On the sumerian disputation between the hoe and the plough!
H. Vanstiphout - Groningen

[The article deals with the famous Sumerian disputation poem in an attempt to elucidate its contents and literary
structure. This consists of three independent speeches that are analysed in their individual elements, thus making plain
the definitive progression in the evolution of the subject matter. The progression is reached by means of a dialectical
affording of arguments and counter-arguments that each part puts forward to assess its preeminence. The fine and subtle
intrincasies of this masterly rhetorical piece are made clear, ending with a hint at the vexed problem of its origin and
function.)

1. The Sumerian debate poem e®®al-e, composed without much doubt during the early old Babylonian
period in Southern Mesopotamia (Nippur?), can be reconstructed almost completely [rom published
fragments and texts. The present paper, although necessarily provisional in absence of a complete and
scholarly edition, aims at a {irst analysis of the poem as a debaltel,

[. This article, based upon a paper read at the /983 Rencomre Assyrivlogique Imternationale in Leyden, is dedicated to Prof. Em.
Dr, I. Vanderheyden of the Catholic University of Louvain in gratitude for his unforgetiable lectures on the best dispute of them all.
His inspiring identification with Owl, Nightingale and Nicholas of Guildford is still now, after more than twenty vears, one of the
main reasons for my interest in this kind of text,

2. The published text material is: OFCT V 34(1-198), VET 6/1 42 (i; 4658, ii: 169-179), UET 6/1 43 (obv. 81-98; rev. 99-116),
STHC 117 = CBS6T75(11-33)L ISET 281 = Ni 9980 (obv. 14-31: rev. 36-45} STVC 108 = CBS 7782 (i 25-29; iv: 175-180), STVC
128 = CBS 7820 (i: 47-53; iv: 158-166), ISET 2 89 = Ni 966 l{obv, 54-64; rev. 147-154), STVC 119 = CBS 13879 (ii: 82-93; iii:
P28-139), /8ET 1 163 = Nid536(obv. 95-99; rev. 140-146), BE 31 50 = Ni 2400 (oby. 100-115; rev. [24-139; edge: 147), SRT 26 =
Ni 2346 (ii: 104-115; iv: 158-168), SLFN 49 = IN-T 902,98 + 904,179 + 905,192 (1-4 ... 13-27; join by author), SLFN 48 = 3IN-T
903,129 + 903,135 + 904,166 + 905,182 (obv. 56-79; rev. B0-102), SLFN 47 = 3 N-T 916,320 (56-63), SLFV 49 = I N-T
200, 166-77), SLFN 51 = 3N-T 902,60 + 917,375 (obv. 77-88: rev. 89-99; join by author), SLFN 47 = I N-T 908,314 (102-105),
SLFN 49 = 3 N-T 905,214 {obv. 108-114; rev. 128-129), SLFN 50 = 3 N-T 903,123 (obv. 109-116; rev. 143-146), SLFN 50 = IN-T
916,346 (i: 109-121; if: 166-173 [sic!tl, SLFN 51 = 3 N-T 905,208 (swilch sides! obyv. 122-131; rev. 140-148), SLFN 47 = 3 N.T
904,142 (148-151), SLFN 48 = IN-T 905,204 (155-162), SLFN 50 = IN-T 916,348 (obv, 168-178; rev. I87-194), SLFN 49 = IN-T
901,43 {obv. 170-176; rev. 177-181). Sketches of the conienls of the composition are found in the UET 6/1 volume, Introduction,
pp.6-7, and in the OECT V volume, Genera! Diseription, p.10. Further information can be gathered from J.J.A. van Dijk, La sagesse
sumdro-accadienne (Leiden 1953), passim and p.41, or from E.I. Gordon, “A New Look al the Wisdom of Sumer and Akkad™, 8/0r
17(19600122-152, esp. pp.145-146. Partial translations are found in: S.N. Kramer, “Sumerian Literature and the History of
Technology™, in Anon., fthaca: Actes du Xz congrés international d'histoire des sciences {Paris 1964), pp.377-380, and S.N. Kramer,
Sumerian Culture and Society (Menlo Park, CA 1975), pp.14-16. M. Civil’s dissertation for the “Doctorat de Jéme cyele”, Le débar
sumrien entre la howe ef Paraire (1365), was inaccessible to me. A complete and scholarly edition of the compasition by M. Civil is
imminent.
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2. The overall structure of the text is relatively simple and straightforward:

i Introducion (11. 1-6)

ii Debate (11. 9-180)

a. The Hoe: Challenge (11. 9-19)
b. The Plough: reply (11, 21-65)
¢. The Hee: final argument {11, 67-180}

iii Conclusion (L1, 182-198)

a. Evidence: both contestants are equally worthy () (1. 182-187)
b. Enlil's verdict (11, 189-198)

The peculiar features of this text are obvious. The introduction is not the usual mytho-historical setting?;
instead, it is a kind of hymn - addressing the hoe only, and stressing its poverty®. This introduction may
perhaps be taken to indicate that the outcome of the debate is not much in doubt. The hody of the debate itsetl
shows this quantitatively. The {short) opening challenge by the hoe is followed by a much longer counter-
argument - but this is more than tripled by the final argument. So the hoe not only gets two speeches against
the single speech by the plough; in all it gets ab. 120 lines to the plough’s paltry 40. One may well think that
the plough does not really gets its day in court during this lop-sided debate. Finally, the concfusion is rather
strange as well: although the hoe predictably carries the debate, evidence is adduced that both contestants are
equally worthy.

3. Analyzing the three speeches, we find that they are independent units showing different features,
although, as will be seen, there are links, cross-references, etc. and there is a definite progression in the
evolution of argument.

3.1. The hoe's first speech consists of a challenge contained in a couplet opening and closing (I1. 9-10 =
1. 18-19) a series of negatives (you cannot ...).

The couplet reads:

“Plough, you trace furrows - what is your furrow-tracing to me?”

“Plough, you cut furrows - what is you furrow-cutting to me?"?

The inference is of course that this furrowing by no means surpasses the hoe's building activities. But
here already the hoe shows its craftiness or perhaps cunning in debate, for the verbs used by the hoe contain a
subtie and learned pun. The verb GID, is the normal verb used for the drawing of a furrow, but it is also the
equivalent of Akkadian araku (“to be long™), and the literary reference may well be to expressions not unlike
the famous lines in the alogue of Pessimisin:

3. See e.g. van Dijk. op. ¢ir. p. 39

4. See line 1-2 (sources: OECT V 34 and SLFN 49 = 3 N-T 902,98 +)

edgl-g Hil-e ®al-e sa ld-e

e fRagal-e 70 Fma-[nu-e??]

“0 hoe, 0 hoe. o hoe, tied with string;”

“hoe (madelo! poplar. with a tooth of ash?:”
which shows a texture constructed upon the phonemes /a/+ /1/ combined with /a/+ /s/ or /s/ + {a/. and also bears some
resemblance to the incipit of the Ox Drivers song (see M. Civil, “The Song of the Plowing Oxen™. in B, Eichler ¢t af., eds.. Kramer
Amtiversary Yolume INeukirchen 1976, pp. 83-23).

See also our line 3 (only source: DECTV 34}

Egal-e dumu-ukdr-ra §1i-l1ig-[ni’g-d:ira?....]

“Hoe, child of the poor man, (his/its?) foinclosh?..."

5. Sources: QFCT V 34 single source for {1, 9-10), SLEN 49 = IN-T Y0298+ STVC 11T = CBS 6775, ISET2 81 = Ni 9980
{onky traces)

apin i-gid-dé-en gid-da-zu nam-mu

i-lagab-bé-en lagab-bua-7u nam-mu
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“Who is so tall as to ascend to the heavens?”

“Whao is 50 broad as to compass the underworld?”

Thus the seemingly innocuous technical reference 1o the plough's traditional activity becomes a hidden
taunt at its pretended stature. That this is at least a possible double eniendre is borne out by the second verb:
LAGAB is used in its meaning al Lirae hence Larasu. But in the lexical lists the very next Akkadian term is
kubbutn Uheavy, thick. honoured™. Thus the lines may well be intended as:

“Plough. you are long (tall?) - what is yvour length {tallness?) to me?”

“Plough, you are ponderous (7} - whal is vour preponderance (7) to me?™

And s0 the tone is already set for the whole further proceedings. The list of negatives, besides producing
a closely-knit and poetically well-arranged stanza. is also a very clever ploy, designed to lead the plough into
considerable difficulty. The text has:

“You cannot dam up waler when it escapes:”

“You cannot heap up earth in the basket;”

“You cannot press clay: you cannot make bricks;”

“You cannot lay foundations: you cannot build a house;”

“You cannot strengthen the old wall's base!”

“Yon cenmtor pul o oronf on the honest mon's fiouse:”

= plough. you cannot straighten the broad street!™’

Several points deserve to be made from this. 1° The negative mode is not just used to mark the
difference between what the plough ean and cannot do (1. 9-10 = 18-19 vs. 11 11-17), though it does so, of
course. It also conveys a note of scorn while reserving as it were the affirmative mode for an effective

6. For GID. see e.p. Oppenheim. Eames Collectivn, p, 162, while the ardh i equivalence is of course welt known. For LAGAB.
see most casily MSL NIV p.210. See Turther W, Lamberl. Bubyvlonien Wisdom Lirerarere (Qxford (960, pp,148-149 and the note on
P.327 where more references can be found,

7. Sourcess maindy C4 0TV 3also SEAVAY = INSTO028 4L STIC 117 = CBS 607750 ISET 2 81 = Ni 9980, Variant
rendings have heen disreairdded here as in subseguent gquotes,

10 Jal &-ba-ni-ib-¢ nu-mu-c-da-an-uéfenl
12} sahar "dussu-e nu-mu-g-da-an-si-si-in
I3 im nu-hidra-en sig nu-di-en

14} W& ki nu-ga-ga-an ¢ nu-di-di-cn

{3 ¢-gar-sun-na Ur-bi nu-ds-en

oY wr Wi-zi-da-ka ¢ nu-um-ga-ga-cn

17 *apin sila-dagal-la S nu-um-sd-si-en

The translation of 1. 16 is an approximation {or a guess): | do not understand the grammar of this Hne. As to the formal
arrangement of this passage the Tfollowing provisional remarks may be made. although it should be noted that real understanding of
the organisation of fiterary texts will be much helped by a global and systematic study of Sumerian Poetics as a whole.

The passage cun be divided inloa gquatrain (or two distichs) and a tercel. The [irst distich is beld together by the almost identical
verbal Torms as well as by the related vowel patterns {a-u-g/i in the firgt half line; u-e-a- in the second half line). The second distich is
arrungzed into four shoet half lines, each containing a short verbal form. which is doubled in the second line of the distich. Also. the
vowel palterns are here even more systematic 8. 13: i-u-a-le)/ i-u-u-ek L14: (uli-u-a-a-/e-u-u-ude)). The tercet shows an increase in
the number of svilables, and especially in 1. 16-17 a douhie system ol vowel patterning: in boti 16 and 17 the paitern i-a-a of the first
half line becames i-u-a-in in the second hall. Furthermore, there is also a distinel progression in the lexicon: a + sabar: imy sig ¢ us:
¢ teonsisting of: ¢-gar . dr. drk finally. sila. Again, this series is so arranged that phonology holds it together as much as semantics
do efr, o vss sofor fmand sig . 1t might perhaps be objected that most il not all -of these features are simpiy brought about by
arammar. ‘The answer would of course be that in Sumerian as inany other literary language the grastnaire de la poésie consists at
fenst partly in (e macsie e fe grgniire (see R, Jakobson, Questions de podrigue [Paris 19731 passin and especially “Poésie de la
crammaire ol grammiaire el pocsic”, ibid, pp. 219-233 [translated from an English version of 1968k also the remarks by P.
Michatowski, “Carminative Magie: Towards an Underslanding of Sumerian Poetics™, Z4 710198 1)1-18: perhaps a bit farther afield,
but methedologically very important, much of the work done by T. Scheok on Cheremis incantations. especially chapters 111, 'V, V1
ancl N1 of his Strvcire ond Fevinre. Sefected Exsavs it Cherenis Verbad Art [The Hague-Parls 1974])
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repetition later on in the argument. 2° This taunting insistence on the plough’s deficiencies is not put as a
simple equation {(“All right, you can do this- but you cannot do the other thing!""): against the two verbs used
in the positive —and maliciously at that— there is a string of nine different technical terms in the negative?,
presenting an array of different and useful activities. 3° These activities are well chosen - though the choice is
less than completely fair, in that some activities are already present or at least implied in others. They seem to
envolve quite naturally from the basic handling of water and earth into the pinnacle of civilisation: the brick-
work of a city?. Against this background the repeated lines 18-19 {=9-10) take on a new and much deeper
significance.

3.2, The answering argument by the plough takes much longer. The formal arrangement is not unlike
that of the first speech, in that it opens and concludes with lines that are in a way reciprocal and use the I-you
opposition explicitly.

However, the differences with the hoe’s repeated distich are revealing. The plough’s opening tercet
rans: )

“T, the plough, fashioned by great force, bound by a great hand,”

*1 am the mighty surveyor of Enlil;”

*1 am the true labourer of mankind!"!?
and the concluding paragraph has:

“¥You, you have insulted me!"

“You dare compare yourself with me!”!!

Comparing this to the hoe's challenge, we note that 1° formally the plough's insistence on the first
person (gd-e ... -me-en; ...me-en) and the second person in combination to the first (za-e gd-e-ra ...;
ni-zu gd-eda ...!12)is the opposite arrangement as that used by the hoe (“Your ... doesn’t concern me’™); 2°
the plough only talks about itsell; 3° the challenge contained in the hoe's distich has not been answered. The
plough’s greatness, maliciously granted by the hoe in the first place, is insisted upon, and nothing is done
about the implied taunt.

Indeed, one may well feel that the plough has already blundered into a well laid trap, a notion
confirmed by the somewhat clumsy attempt at refutation in the body of the speech. The argument consists of
three parts (il. 24-34/35-54/55-61) of which the first and third repeat the pattern of the opening and
concluding lines (“T am high and mighty”; *'You are worthless”), while only the central part constitutes a kind
of reply noting a number of usefiz] features.

The first part elaborates the notion that the plough is held in very high esteem: at its festival, the king
slaughters cattle'?, and there is much rejoicing as the king holds its bars and the nobles go at its side; indeed ali

8. L11:ud = sekéru 5a mé; 1.12: si-(si) is what always happens with sahar into a dussu: 1.13: barfa): clr. bdra-ga = falsu du
is well known as simply banti, but here probably = lahanu: 1. 14: kKi-ga(r) is traditional, as is du for building activities; L15:1is =
probably emédu; |, 16: kine is not clear to me, but gd-g4d is probably simply = Sakanu; 1.17: si-s4d is as always SiéSuru, a common
verb for laying out streets,

9. At least, this is implied by the references to housebuilding and streets.

10. Sources: OFCT V 34; SEFN 49 = 3 N-T 902,98 +; §TVC 117 = CBS 6775; ISET 2 81 = Wi 9980.

21) gd-e ®apin d-gal-e dim-ma Su-gal-e kéi-da
22) sa  suggemabh den-lil-la-me-en
23) engar-zi-nam -hi-uli-me-en

11. Sources: OECTV 34; SLFN 48 = 3 N-T 903,129 +; SLFN 47 = I'N-T 916,320; /SET 2 89 = Ni 9661. The text is much
broken in all published MSS, but a reasonable reconstruction would seem:

62) za-e gd-e-ra in-gig mu-e-{broken, but doubilessly: dubZ]
63) ni-zu gd-e-da mu-da-ab-sa-e

12. See notes 10 and 11, and note that the /e/ in gd-e-ra and gd-e-da, which is somewhat surprising, is there in text Ni
9661 but perhaps not in the other MSS,

13. See G. Gragg, The Kes Temple Hymn (TCS [11). New York 1969, p.186. Sources: QECTV 34, SLF¥ 49 = IN-T 90298 +;
STVC 117 = CBS 6775; ISET 2 81 = Ni 9980; STFC 108 = CBS 7782.
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countries acclaim it in awe, and the nation looks on in joy'. So the plough must indeed be very
important. )

The second part tries to answer the argument: the plough is responsibile for grain and all it brings: heaps
and sheaves of grain are heaped up for Enlil and are filling the storehouses of mankind's. Even the poor can
still glean what is left over, and then the siraw is put to use!.

Two points must be made here: first, even in this passage, the plough is unable to forget its pride: the
beasts of the fields kneel down before the furrows and sheaves, and the sheaves themselves are laden with
awe!’. Secondly, the whole passage is of course much more in praise of grain than of the plough, so that the
argument is indirect at best.

Lastly, the third part is pure invective, alluding to the hoe’s low status and dirtiness, cuiminating in the
scathing —or meant to be scathing— enjoinment: “Go and dig holes!”8.

3.3. Follows the hoe's final argument, which is in a way a minor masterpiece of rhetoric. As in the
opening challenge, the hoe starts obliquely by granting a point: “I concede I am but small, but why should
that concern me?"1%, The implication is clearly: “Look what I can do!”. i

The body of this long speech can be divided into two more or less equal parts (11, 70-118/119-180). In

14, 30) lugal-e d-mu Su bi-in-duy
I gud-mu *Sudun-a si ba-ni-ib-sd
312) bdra-bara-gal-gal zag-mu-ta im -da-sus-sux-bé-eﬁ
33 kur-kur-re u, dig-ge-ed mu-e
34) un-e igi-hdl-fa mu-un-§i-bar-bar-re
Sources: QECT V 34: STFC 117 = CBS 6775, /SET 2 81 = Ni 998(0: STVC 108 = CBS 7782
15. 46) *rdul-gur -mad-“en-lil-ra gi mu-na.ab-gur-re
47) Tgig PNUNUZ mu-na-ra-dub-dub-bé
48) arab -nam-hi-ulG-ka-8¢ mi-ni-ib-si-si-en
Sources: QECT YV 34, UET A/1 42; STVFC 128 = CBS 7820. Line 47 remains unclear to me.
16. 49) nu-sig nu-mu-zu hi-ki-gul-la
50) gi-gur-dr-ra $u um-ma-ab-til-es
51) AN¥pad-pad-du-mu im-ri-ri-ge-ne
52) in-nu a-Sd-ga dub-dub-ba-mu
51 nam-li-uld im-da-{ -de? i
Sources: OECT V 34; UET 6/1 42, STFC 128 = CBS 7820.
17. 35) ab-sin-gub-ba-mu eden me-te-a§ bi-ib-gdl
36} isin-na a-Sd.ga gdal-Ja-mu-Sé
37) md§™e Jlu-a Su-mu-gan-na im -Si-gam-"e-ne-ed
Sources; QECTV 34, ISET 2 81 = Ni9980. Compare |. 35 with,e.g. Li B, L. 8: men aga-zi sag me-te gdl for which see
JCS 30(1978)36-37 and 45.
44) uru-mu eden-na dudua-bi
45) hur-sag sig,-ga ni gir-ru-dm
Sources: OFCTV 34; ISET 2 81 = Ni9980. du ,-du,in line 44 is here taken to mean zu' uny or rufibudu, while uru probably
means “constructions” and will refer to sheaves or heaps of grain, as the comparison explains.
[8 59 pu ba-al hur ba-al li-li-dur-ra ba-[al]
Sources: SLFN 48 = I N-T 903,129+ SLFN 47 = 3 N-T 916,320, ISET 2 89 = Ni 9661.
19. 67) *apin tur-ra-mu nam-e-en bulig-ga-mu nam-me-en pe§ -gdl-la-mu nam-me-en
Sources: OFCTV 34: SLFN 48 = I N-T 903,129 +; SLFN 49 = 3 N-T 900,1. [t should be staled in all fairness that the next
lines contain the hoe’s statement that it does take precedence. But the point seems to be that it does nof say that it is inherently greater
or more worthy than the plough. The point of precedence is, in the lirst instance, to be taken quite literally in time, as the fext sections
make clear. The lines in question are: '
68) ki-‘en-lil-la-ka dub-sap-zu ga-e-me-en
69 é-den-lil-1a-ka igi-3¢ ma-ra-gub-bé-en
{Sources as in 1. 67) with the notion of service as always present in the term gub (see e.g. Civil, AF0 25(1974-1973}7; Vanstiphout,
RA 740198067 or the Gerichisurkunden passim),

243




. VANSTIPHOUT

: Fst purt the hoe sets out to refute the plough’s argument. This is done in two complementary ways: the
e Hde'poihts out its own precedence in lime as well as in importance, thus refuiing the second part of the

“'plotgh’s argument: but at the same time it quite elfectively punctures the plough’s high and mighty attitude by
pointing out the inherent weakness of the plough’s structure and appearance, net forgetting to turn around
some of the points made by the plough. At the end the hoe proves (7) its point by a mathematical comparison.
Moreover, since the point of attack consists of the plough's agricultural use, the hoe arranges ils refutation
within the framework of {(part of) the agricultural vear. In detail. the arguments are as follows:

(1): (1. 70-82) At a time when the plough cannot be put to work. the hoe is already busy making ditches
etc., so that fowler and fisherman can live2®.

{2): (1. 83-90 W hen finally the waters recede work in the fields can begin. Again. it is the hoe which has
to be used to prepare the field for the plough?'.

(3) (1. 91-105) When at 1ast the plough gets down {o do some work - what a sight it is: six oxen, four
men, and the plough only the eleventh!?? This of course refers to 11 31-32, where the plough boasts about the
“nobles at its side”. And when the plough breaks down —which often happens— even more people are in
attendance. Also, where is dignity when repairs are being done?*! A subtle point of irony is contained in 1. 94,

2. 70 e i-ak-en pa,i-ak-en
T1) a-gdr-a-gdr-ra a um-ma-si-si
72) SSgi-fgi-a o a-mu-ni-dé-dé
73 ¥dussu-tur-mu mu-da-abe.ri
74) id v-mu-kud pa, d-mu-kud
73) id-m ah-zi-ga-%¢ a am-ma-ni-ri
76y ambar-e-da um-da-ak-en
77 gd-e #al nigin-bi-im im-da-gub-bé-cn
78 im-uld im-mir-e-8 nu-mu-un-si-il-si-il-e
79 muSen-diu-e nunuz (b-ri-ri-ge
80 "u-ped-dé ku, mi-ni-ib-dab -dab e
B1) un-e Fhar-musen-na Su d-ma-ab-til
82) ne-s¢ hé-gdl-mu Kur-kKur-ra Su-bi hé-ni-ib-si-sd
Sources: OFCTV 34 SLENAS = INST 9031294 STV 49 = INTOO0 1 SLFNS] = INTMR60+ . UETR/) 43, 85TV
189 = CBS 13879, 1t will be easily seen that this passage too is strictly and cleverly organized, The fast line characterizes it as evidence
adduced in the debate (ne-86; “In this wayv ..., 1t should be noted that two fexts (OLTTV 34 and 3 N-T 902,60 + ) seem W read .
hé-gat-1t M .. which [ cannot explain.
2E. Lines 83-86 make the position clear:
83} a-gdr-ta um-ia-kud-a-ta
84) ki-dur, kin-gd ba-gdl-la-la
85) Papin igi-zu-8é a-Sd-ga gd-e m a-ra-an-e,-en
86) a-84 tak -tak, ma-ra-ra-an-du-en
Sources: OFCTV 34 SLFNA8 = IN-TO0M129 +: SLFN ST = IN-TOO2.60 UFTH/1 43, 8571VC 119 = CBS 13879, Line 86
is not clear to me as it stands. [ will have something to do with “opening up” the field. since both du,and tak | willbe = peti here.
The UET1ext has apparently g4 after a-§4. but since the rest of the line is missing there this does not help. In any case. the next lines
describe how the hoe prepares the [ield for the plough's work.
22) A much quoted line is ). 91:
gud-zu vi-im hi-zu 4 za-¢ [X)Il-kam-ma-bi-me-cn
Sowrces: OFCTV 34 UET6/1 43 SLFV ST = IN-TY02.60: STHC 119 = CBS 13879, My reading ol and remarks upon. the
second number in AAkadica 3601984 and 14 should be disregarded. The earlier fines referred to are quoted in footnote 14.
23, See lines 98-102:
98) ¥eme d-me-ni-kud (.. rest of line not clear
%9} engar-zu Fapin-bi til-la mu-$¢ mi.ri-ib- | }
100 min-kam-ma-3¢ nagar ma-ra-hun’-e (rest of line not clear)
101y ¢ nam-gaSam ma-ra-ab-ni-gin-e
102} tig-du  bar-dun ma-ra-ra-an-zé-en
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where we find the plough gaping in admiration at its single furrow - a hint at the obvious point to be made
about |. 35 of the plough’s speech™,

(4): (1. 106-110) Summing up. the numbers show that the plough’s great ways are not matched by its
work?3.

(5): (1. 111-118) As a parting shot a kind of anecdote is told: when the plough goes on its way, the
unwieldy thing [alls into the water - and then again the hoe is needed in order to make a [ire to
dry it out?®.

Although these calegories cannot be kept strictly apart, the segomd par (11 119-180) is more in the nature
of counter-argument, pointing out the building activities of the hoe. and therefore repeating the challenge in
the affirmative.

Also the hoe [inds a very convenient point of departure in the plough's taunts about its (the hoe’s) low

Sources: OFCTV MASET 1163 = Njd536: SLEVAY = INT 903129+ SLPVSL = IN-TIN260+ . CET6/1 43: AE 3
S0 = Ni2400; SLEN AT = 3 NIT 008,314, The ends of the lines, especially in the { £7T (ext, are not clear. In 1. 99 one expects 4
yoertran dicendi at the end. An approximate ranslaton ol this difficult passage would be:
“When vour “tongue’ is broken/breaks 7
“Your labourer fadi?) vou: “This plough of mine is broken again! ™
“And again carpenters are hired Tor you...”
“And the whole chapter of workers again surrounds vou:”
“Harness-makers are scraping a fresh/ raw” hide for you™
Reading on, we find in 5,103 (sources: OFCTV 3 SEFV AT = IN-T 90834 DRV O/ 43 A8 3150 = Nj 2400. SRT20 =
Ni 2340)
Kus nu-dig sag-du-zu bi-ib-tu§
“A stinking hide is put upon vour head!™,
in combination with the foregoing quolation. the meaning in the immediale conlext is clear: the plough breaks down rather
olten, and then the engur (Mol the fed Mis time?) shows someihing Tess tan reverence. Then the plough is indeed surrounded by
many peeple. bul they are of somewhat different status than the peeple mentioned by the plough itsell. And indeed the episode ends
quite titerally with the “crowning” indignity of the stinking hide. This Tast ling t H03) may perhaps also be put into a larger context We
saw in ling 35 possible reference 1o the l"ruquc'n[ lormula of the crown as o symbol (the expression me-te .. gidl makes this
probable). We should also notle thal the plough had already used this expression when taunting the
hoe:
fine 61: &u arad-li-ulii-ka sag me-te-as [probubh bi-ib-gill
“The hand of the stave of mankind is pwt upon {vour) head as emblem!”™
(Sources: OFCT Y 3 SLEYV 48 = INT 903,129 S48 AT = 3 N-T 9163200 45072 89 = Ni 9661, Here (5. 1051 the hoe
deftly turns the tables.
24, Sources: OFCTV 34, SEFNV 4% = INT 903,129 0 SLFV 3§ = INST 902.60: DR 671 43:
ab-sin-su-as-am figi e -mu-un-da-ab-Sag -ge
2508 well-known passage. See already A4 kadica 3601984113,
Sotreess (FCTN W E PP 6/ 43 B XS0 = Nj 2400, SK 26 = NE 236 STV 4G = IN-T 905214 SN 5 = INGT
O3 12% SIAY S0 = 3NST 916, 3460:
N6) (b-la-2u (ur-ra-dm a-rd-zu mab-gm
W7 v -zag-mu itud xii-am
1Y u -gub-ba-7u itud iv-am
% u 4~7-;i h-a-zu Hud viii-am
110 gubh-ba~zu-gin, 2-am bha-du-un
Perhaps il i also significant that the number of Tines allotted (o each disputant fitsin with this sum: the hoe speaks for about
120 lines: (he plough for about 3. The aunbers do not evseh 1aly, but near enough for the small divergence 1o be explained by
either introductory and closing lines (nol 10 be countedh or by different line-divisions, or both.
26, See Il 113-115 {sources: OFCT V 34, GFT 6/11 43 BE 31 50 = Ni 2400, SRT 26 = Ni 2346: SLFNV 49 = 3 N-T 905,214
SLEN S50 = 3 N-T 903,123 SLFN 50 = 3 N-T 916,346
L13) igi-zu “¥gestin-na-gin, a im-ta-sub-en
114) *¥dal-ta kur-ra um-ta-ak-en
£15) i-izi-mu é-[ I-ni-in-sig.-sig ~ge-len?]
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status and its hole digging: these points are very deftly turned into an asset. The whole speech ends —again—
with a story people tell by the fire (witnesses’ evidence): When Enlil becomes friendly again, he first strikes
the earth with the hoe. In this way, the traditional mytho-historical introduction is cleverly introduced into the
argument?’, and ol course Enlil’s evidence is unanswerable, [n detail this part runs as follows:

(1): {11. $19-128) The hoe builds. The opening challenge which has gone unanswered, is repeated in the
affirmative”,

(2): (1. 129-137) The building motif is expanded and given a new direction: when all building activity is
over, and the city has been finished, the workmen deservedly rest and refresh themselves in the company of
the hoe (answering the motif of the plough’s festival 11. 24{1).2%,

(3): {li. 138-152) But not only workmen live by the hoe. Also boatmen and gardeners are able to sustain
their families by the hoe?.

{4). (1. 153-166) Surely the hoe digs wells! And a very good thing too, because in that way it revives the
canal workers and others - instead of being an insult, the quality of hole-digger is of great necessity to the
thirsty traveiler and the shepherd in the wilderness?!.

(5): (. 167-180) These people while resting contendedly at the fire (also built by the hoe) tell that when
Enlil became [riendly again, he himself struck the earth with “the one with the single tooth”?2,

4. The conclusion, as has been remarked, is rather strange: in a first part (1. 181-187) the Sun
apparenily intervenes quoting traditional wisdom in the form of proverbs tending to indicate that the quarrel
is unnecessary:

*“The millstone lies still, but the mortar goes up and down”. ...

“The perforated plate, should it dispute with the sieve?”?.

27. See n.3.
28. See n. 7. Remark that fines 11 and 12 are not repeated.
29. Lines 135-137 (sources: QECT V 34; STVC 119 = CBS 11879: B 3! 50 = Ni 2400
135) é-di-dii-a gd-da Sed-dé ni hé-em -8i-ib-te-en-te-en
136) Bu-izi-ke, ) um-ma-zal-la zag-gud um-ma-ld-a
137) e-ne-sti-ga-ni nu-mu-e-Si-du-un
30. See e.g 1. 141-143 (sources: OECT V 34; SLFN 50 = 3 N-T 903,123; JSET 1 163 = Ni 4536):
141) md-lah -ra gir, mu-na-an-dd-e-en esir mu-na-ab-bil-bil
142) ma-gur, md-gi-lum d-mu-na-du/dim
143) md-lah ,ra dam-dumu-ni & mu-un-da-an-é
Inl. 142 the QFECT text has a different, and to me unclear, line ending. The readings of the other two texts {dn and dim} are both
acceptable.
31, The beautiful passage !58-164 deserves guotation. Sources: OECT V 34; STVC 128 = CBS 7820; SRT 26 = Ni 2346,
SLFN 48 = 3 N-T 905,204,
158) hi-bi uru-du-a-ni-gin, zi-ni-§¢ ha-ba-Si-in-tim
13) ummu G-mu-dim a mu-na-an-dé-e
1600 zi-ni 33-ba mu-na-ga-gd-an
161) ®apin sir ba-al-ba-al in-§¢ mu-e-dub
162} eden par-rim , ki-dur, nu-gdi-la
163} a ddg-ga-bi-di-mu-ba-al
164} lu-enmen-tuku gui-pui-gd-§ zi-ni ba-8i-in-tum
32. L. 174; sources: OECT V 34; UET 6§/1 42, SLFN 50 = I N-T 916,346, SLFN 50 = 3 N-T 916,348; SLFN 49 = 3 N-T
901.43. ] zd-dili par-rim -§¢ ba-an-si
33, Sources: QECT V 34; VET 6/1 42,
182) "kin ma-nd **nagd ma-dudu
183) [#¥]gdn-na-ta { ]-ta dig'X’ muo-un-ak-e
184) [#84)-sur Pma-an-sim™bi a-da-man-bi mu-un.ak
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But then, in a second part, Enlil gives his decigion (1. 188-195) as follows:
“Enlil cried out to the hoe:”
“*0 hoe, do not be so angry
*“ Do not cry out so loud!” ™
* ‘Surely Nisaba is the hoe’s overseer, its supervisor!’

s (3}

IERE

L LI

‘O hoe, five shegel, ten shegel make your price!
‘O hoe, one-third mina, half a mina make your price!
‘Like a maid, always ready, you fulfill your task.””
“Dispute between the hoe and the plough:”

“The hoe is greater than the plough”.

“Praise be to Nisaba”*.

e LIER)

'

5. And so the prize goes to the hoe. This is of course made clear in Enlil’s verdict, but it was already
indicated by the very lopsidedness of the debate. On the other hand, one might perhaps expect such a dispute
to culminate in the verdict - in other words, it would seem reasonable to suppose that these texts evolve
inexorably towards an inescapable conclusion. Yet this is not often the case, Some famous debates are open-
ended (at least the consensus of opinions about ‘the Owl and the Nightingale’ seems to be that this is the
case)?s. This is presumably because the contestants are so finely balanced that they are complementary - just as

See G. Gragg, Sumerian Dimensional Infixes. Neukirchen 1973, p. 57, for 1. 184, 1. 183 remains unclear to me; ¥gdn-na =
maskakatu (the harrow), so that the line could read:
“With harrow and with .... good things can be done”.
34, Sources: OECTV 34, SLFN 50 = 3 N-T 916,348.
188) %en-lil-te ¥al gu-dug,dm-ma-dé-e
i89) *¥a] mah-bi nam-ba-da-§ur-re-en

190) mah-bi gui-zv nam-ba-e-dé-§ub-[ 1 i
191) ¥%3]l-¢ 9nisaba uguia-a-ni na-nam “nisaba X' nu-bandd-ni na-nam
192 [ Imu-ra-l-i kin [ |

193) €¥al-e 5 gin ®al-e 10 gin nig-ka, ha-ra-ab-ak

194) ®%3]-¢ 1/3 ma-na *fal-e 1/2 ma-na nig-ka, ba-ra-ab-ak-e
195) géme-gin, gub-ba éi-gdr i-gd-gd-an

196) *%al-e ®fapin-na a-da-man dug ga

197) #%31-¢ ®¥apin-na diri-ga-ba

198) {nisaba zag-mi

The SLFN text omits 1. 189-190; the OFCT text omits 1. §92.

35. See ch. 3 (*The Significance of the Debate Form™) in K. Hume, The Ow!l and the Nightingale. The Poem and its Critics
(Toronto 19735). For the text of this debate, one of the finest ever written, see E.G. Stanley, ed., The Owl and the Nightingale (London
1960). or the modern English transiation by Brian Stone in the Penguin Classics series, both containing excellent introductions. For
rhetorical matters, providing as good an introduction to the genre as any, see in particular A. Carson, *Rhetorical Structure in Thie
Owl and the Nightingale”, Speculum 42(1967192-103 and J.J. Murphy, “Rhetoric and Dialectic in The Owl and tire Nightingale”, in 1.1,
Murply, ed., Medieval Eloguence. Studies in the Theory and Practice of Medieval Rhietoric (Berkeley 1978), pp.198-230. In fact, despite a
number of very good studies of the genre in purticular literatures (e.g. H. Walther, Das Streitgedicht in der lateinischen Literatur des
Mittelalrers [Miinchen 1920% H. Jantzen, Geschichie des dewtschen Sireitgedichies im Minelalter [Breslau 1896); 1. Selbach, Das
Streitgedicht in der altprovenzafischen Lyrik [Marburg 1886]; D. 1. Jones, La tenson provencale, [Paris 1934); E. Wagner, Die arabische
Rangstreidichiiung und ifire Einordnung in die allgemeine Literaturgeschichie [Mainz-Wiesbaden 1962]; H. Ethé, “Ueber persische
Tenzonen™, in Verhandlungen des 5. imternationalen Orientalisten-Congresses [Berlin 1882), etc.; perhaps even J. Martin, Svaposium. Die
Geschichte einer literatischen Form, [Paderborn 1931], should be included here) there is no attempt known to me at a general treatment
of the genre as such, although so many points of convergence between all literatures possessing the genre leap to the eye. Nor couid
there be one which would not start out with the Mesopotamian evidence, for which reason it is strange that the utmost importance of
these Sumerian texts for Literary studies in general has only been stated by non- {or at best semi-Jassyriologists {see S. Brock, "A
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the opposite and complementary gastronomical preferences of Mr. and Mrs. Spratt must lead to a conclusion
that is satisfying atl round. Sometimes, however, there is a conclusion nevertheless. But it seems often of a
rather technical and arbitrary nature. Lahar and Ashnan seems to be a case in point. In other cases, mostly
of theological content, such as the debates between Church and Synagogue, or, e.g. the Syriac Book against the
Arabs by Abrakam of Beth HaléY, the outcome cannot really be in doubt.

One sometimes meets the proposition that the outcome is not really based upon the merits of the debate,
but upon the principle that it is always the most unlikely one who wins. This might be true in a number of
cases with a folkloristic background {perhaps Tree and Reed?), but in general it is difficult to use as solution.
How does one define likeliness? Strength, size, imporlance, or what? And even so. one is sometimes
surprised: in all the Western European disputes or plays between Winter and Summer, Summer is the victor.
Yet in Sumer Winter wins?.

6. Where «oes our dispute stand? Tt is clear that the verdict goes to the hoe. It is also clear that we
expected this, for the hoe has about 20 lines against the plough’s 40. Tt will also be shown that the hoe is far
more clever in debate than its opponent.

The question now is whether these leatures have defined Enlil's altitude, or whether he has other
reasons for his decision. The latter seems to be the case, especially because of 1. 1953,

* *Like a maid, always ready, your fulfil your task’ ™

Since the complementarity of the two implements cannot have escaped the Mesopotamians, and is
indeed expressly stated in the proverbs, il seems unlikely that the hoe should win on the siraight criterion of
Usefulness to Mankind. Now [. 195, which is the last and clinching line and therefore may be thought to
contain the real reason why Enlil arrives at this conclusion, carries three different notions: fiwmiline {like a
maid), contimeiny (always ready), and general useftlness {you [ullill every task). A reexamination of the
arguments used by the hoe allows us to interpret this line 195 indeed as an epitome of the points which make
the hoe more important implement. For the argument is repeatedly made that the hoe can be put to any
number of tasks, and is therefore more generafly useful. The reason [or this lies in its s/mplicine (this point is
made by ridiculing the plough’s unwieldy and highly complex structure)®®, which implies that it does not

Syrige dispute between Heaven and Earth™, Lo Mindon 91019781261-270: id, ~The Dispute Poeny: From Sumer to Syriac™, Bava af
Nhrayn TO1979426-417; 8, Fiore, “La tenson en Espagne et en Babylonie: Evolulion ou polygenese™. in Adetos die Ve congros e
Pussociation inrernaiionale de tindraire comperée [The Hague 1966), pp.982-992; P Asmussen, “A Judeo-Persan Precedence-Dispute
Poem and some Thoughts on the History ol the Genre”, in id.. Stndios in dwdea-Peran Literarore [Leiden 1973). pp.32-39) 1n order to
further the study of the genre at least in the Semitic (and retated) Literatures, an informal task group has been set up at the Institute of
Semitics of Groningen University.
36, See Lahar and Ashnan IL 189-190 (lines which also appear as independent proverbs on Ur exercise tubtets); sources: [ISET
1 8Y = Nid3a5: SLEV 52 = IN-T 919476 UET 675 35, /ET 6/2 263 UKT 6/2 266:
i-ki-tuku hi-za-tuku-¢ gud-tuku i udu-tuku
varc kit-tuku-e za-gin-luku-¢ gud-luku-e udu-tuku-e}
ka li-Se-tuku mu-un-di-ni-ib-zal-zal-e
(var: ki hi-Se-tuku-ka u mi-ni-ib-zal-zal-e)
“lhe who possesses gold. he who possesses lapis lazuli, he who possesses catile, he who possesses sheep:”
“Shall s1ill pass his days at the gate of him who possesses grain.™
The implication seems 10 be Lhal grain is the more basic and the more corvens commodity - and that (his is about the only
difference hetween the disputants. Tn any case. e dispule is very evenly constructed. and there seem to be no bias as in our dispute.
37. See AL Baumstark, fieschichre dor o risclen Literatur, Bonn 1922 {1968). p. 211.
34 See W. Lungman, Der Kampt 2wischen Soavner gd Wigeer (Melsinki 1941), and B, Landsberger, “lahresreiten im
Sumerisch-akkadischen™, JAES 8(1949)248-297,
39, See n. 34.
40, That is. the hoe does not refule the piough's greatness, but stresses its complexity (see n. 23 and sets this against the “single
furrow™ (n.24),
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shirk lowly tasks (such as digging holes - point triumphantly turned around by explaining that this is what
most people need)!. This argument of {(perhaps not completely true) fuimility is then itself turned around: after
all, the hoe sees itself as the first and hasic implement used by humanity, and even by the gods. In this respect,
lines 168-174 are very enlightening. We have noted earlier the absence of the usual mythohistorical setting.
Yet the lines mentioned are precisely that: they even remind us of Thie Curse of Agade and (predictably} The
Hymu 1o the Hoe?, The story that people tell when resting around the fire has it that, after Enlil had frown
upon the land, the first thing he did was to strike the earth with the hoe. This means of course that the hoe was
the implement used in the “Second Creation™. and this motif should be read in combination with the fact that
also in the agricultural year the hoe comes first. The hoe thus proves its case: it does take precedence,
chronologically in the year, socially in ils generality, and ideologically - as the story tells us#,

Nor is this usefulness barren or utilitarian. The point is repeatedly made that the hoe is not only the
common working man’s provider; it is also his constant companion, always at his side, even when resting in
the cool evening, or eating and drinking at the fireside. There is apparently an emotional aspect to the hoe’s
“character”. The hoe is man’s {riend for «/f seasons (as compared to the plough's high and mighty attitude -
and its complexity and relative idleness)*?,

Two further points deserve 1o be made. First, it is perhaps permissible to raise the debate to an
allegorical level, for most of the points scored by the hoe coinfdf be explained as implying that humble, simple,
small and everyday things are more basic, and therefore more important, to mankind than highflown
attitudes, complex technology and sophisticated specialization. Perhaps even a lesson (Small is beatiful) is
intended. The second point. which | propose only with much hesitation, turns this around as weli. The
conclusion refers to Nisaba, the goddess of writing. as the overseer of the hoe. And the basic activity of the
hoe may be said perhaps to consist of scratching in the earth (or ¢lay?) with a single tooth. Is there a hidden
reference to the art of writing? Tn any case. the Hvmi o ithe Hoe is replete with of-literations and other scribal
conundrums and what must be called (anachronistically} inkhorn terms¥. Is the insistence on humilily a mask
for the scribe’s pride?

7. But apart from this double meaning (hoe and plough, standing for “humble simplicity” vs. “complex
greatness”) the poem should also, and perhaps primarily, be read as a decidedly clever exercise in rheioric
and/or dialectic. For what happens is this: in the hoe’s challenge, the basic activities of the plough (and
incidentally its greatness) are granted. so that they can no longer usefully appear in argument; on the other
hand we have a list of activities the plough cannot do. In the plough's reply the drift and danger of this
challenge is not noticed: the defense is truly defensive, since it consists of a) insisting upon its own
‘importance’ and b) an elaboration of its basic activity {ploughing results in grain), followed by c) an attack on
the hoe's small and humble status. its dirty work, consisting mainly in digging holes. Now points a) and b}
were granted by the hoe in the [irst place, so these arguments have no force at all. Point ¢} is stupid since the
plough even denies the value of the hoe's basic activity, a mistake carefully avoided by the hoe. Lastly, the
hoe's main speech completely demolishes the piough's position. This happens in four ways, all of them
running through the final speech and reinforcing each other.

a) By comparing their respective activities. and using the plough’s own arguments {festival, harvest ...)

41, See n. 3.

42, See 1.5. Cooper. The Curse of Agade. Baltimore 1983, pp.50-51 and 235-236. The Hymn 1o the Hoe remains unedited {an
edition by G. Farber-Fliigge is forthcoming) but can be reconstructed almost completely from published material.

42a. And is not every vear a “second creation™?

43. See e.g. the quotes in n. 3.

44, See already the review of UET 6/1 by 1. Kinnier Wilson in JSS 1001965)271-274; also the article “Hacke™ by C. Wilcke in
KiA 4. Band, pp.36-38.
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the hoe is able to refer to the whole of the agricultural year, which shows its (the hoe's) numerical and
" chronological precedence as well as the necessity for this precedence?s.

b) Again, by using the list of construction activities affirmatively, which is fair play since the plough
somehow did not think it important to answer this point, as well as by taking up the scathing reference to
hole-digging (introduced by the plough) the hoe manages to present its case completely. One might say that
this happens by grace of the plough’s clumsiness?*S.

¢} The plough’s argnments referring to itself are not answered on substance, but, far more effectively,
they are presenied as pretentious and hollow: the great ones become oxen and later workmen doing repairs:
the reverence of men and animals becomes the ploughman’s disgusted “It is broken again!”; the crowning
symbol of worth becomes a stinking hide; the noble progression becomes a ludicrous accident on
the canal?’,

d) Lastly, witness evidence is introduced, and the witnesses include all kinds of people, and indirectly
even Enlil himself - which is of course an awful but highly productive instance of special pleading trying to
influence the bench.

Thus it can be defended that the construction of the hoe's argument is a [ine piece of adversative rhetoric:
it has led the plough into a trap from which it cannot escape. And perhaps it might be remarked at this point
that a principie by which the most unlikely disputant wins may be present in this and other disputes, but that
certainly the substance consisis in the way in which he does so*,

8. The rhetorical or dialectical means, as opposed to the general construction sketched above, by which
the debate is brought to a conclusion, present us with some difficulties. In the first place, this debate is so lop-
sided that we do not really have two opponents of equal value; secondly, our knowledge of rhetorical
technigue in Sumerian is not as yet very advanced, and a close study of all debates would undoubtedly help**,
thirdly, there is almost nothing we can use in the way of tools for analysis, for certainly it would be an
anachronism to try and apply systematically say Aristotelian or Ciceronian rhetoric principles to texts that are
more than 15 centuries older. Still, a few acquaintances may be recognized. The opening challenge might be
called the partitio, in that it sets out the case to be debated. The plough’s reply would then be a straight
refutatio, albeit not a very effective one, in that it consists mostly of epideictic ‘evidence’ of its own worthiness,
of invective —always the hallmark of the weaker position— and only in a small way of direct evidence, which
is moreover misdirected since it is much more about grain than about the plough. The hoe's final speech could
be a mixture of refiiatio and confirmatio, using exempla {counter-examples as well as direct examples),
emthymeme (the numbers used in 11.106-110 may be said to constitute a logical point), epideiciic self praise,
and evidence of witnesses - altogether a much wider range than that presented by the plough. Also, at least two
general tactical tenets proposed by Aristotle may be said to be illustrated in this debate: The plough seriously
damages its case by replying as though the hoe in ifs opening challenge had proposed an unanswerable

45. See nn. 19 and 20.

46. See nn. 7 and 31.

47. Seel, 32 and [00-101 {n. 14 & 23} 1. 33-34/35-36 and 1.99 (nn. 14,17 and 23); 1: 35,61 and 105 {nn. 17 and 23% 1. 30ff
and 1131 (nn. 14 and 26). ’

4§. See n. 35,

49, Although there is now at least an attempt to prapple with the matter: R, Falkowilz, The Sumeriun Rhetoric Collections, Ph.D.
dissertation, 1980. The role of what used to be called ‘proverbs’ heretolore is discussed, as is their structure and function. Apart from
their independent role (Falkowitz) and their role in disputes (our text 1. 182(f; see n. 33; also Lahar and Ashnan 1. 1891F; see n. 36) one
could also note their use in other compositions. Offhand I quote: Gilgamesh and Agga, Il. 5-7 (and repetitions), 1l 25.28 (proven by
independent existence). See W. Rémer, Day sumerische Kurzepos “'Bilgames und Akka' [Neukirchen 1980], with the reviews by 1.8
Cooper and P. Michalowski, which are indispensable. Also Enmerkar and Ensupkeidanna {ed. A. Berlin, Eamerkar and
Ensulkeidunna [Philadelphia 1979 11.64-68//108-112, although 1 confess that the meaning escapes me. See also Lugalbanda and
Enmerkar {ed. C.Wilcke, Das Lugalbanda-epos [Wiesbaden 1969] 1. 216.




DISPUTATION BETWEEN THE HOE AND THE PLOUGH

argument (construction work) - thereby making it truly unanswerable. Secondiy, one might perhaps see the
hoe’s final speech as an application of the advice that arguments should be proposed ostensibly at random, s0
that the opponent {in our case perhaps also the reader/listener) does not immediately perceive how they hang
together?®, and is thus led unawares to the clinching piece of evidence which here consists of the story that
evervbody tells about Enlil.

9. The thorny problem of origin and function cannot be completely overlooked. That there is a basic
socio-cultural element of play underlying most if not all contests, as was propounded by Huizinga®!, cannot be
doubted. But it remains difficult to see what we should do with this, since our texts have such a definite and
specific format as literary artefacts, and we are anyway within an exclusively ‘written' context. That the
debates should be somehow related to play-acting, i.e. drama, as has been proposed for Greek philosophical
dialogues, is in my opinion begging the question, and at least for Mesopotamian Literature might just as well
be used in the opposite direction’?,

There is to be sure some evidence of a function of the debates at the Roval Court®. But so is there for
philosophical debate and other Academic activities at Italian (or {talianate) Renaissance Courts, and I doubt
that this will lead us to the conclusion that intellectual life in the Renaissance was courtly, not academic.

Taking the texts as they stand, we can see most of them are pieces of poetically phrased adversative
rhetoric. Adding the fact of the statistical preponderance of 3 N-T texts (“intermediate” exercise tablets)*, we
might surmise an acadentic function. Nor is this strange, since after all in some other literatures the disputes
have precisely this function, and in Medieval literature in Latin as well as in the vernaculars the dispuie was
institutionalized®s. John of Salisbury has even explained to us precisely what the function of the Latin (closest
{0 our Sumerian poerns?) disputes was: an exercise in order to attain a facilitas in Latin, using the disputation
format because that format provides the best and most natural blend of grammar (as he understood this, i.e.
inclusive of poetics), lexicon, rhetoric and dialectic - in short, the frivinm®®, Perhaps it is not too daring to posit
a comparable function for our Sumerian Debates. In any case, the fact that we possess the oldest examples -
and very fine texts they are too - of this long flourishing branch of wit, wisdom and good writing should
stimulate us to treat them seriously as what they are: debate poems.

50, Quoted by I.J. Murphy (op. cir., n. 35} from the eigth book of the Topics. interestingly enough in the context ol another
debate poem, viz. “The Owl and the Nightingale”.

51. X Huizinga, Homo Ludens. London 1949 {English translation [rom the German edition of 1944), especially chapters I1i, V1
and V1. The idea was taken up by F. Kuiper, “The Ancient Aryan Verbal Contest”, The Indo-Iranian Journal 4(1960)217-281, dealing
mainly with the Rig-Veda (where it did nof tead to an independent genre). See also Landsberger, JNES §(1949)295-296 with n. 153
and S.N. Kramer, “Rivairy and Superriority: Two Dominant Features of the Sumerian Culture Pattern”, in A F.C. Wallace, ed., Men
and Cuitures. Selected Papers of the Fifth International Congress of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences. Philadelphia 1960,
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