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Are Perceptions of the Cosmos Culturally Conditioned?
The aim of this essay is to assess whether Babylonian cosmology was culturally conditioned or was divined from the universe itself. To make this assessment this essay will use Terry Eagleton’s definition of culture. His definition of culture can be used as an indicator of what a society is, what it used to be and what it will be.[footnoteRef:1] This definition describes culture as a sense of self that a society and an individual create from their surroundings and daily life. This essay will also use a definition of culture from Norris Hetherington which describes it as the study of the origins, organisation and laws of the universe.[footnoteRef:2] Hetherington has also said that this study of the heavens was useful to help understand the culture of a society and what humans in that society could be capable of. Through combining these two definitions and using them to understand different parts of Babylonia society an awareness of the time can be created. This will then encapsulate what was important to the culture of the time and how they used their cosmology in their daily lives. Having this understanding will be especially important when considering how the two ideas interact with each other and when attempting to identify if the Babylonia cosmology was culturally perceived or not. Using primarily the Enuma Elish, a tablet created approximately 200 years into the creation of Babylon which details their cosmological beliefs, and by using Hammurabi's Code of Law, the role of the cosmos on the lives of the Babylonians will be assessed. The Enuma Elish details the Babylonian creation story as well as the roles the stars and planets play in their lives and it is essential to understand the Babylonian response to the cosmos and how they recognized their own presence in the universe. This tablet will also be examined to find the reason for its creation and whether there was a political basis for this Babylonian cosmology, and if it was culturally conditioned, or if it was informed by an essential reality gained from the heavens. The importance of this tablet in understanding the cosmology of Babylon when considered with the Hammurabi's Code of Laws will lead the discussion on whether cosmology can be a universally perceived belief or something that is created for political and cultural reasons.  [1:  Terry Eagleton, ‘Versions of culture.’ The Idea of Culture (New Jersey: Blackwell, 2000), p. 31]  [2:  Norriss D. Hetherington, The Encyclopaedia of Cosmology: Historical, Philosophical and Scientific Foundations of Modern Cosmology (Routledge: New York, 1993), p. 116] 

A Definition of Culture 
What defines a culture is a difficult concept to understand, especially in a culture as old as the Babylonians. Terry Eagleton presented culture as an intrinsic sense of self, created by your circumstances, likes and beliefs. He presented it as ‘what comes naturally, bred in the bone rather than conceived in the brain’. [footnoteRef:3] Using this definition, it can be seen how a large part of the Babylonian culture was adapted from their Sumerian predecessors. The Mesopotamian region, where Babylon was founded, was previously inhabited by Sumerians but, as discovered by archaeologists such as Robert Koldewey and A. Leo Oppenheim, the arrival of the Amorites began the creation of a new empire, Babylon.[footnoteRef:4] The city began around 1894 BC, but it was not fully established as a flourishing empire until the rule of Hammurabi which began in 1792 BC. This change to a Babylonian rule, as discussed by Oppenheim, united a lot of tribes and cities of the Mesopotamian region and brought together a lot of cultures which interacted and immersed with one another.[footnoteRef:5] Babylon kept many things from the Sumerians, predominately their use of writing, which was thought by Oppenheim to be an extremely important part of Babylonian life and was taught from a very young age.[footnoteRef:6] This was also seen through its impact on their culture and their medical, astronomical and mathematical advances, which surpassed those that had come before it. Using Eagleton’s definition of culture assists in characterising the culture of Babylon through its connections to Sumerian and Mesopotamian cultures as well as the introduction of its newly established empire and the affect this had on its people. One tablet that has survived since the fall of Babylon was Hammurabi's Code of Law, which is an important document to help investigate Babylonian life and how they interacted in their society.[footnoteRef:7] This tablet is a detailed list of the laws that the ruler Hammurabi put into effect and details some of the punishments that would be endured if laws were broken. These laws included things such as  [3:  Eagleton, ‘Versions of Culture’, p. 28]  [4:  Leo Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia: Portrait of a Dead Civilization (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977), p. 290]  [5:  Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia, p. 290]  [6:  Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia, p. 287]  [7:  Hammurabi’s Code of Laws, trans. by L.W. King] 

Ex. Law #196: If a man destroy the eye of another man, they shall destroy his eye. If one break a man's bone, they shall break his bone. If one destroy the eye of a freeman or break the bone of a freeman he shall pay one gold mina. If one destroy the eye of a man's slave or break a bone of a man's slave he shall pay one-half his price.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Hammurabi’s Code of Laws, trans. by L.W. King] 

Krupp had noted that these laws show a deeper understanding of human nature and the responsibility held by humans in a society than was previously known until this point. Krupp also noted the religious connotations of these laws as ‘through law the sun’s order was transferred to earth’.[footnoteRef:9] Although the Babylonian empire was greatly influenced by the cultures from which it was created there was an adaptation to the new development of their cities and laws which changed their culture to one with more structure in their laws and an easier way of communicating and developing in many areas.  [9:  Edwin Krupp, Echoes of the ancient skies: The astronomy of lost civilizations (USA: Courier Corporation, 2003), p.65] 

Babylonian Cosmology
The cosmology of a culture as ancient as the Babylonians is difficult to understand fully due to the amount of information lost through the passing of time. Hetherington said cosmology was a way to respond and understand humanity’s place in the universe and was a view that most of the culture would agree upon.[footnoteRef:10] For the Babylonians, this would have been, like their culture, something that had stemmed from Sumerian cosmologies that came before. Assyriologist Alexander Heidel supports the argument of the Sumerian influence on their cosmology, particularly because of the use of Sumerian names and titles used in ancient Babylonian cosmological texts.[footnoteRef:11] However, the Babylonians had many more astronomical advances that also influenced their cosmology past its historical influences. Helge Kragh stated that one important revelation was the movement of the heavens, which they were able to track, and the impact this had on their creation story as well as the different types of omens (which will be discussed further in the essay) that could be interpreted from the stars. Kragh does emphasize that ‘their mathematical astronomy had almost no impact at all on their cosmology’. This seems contradictory to other cosmologies, which appear to intertwine fully with the culture’s astronomy, but the Babylonians seemed to separate cosmology into much more of its own science. This was also seen by Hetherington who similarly saw cosmology as its own branch of astronomy. [footnoteRef:12] However, the movements of the heavens was still an important aspect for Babylonians in understanding their world through the stars. The Babylonians held a belief in cosmic design; that events in the universe were reflected on Earth. It was a way for them to respond to their place in the universe and to help make sense of the things around them. This was seen in the Enuma Elish tablets that detailed the creation and movements of the universe and showed how that affected the day to day events of the Babylonians. This Babylonian perception of the universe, which we can interpret mostly from the Enuma Elish tablets, shows the people, especially priests, as having some influence over their own interpretation of the cosmos. [10:  Hetherington, Cosmology (1993), p. 110]  [11:  Alexander Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis: The story of the creation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), p.12]  [12: Helge S. Kragh, Conceptions of Cosmos: From Myths to the Accelerating Universe: a History of Cosmology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p.9; Hetherington, Cosmology (1993), p. 110] 



[bookmark: _GoBack]The Enuma Elish and its relationship to Babylonian Culture 
The Enuma Elish is thought by many historians to be the most important cosmological text found from the Babylonian culture. The text that has been found contains seven tablets, mostly intact, that describe the creation story of Babylon and its pantheon. The creation of their universe began in a sea of water in which two gods developed out of.[footnoteRef:13] These gods had many children, one of them being the young god Marduk, who then fought against their parents with Marduk ending up as the victor. Marduk then splits the remaining gods amongst the heavens and the earth and created a pantheon with himself as the leader. Marduk has been known by some historians as a representation of Babylon itself. Heidel has said that the  [13:  The Enuma Elish trans. by W. G Lambert (Judaica: Brill Academic Publishers, 2007)] 

 	Enuma Elish is first and foremost a literary monument in honor of Marduk as the champion of the gods and creator of heaven and earth. Its prime object is to offer cosmological reasons for Marduk’s advancement from the position as chief god of Babylon to that of head of the entire Babylonian pantheon.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis, p. 11] 

This places a question over the reason for the creation of the Enuma Elish to begin with. Some view cosmology as a universal truth that was ascertained from the stars, whilst others view it as a culturally generated view of the universe that informs how people think and engage in their culture. Whilst the Enuma Elish may at first seem to be a creation tale as told by the universe, when looking at the cultural landscape around its creation it can seem that the tablets were created for other purposes, as Heidel explains ‘our epic is thus not only a religious treatse[sic] but also a political one’.[footnoteRef:15] The importance of the Enuma Elish in Babylonian culture may not just be for the cosmological origin story it shares, Heidel has explained that the creation of Marduk as an all-powerful force that overcame other gods and created a peaceful and perfect pantheon is a reflection of Babylon and an ode to the importance of Babylon empire in the Mesopotamian region and how it will overcome all its enemies. This showcases the basis of their cosmological belief potentially being created for political means rather than be conceived purely from heavens. [15:  Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis, p. 11] 

Cuneiformist Campbell Thompson translated that the Enuma Elish also spoke of ways to read the heavens for omens sent from the gods.[footnoteRef:16] These omens were very important to Babylon society and Francesca Rochberg has stated their formulaic similarity to the Hammurabi Laws although these omens were considered ‘divine verdicts’ rather than being created by human hand.[footnoteRef:17] These omens ‘related the individual to the divine cosmos’ in ways that the laws did not, they could give portends for things such as the moles on one’s body, and childbirth.[footnoteRef:18] These omens were the result of cosmic design, a message from the heavens that was powerful and could not be changed. An essential truth from the universe. But, as Rochberg explains there were multitudes of rituals or sacrifices that could be made in order to change or reverse an omen.[footnoteRef:19] It could then be argued that these omens were not an essential truth from the universe but something that could be interpreted and affected by the culture of the time, which Rochberg confirms in her interpretation of these omens[footnoteRef:20]. The Enuma Elish is the foundation for the cosmology of Babylon but even the omens from the gods, which were written in the heavens, could be shaped and changed. This detracts from the idea of an essential truth that exists in the Enuma Elish as it cannot be seen as all infallible. The Babylonians could be given the opportunity to re-write their destiny and change their omens, they could go against what was written in the heavens and show that the cosmos was not all-knowing. [16:  Reginald Campbell Thompson, Late Babylonian letters: transliterations and translations of a series of letters written in Babylonian cuneiform, chiefly during the reigns of Nabonidus, Cyrus, Cambyses, and Darius (London: Luzac and Company, 1906) p. 23]  [17:  Francesca Rochberg, The Heavenly Writing: Divination, Horoscopy, and Astronomy in Mesopotamian Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p.53]  [18:  Rochberg, The Heavenly Writing, p. 164]  [19:  Rochberg, The Heavenly Writing, p. 50]  [20:  Rochberg, The Heavenly Writing, p. 202] 

Cultural Behaviours vs Essential Realities 
The belief of an essential reality that exists within the universe stems from the idea that contained in the heavens are universal truths that can always be interpreted in the same way. A culture’s cosmology is created from these essential truths which will then shape their culture to align with these understandings. In this way, the universe can be seen as an entity that helps create the cultures within it. Each culture across the Earth would then contain some of these essential realities and would have similar understandings of the universe. This can be seen, as Hetherington has written about, in the understanding of the Earth’s place in the universe, as well as the meanings of the planets and their effects on daily life. For example, Hetherington has written about how Venus is seen in many different cultures as a feminine planet that influences love and relationships.[footnoteRef:21] Nancy Abrams has described how the universe contains enlightenment and this is what humans need to fully understand to develop their societies to their full potential. This supports the idea of cultures receiving an essential reality from the universe which has not come from any human beliefs but will be the influence to their cosmologies.[footnoteRef:22] Phillipe Descola has set these two views under two types of anthropologists, the first being evolutionary anthologists who [21:  Hetherington, Cosmology, p 116]  [22:  Nancy Ellen Abrams and Joel R. Primack, ‘Cosmology and 21st-century culture.’ Science 293:5536 (2001), p. 1769] 

would hold that as a common universal bases there are cognitive and behavioral universals for humans to manufacture cosmologies as an overarching system to give meaning to human existence within the grander world and universe[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Philippe Descola, Nature and Society: Anthropological Perspectives, ed. by G Palsson (London: Routledge 1982), p. 1966] 

The idea of universal truths is held by those who follow this principle and believe these ideas are all presented to humans from the heavens for them to interpret. The Enuma Elish and Babylonian cosmology may fit into this school of thought. Their cosmology was similar to what was believed by Sumerians, and their creation story is similar to those created in other religions such as Greek and it can be argued that some aspects contain no identifiable written humans origins. With no clear source to their beginnings, these aspects could be thought to be an unchanging truth present in the universe.
The opposite of this idea is that cosmologies are created under the influence of their culture. This can be seen with Descola’s second interpretation;
 anthropological particularists and relativists would hold that different types of societies construct different cosmologies and possibly for different purposes, and that cosmologies need not be coherent nor standard even within a society itself.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Descola Nature and Society, p. 1966] 

Although from what sources we have gathered from Babylon it does appear there was a standard cosmology within the society this definition is still relevant in the idea that cosmology can be constructed by a society and is not universal between different communities. Richard Gombrich also explained how there was no universal truth to cosmologies, and this similarity in beliefs across cultures was greatly influenced by things such as trade which brought new ideas to a society which they would then adapt into their own cosmologies.[footnoteRef:25] The reason for the connection between the cosmologies of different cultures, as Gombrich argues, is because of the spread of beliefs though trade, and the adaption of these ideas into existing cultures. The importance of trade in this region, as noted by Gombrich, supports this idea as exchange of ideas would be very prevalent due to the multitude of roaming people. They would be bringing different cosmologies into the city, as well as taking the Babylonian cosmology to other places. Babylon may have created it’s cosmology from its predecessors but potentially also from its neighbours. This influence may have impacted the beliefs contained in the cosmology but there was also a questions of how and why it was initially created. In the case of Babylon, the creation of the Enuma Elish can be seen to have a lot of political motivations, the tablets were often used in ceremonies throughout the city, and as Heidel explains some of the reason behind this is ‘the desire, on the part of Babylonian priests, … to sing the praises of Babylon the city of Marduk and to strengthen her claim to supremacy over all the cities of the land.’[footnoteRef:26] This is further supported by Freya Matthews who states that [25:  Richard F. Gombrich, Ancient Indian Cosmology (UK: George Allen et Unwin, 1975), p. 118]  [26:  Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis, p.11] 

cosmologies are not of course pulled out of the air to suit the convenience of the communities to which they are attached. They are conditioned by many and various historical, environmental, technological, psychological and social factors.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Freya Mathews, The Ecological Self (Savage, MD: Barnes and Noble, 1991), p. 109] 

Matthews has stated the importance of outside factors which a culture has created its cosmology from. Similar to Descola and Gombrich this view of cosmology fits the Babylonian experience when the contextual information surrounding the creation of the Enuma Elish is considered. This context cannot be ignored when questioned whether the cosmology was something created from the heavens as it gives meanings to the messages of the tablet and the importance of this message of strength and development to the continuation of the Babylonian empire. 
Conclusion
From the above evidence, Babylonian perception of the cosmos were culturally conditioned, it was influenced from a number of sources such as the Sumerian culture that came before it, the astronomical advancements made during its time, the trade relationships created during the empire, and the politics of the time. These all had a large impact on the creation of the cosmology of Babylon and also the beliefs and ideas held within it. Because the large amount of factors that can be said to have created the cosmology of Babylon it can be seen as a culturally perceived idea. There did not seem to be an essential reality that was interpreted from the heavens. The ability of the Babylonians to perform rituals to change the omens they had read from the heavens also shows the lack of a definitive truth present within the universe. The cosmology of the Babylonians was primarily presented through the Enuma Elish and these tablets were frequently used in practice of this cosmology. While the tables themselves may be perceived as containing universal truths that have been divined from the stars, and that can deeply affect the lives of all citizens of Babylon, they cannot be considered without the context that surround them. Without this context of its creation as well as an individual’s ability to change what was written in the heavens by performing rituals to reverse bad omens, the Enuma Elish may be seen to contain only essential realities from the cosmos. These factors however, showcase how the culture of the time was, in large part, responsible for its creations, its ideas, and its practice. The cosmology was able to influence the culture of Babylon but it is not a separate entity, they are connected in their creation and affect the lives of Babylonians in similar ways. The ability of the Babylonians to observe the universe and attempt to find meaning within it has shaped the creation of the culture and their cosmology, without seeming to find universals truths present without their observation. The observation of the universe is what gives the universe meaning, there is nothing that is inherit to it, and all understandings gained from it are a subject of interpretation of human’s cosmological search for meaning. 
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