” In his view; the dlum was not a separate.

institution, but was used-about-“‘the assembly”, “thie-elders”, and rabiarmum in vari-
ous constellations.* This seems to be a sensibleapproach. T agree with Charpm that
“the city” as a counterpart to“the elders” cannot b¢ maintained. From the texts pre-
sented above, it appears that “the city” should be regarded as a term that covers.not
one specific institution, but is-applied ina generdl sense to gatherings of decision-

'S ANET, 1971 [1969]: 167; Viel, 2005: 422-423.
1 Kohler/Ungnad, 1911: 33-34.

17 Walther, 1968 [1917]: 55.

18 i oschaker/Ungnad, 1923: 148.

12 Seri, 2005: 154-156.

0 Geri, 2005: 179-180.

M geri, 2005: 190.

2 Charpin, 2007: 169.

3 Charpin, 2007: 179.
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makers. Marten Stol suggests that rabianum and $ibiitum “the mayor and elders”
could also be called alum, the “city”2* Stol’s assessment seems to me to make good
sense of the evidence without reading too much bureaucratic intricacy into Old Bab-
ylonian nomenclature. The diverse:terms for decision-making bodies do appear to

._refer.to.the samie type of body, and not to a wide range.of differentbddies, Why “the

elders” are sometimes mentioned specifically,: Wm-‘&m had other
tasks that did not.involve “the city”. Thus, “the elders” may have been a loosely

deﬁned group of }mportant people that were among other things-involved in making
decisions together with other “citizens” in a council or assembly. Further,:“the city”
may. be interpreted as-a kind of council that reached.verdicts together with the
n w Its composition: is not clear, but it-is-unlikely that it was-a large assembly,
since it is reported to have had direct economic responsibilities to “citizens”. It
would not be far-fetched to argue that it.was-a-local council, perhaps a council of.
elders or notables. However, TD 232 shows that “the elders” were actually separate
from “the city”. As already mentioned, it would be naive to suppose that every term
used for a group of people making decisions equals a formally constituted and rec-
ognisable political institution. However, I would argue that TD 232 makes it difficult
to simply dismiss that there might have been other and more inclusive decision-
making bodies than “the elders”. It remains to be seen whether there were actual
citizen assemblies or a sense of a civic body of citizens in Near Eastern cities.

Privileges and citizens
k)

So far, Old Babylonian texts from.the Middle Bronze Age have been discussed.

. Fromi later periods, there are texts that provide more information-about the status of

“citizéns” in Babylonia. There is a 1% millenninm BEE litesary text known as Advice

. {0 &Prince that among other things gives a detailed ‘account of how-a prinee should .

~.

treat-cities under his tule. It contains warnings against royal abuse of the privileges
of Babylonian cities and théir “sons”, including Sippar, Nippur, and Babylon.” It is
stated that “if (he) {the king) imposed a‘fine or imprisonment upon a son of Sippar,
Nippur; or'Babylon, the city where that fine was imposed will bewazed to-its fourida-
tions' and a- foreigr foe will enfer the place of imprisonment. If he called up the
whole of Sippar, Nlppur and Babylon to impose forced fabour on the people afore-

~said, requiring of them serwice at'the recruiter’s cry, Mardul; sage of the gods,

deliberative prince, will- turn-his: the king’s] land over tohis'foe so'that the trgops-of
his land will do. forced labour for his foe”.?

I

M Charpin/Edzard/Stol, 2004: 676, ;

% Advice to a Prince is an Akkadian text dated to the 1* millennium; it is known from tablets
from 7" century Nineveh and Neo-Babylonian Nippur (Kuhrt, 1997 [1995]: 612). It was also
referred to in lefters (Rainer, 1982) Renjamin R. Foster suggests that it was addressed to
Merodach Baladan, an 8" century king of Babylonia (Foster, 1995: 391). Whoever the advice
was addressed to, it gives insight into the position of the cities of Babylonia in the Iron Age in
relation to foreign rulers.

% ddvice to a Prince, translation adapted from Foster, 1995: 391-392 and Lambert, 1960:

4
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A further text that mentions the privileges of the Babylonians is Z8BL878.1t is a
letter sent by the Babylonians to Ashurbanipal, in which the Babylonians appear to
be complammg that a royal official has killed a Babylonian. The Babylonians claim
that not even'a dog can be put to-death when le.has enterd'the city. All who enter
the city‘are free,””

The identity'of “thie sons of the city” is not clear fronr the Advicefto a Prince. it
appears that'the term is used inclusively, rither thaft exclusively, of all inhabitants:
This interpretation is corroborated by ABL 878, where the Babylonians refer to the
privileges of the city’s inhabitants as being extended to all who enter the city. How-
ever, ABL 878 is not very well understood, and the cause for the complaint of the
Babylonians is not altogether clear. THe“claitn that et even a dog may be harmed.
~may be dmmssoi’im‘hypmbole. However, as Mogens Trolle Larsen suggcsts, 451
878 iy be interpréted-as evidence for mh-pnaeand indication that even persons
of low status. en;qud fillleeivic rights in Babylon.” This seems a reasonable
interpretation: in my view, the use oﬁ'hyperholm JBL 878 indicates that the Bab-

ylonians considered their privileges fo-apply to-everyone; toall Babylonians * This

‘does not mean that‘everyone participated in decisiorsmaking processes. However, it

 makes it likely that the local efites wée not the-only people‘taken into consideration- *

bwheanhnhes It appears that a form of inclusive citizen status existed, that pro-
tected the inhabitants and granted them juridical rights.

The point of the Babylonian complaint to Ashurbanipal in 4BL:878 is not clear.
It evidently has something to do with jurisdiction. Amélie Kuhrt suggests that “the
point of the letter seems to be that the inhabitants of Babylon alone have the right of

initial jurisdiction over anyone within the limits of the city. No one:can be executed

_ without a-decision by the city authorities; even people claiming to-act for theé king
“have no ught to infringe the city’s rules — such behaviour would be’an offence af-
feoting the wholemrban community™,’' In my opinion, this is a good explanation for
the Babylonian complaint. It appears that the Babylonians could address the King
directly and demand that he honoured their privileges. Does this mean that the Bab-
ylonian citizens were a collective, superior in their polity? This is not evident. With

110-115. A copy of the Akkadian text with transliteration and translation can be found in
Cole, 1996: 268-274.

" 4B, 878 in Dandamayev, 1995: 24.

% Kuhrt, 1997 [1995]: 615.

* Larsen, 2000b: 125.

*® It may be argued that there is evidence supportive of inclusive citizenship in Mesopotamian
cities in the story The Poor Man of Nippur: in this story, a poor man, who is a citizen of Nip-
pur, is wronged by a mayor and takes an elaborate revenge on him (text in Foster, 1995: 357
362). Amélie Kuhrt points out that the poor man is termed a “son of city X”, which identifies

him as a member of an urban community. The Akkadian text is on a 7" century tablet (Kuhrt, -

1997 [1995]: 612). However, it shoul@,he kept in rhind that the textis:a literary cgmposition.
The date'of its composition and its direct releyance to the Neo-Assyrian letters discussed here
.may be qnesmﬂed The story can nevertheless be taken as evidence that being a “son of the
city” or a citizen did not necessarily imply elite status.

3! Kuhet, 1997 [1995): 615.
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Kuhit’s assertion that the city authorll[cs were superior to the king, we are no closer

‘to determining the nature of the “city authorities” or what is implied by “the whole

urban community”. As will be seen in the following, there is evidence that there
were status differences in Babylonian cities in the Neo-Assyrian period that speak
against an interpretation of a general application of p?ivileges to all inhabitants of
the cities.

In several texts, there is reference-to-a group: calledmdr bani, often translated as

“citizens”. The city-privileges, kidinniitu, are held to be rescrved for mar bani by
some scholars. Who were the mar bani? The term is difficult to interpret and is
disputed-ameng scholars because it is apparently used of a wide range of\peaple,
from high officials to manumitted.slaves. ‘According to the Chicago Assyrian Dic-
tionary, the Akkadian term mdr bani is used of free persons or citizens. It is used as
a term'to distinguish a free person from a slave. Further, the CAD states that it is
used in texts from the 1** millennium in the sense of “nobleman”.* Scholars have
interpreted the mdr bani as a form of aristocracy,” as members of the upper class
working within the greater organisation of temples,> as well as a citizen body
including rich and poor urban property owners.”” The translations “full citizen” or
“citizen with full citizen rights” are also used.’® Thus, the range of the term mdr banf
is disputed, as is the identity of the people called mdar bani. It is important to define
who belonged to this category in order to understand the organisation of Babylonian
cities in the Neo-Assyrian period. If the mar bani formed an aristocracy, the urban
autonomy of ancient urban centres in Babylonia would not concern very many of the
city-dwellers. This discussion is related to the definition of awilum in Old Babylo-
nian, as referred to above, Whowere'the citizens of Mesopotamian cities?:

In’Amélie Kuhrt’s intérpretation, the mdr banf was an elite that controlled civic
and cultic functions in Babylonian cities.”” Similarly, Grant Frame suggests that
participation in the assemblies of Babylonian cities was limited to “full citizens”,
emphasising however, that it is uncertain who was eligible to take part in the assem-
bly and that the term mar banf is incompletely understood.”® Dandamayev has used
prosopographical data from records were the mdr bani are mentioned, in order to
“determine their social standing, occupational and financial positions™. He finds that
there were “artisans, bakers, brewers, butchers, tenants of temple and privately-
owned fields” among them.” Therefore, he suggests that the term mdr bani covers
free-Born property owners in the cities, both poor and wealthy, and that the people of
mdr bani status were a privileged group of citizens, not nobles." M. Jursa is dubious

2 GAD M,;1977: 256-257.

3% Kuhrt, 1997 [1995]: 618.

3 Renger, 1971: 498-499;

¥ Dandamayev, 1981: 47-48.

36 Frame, 1992: 231.

7 Kuhrt, 1997 [1995): 618-619.

* Frame, 1992: 231.

% Dandamayev, 1981: 47.

% Dandamayev, 1981: 48. In a later article, Dandamayev points out that mar banf in the sense
of nobleman is attested from the Persian period, but only from the Behistun inscription of

.
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of Dandamayev’s argument that mar banf formed a separate class of citizens with
seats in the assembly or other collective decision-making bodies. He points out that
the existence of a citizen class is difficult to argué, since there cannot be said to be a
difference in privileges of the mar bant compared to those of other free men in Bab-
ylonia.*! Instead of a citizen class, Jursa argues that the propertied urban elite, in
particular the priests, were members of the city-councils and assemblies. These insti-
_ tutions, argues Jursa, consisted of elders, notables, temple officials, as well as secu-
lar members of society that together formed an ohgarchy

As mentioned above, in Kuhrt’s analysis, the term mar banf refers to a jroad
elite within the urban population, a form of aristocracy, rather than an inclusive
collective of citizens. If “son-of the city” and mar bani are used synomymously, as

they do appear to bg in the 1% millennium, reference to Babylonians is not to “the-

people”; but a limited group of high status. However, this-interpretation may be toc

7« namow. [ my opinion, the ddvice fo a Prince t8fers to “sons of GN"in what ap-

pears as & general senge, as the inhabitants of Babylonian cities. Also, the letter of
complaint to Ashurbanipal, ABL &78 discussed above, insists that everyone is pro-
tected by the city’s privileges. Therefore, I am inclined to support Dandamayev’s
interpretation of mdr banf as a genéral term for “free property owner”. If this is
correct, the evidence indicates that the privileges of “the sons of the city” imply a
more inclusive reference to Babylonians in the sense of the inhabitants or urban

residents of Babylon. The existence of a “citizen class™ is doubtful, however. Alt-

hough the mar bani are mentioned as a group of people, they do not appear as a

distinct class, since people of widely:different socio-economic status’ ‘were included. -

The conflation of specific and general use of what appears as terms for citizens is a
serious difficulty for our understanding of the nature of Babylonian urban govern-
ment in the Iron Age. It appears that the group of people taking part in assemblies
and councils were urban property owners that belonged to a socio-economic elite
connected to the temples, but not exclusively so. In the following, evidence for more
inclusive uses of terms for citizens will be discussed.

The sons of the city

In ND 2632, a letter sent by two Assyrian officials to Tiglath-Pileser III, they relate
that they stood outside the Marduk Gate of Babylon to talk to “the man of Babylon™
and a Chaldean. “The'sons of the city of Babylon” stood together with “theaéh.of
Babylon” and'the Chaldean before the*gate. The two Assyrlan ofificials tried to bring
“the sons of the city-of Babylon” over to their side and make them abandon the

Chaldean. ‘They argued that the Babylonian kidinnitz were firmly established: How-

Dareios I and other Persian inscriptions as an Akkadian translation of an Old Persian term
(Dandamayev, 1Y95: 26). He rejects the meaning “nobleman” as based on a false interpreta-
tion of the Old Persian term amdta, a hapax legomenon translated with Akkadian mér bani
(ibid. 27).

1 Jursa, 2011: 57-58.

2 Jursa, 2011: 58.
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ever, “the sons.of the city-of Babylon” would not discuss ﬂlﬁmuerwnh them. “The
Five” and “the Ten” werepresent; but wotld'not come ot

Mogens Trolle Larsen-intetprets the situation in‘ND 2632 as one Where mermbers.

of the council of elders in Babylon come out of the gate to pariay “wifth the- »Assyri-
.ans, in the presence of representatives of a Chaldean king. In his interpretation, “this
was a noxmal procedure used by the Assyrians in theit diplomatic’ contacts with
rebels: much easier to persuade them than to have to call in the army”. He argues
that the situatibn “surely indicates that the citizens of a city such as Babylon had
civic institutions by way of which they could undertake negotiations and in other
manners represent the interests of the commiunity i.e. an assembly which could even
function to some extent independently of the local king”.. This-institution, Larsen

. argues, was. the pubrum, or “‘assembly”, atteste;d from"several Mesopotafian cities.

He ‘assumes that the pufrum consisted of the eldérs of the community.«Although
there may have been a popular assembly, as well, he maintains that “we have noreal
. “knowledge of how such an institution-might have fihctioned”. “ 1 agree that a popu-
lar “assembly is difficult to argue from the mention of “the Babylonians” making
decisions. Probably some limited body was involved in the decision-making pro-
cesses or negotiations with the Assyrians. At least, the situation déscribed in ND
2632 makes it probable that a limited body undertook negotiations on the part of the
Babylonians. If this,is correct; what were the mlauons between this limited body and

. » the'rest of the urban population?

GO_]kO Barjamovic, admitting that the identity of the people the Assynans try to
convince in ND 2632 is not clear, points out that there is an emphasis on the im-
poﬂance for the Assyrians of convincing the Babylonians. % In his interpretation, the
term Babylonians, “sons of the city of Babylon”, when used in technical contexts
such as negotiating peace or apprehending criminals, refers to “an institution [origi-
nal emphasis] that holds authority on behalf of the community and bears its name”.
Barjamovic finds it improbable that “a community of thousands™ could “issue a
common declaration”.* He suggests that the Babylonian city-states were organised
with a-“distinction between a (relatively small?) number of old families, allowed by
tradltion and accumulated wealth (and.a surplus of ﬁme) to hold.the main secular
and relxgmus posmons in the city; and a larger segment of the population who-had

less extensive rights-and obligations toward the cammunity, but-who also had some .

political influence’, He argues that it is likely that “the city” (dlum) and “the assem-
bly” ( pubrum) were “interchangeable terms”. In his interpretation, there was a “lack
of distinction between the community and its ruling institution (“the citizens”)”."’
Barjamovic seems to imply that there were two groups of citizens in Babylonia,
‘one small group that consisted of the rich and constituted “the citizens”, “city” or
“assembly” in formal contexts, and a larger group of citizens that was not directly

I Text in Larsen, 20000: 125; Cf. Van De Mieroop, 1999 [1997]: 137.
* Larsen, 2000b: 125.

% Barjamovic, 2004: 60.

%6 Barjamovic, 2004: 56.

47 Barjamovic, 2004: 58.




R

~ king received truthful reports-about the #etit

428 . The World of Politics: ‘Democracy’, Citizens, and ‘Polis’

part of the civic institution that reached decisions. Thus, in the analysis of Barjamo-
vic, Babylonian cities had an elite that held positions in the civic and temple institu-
tions, whereas the less wealthy had limited access to institutions of power in the
cities, but still had some political influence. However, this influence is not well de-
fined in Barjamovic’s reconstruction.

A further text may add to the picture of popular participation in decision-making
in the oities. In 4BL 340, there is a report to king Esarhaddon from a certain Mar-
Issa, who amongst other news forewarns the king that he may receive false reports’

from the $ékin témi, “the commandant”, of Babylon that the “the sons of Babylon” o
(DUMU.MES KA.DINGIR.RA KI) have thrown\Jumps of clayzat him. The Babylo- '

nians had protested against taxes laid on them, because they were destitute, and “the
commandant” has falsely accused some of them of throwing lumps of clay at his
messengers, thereafier imprisoning some Babylonians. A judge in Babylon is de-
tained Bin house-arrest, and it is rumoured that he had incited the protests against the
taxes.” :
The text ABL 340 indicates thawsome officials were conaemnedhat the Assyrian
ris-about ns undertakerni-by: “thasons of the eity”
and how they felt about the policies of fing, It appears that the raising of taxes is
considered ‘unlawful inthe-present situation in Babylon and-that the commandané-
has transgressed:against the Babyloniags. It is of interest that “the sons of Babylon™
are reported to have pelted the messengers of the commandant with lumps of clay.
The situation can be interpreted as one of popular-protesty Barjamovic suggests that
the text indicates some sort of public announcement of the planned gathering of
taxes and a corresponding negative publie reactions’” Kuhrt takes the episode as

ler

. indicative of popular resentment of Assyrian rule.® I agree with these assessments.

In my opinion, the repon-hdmmﬁnwwé@m,wemrmade known
to-crowds in the cities, who could react violently and protest against unwanted poli-
oies. Further, a judge is accused of inciting revolt, indicating that “the commandant”

- thought it plausible that local figures of authority could incite the people to protest

against the king’s decrees. The-concerned official who writes to the king apparently
hopes that the king - will not punish the Babylonians; beeause they are inndcent 6F the
throwing of lumps: of clays They are reported to have protested against the taxes,
however, and this seems to B&‘b@hsidered-a.-legiﬁmafe:xeaetiou'by=the writer of the
letter. The open and public announcement of royal derees and the risk of public
reactions can also be seen in ND 2632, where it appears that negotiations between
“the sons of the city” and the Assyrians took place openly, by the city-gates. This
indicates that the Babylonians as a collective were onlookers to the negotiations led
by “the sons of the city”. In ABL 340, “the sons of Babylon” are accused of throwing
lumps of clay at the messengers of “the commandant” of Babylon and “the comman-
dant” himself, indicating that decrees were made known to crowds and that the peo- -
ple could protest in public. This-indicates that the. majority of citizens, although not

*® ABL 340 = SAA 10, 348 in Parpola, 1993: 283284,
“ Bajamovic, 2004: 66.
% Kuhrt, 1997 [1995]; 586-587.
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included in~Qgcisionﬁmtﬁngmw,rwm'nut-passiw-‘suhjects.. Their relation to
the decision-making elite is not clear, but it appears that some form of popular man-
date was required, since the masses could revolt against unpopular measures.

Conclusions

The nature of citizenship in Mesopotamian cities is incompletely understood, in
particular regat'*ding the political participation. of the citizens. It seems likely thet
both thé Old Babylonian andNeo-Babylonian citizens had obligations toshe ‘state
and-gennections to the temple and palace- organisations in some way. However, it

- does not appear that citizenshipwasevery exclisive. It is necessary to extract from

the context of the usage 'of terms whether a specific or general meaning of citizen is
implied, i.e. whether it is a case of a member of the elite, or the inhabitants are
meant in more general terms. There are a few examples of the general populace
being politically active, through their intervention at public announcements and as
onlookers to decision-making processes. This is a far cry from the sovereign demos
of Athens. However, it appears that there were forms of popular powee:in Mesopota-

-mian.eities! They are difficult fo grasp because of our incomplete knowledge of

decision-making processes and the identity of those involved. The identity of the
citizens has to be decided in each particular case, from an analysis of the situation
described in the sources.
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