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Abstract

Lindholm, D. 2022. ‘Blood of a Woman’: A Critical Reevaluation of the Traditional Views on Menstrual
Impurity in Akkadian Terminology.

Assyriology as a �eld of study has long been dominated by the ideas and values of the white, Western men

who, during the 19th century, were responsible for the development and growth of all scienti�c research. This

has resulted in a resilient androcentric bias in the discipline, which to this day continues to in�uence

scholarly perceptions of Ancient Mesopotamian society - and particularly of Mesopotamian women.

Amongst many other things this includes the application of modern, misogynistic prejudice regarding the

female body onto Akkadian women; one such modern concept which, despite recent criticism, is still widely

accepted as true, is the notion of ‘menstrual impurity’.

By the implementation of standpoint theory - an epistemology which emphasises the in�uence of a

scholar’s own experiences on their perception and interpretation of their �eld of study - this paper examines

the translations of three Akkadian terms which have been used to support the alleged existence of the

concept of menstrual impurity in Mesopotamia. The terms are reexamined through an analysis of their

etymological and contextual semantics, the results of which are then used comparatively in order to

determine the validity of their current translations.

The results of this analysis reveal a thoroughly biassed and unscienti�c interpretation process, which

perpetuates the androcentric perspective within the discipline and contributes to the spread of a false image

of Ancient Mesopotamian women and their lives. Not only is it highly unlikely that any of the analysed

terms actually signify menstruation, but the very notion of ‘impurity’, which is indeed a signi�cant part of

the words’ meaning, is interpreted in a modern, stereotypically negative sense that most certainly is not

re�ective of the Mesopotamian perception of the concept.
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1. Introduction

The topic of menstruation in Mesopotamian societies does not feature in many scienti�c studies - a fact that

is not surprising considering that Assyriology historically has been modelled and nurtured primarily within

the con�nes of prestigious European universities by the Western, white men present at such institutions. Yet

the general consensus is that the subject is fairly well understood, and Akkadian dictionaries con�dently

present an assortment of terms relating words of ritual impurity with menstruation. In recent years, however,

this habit of regarding a �eld as self-evident (without actual sources to support any assumptions) has received

much criticism, and many scholars have highlighted the need to revisit the primary source material in order1

to reach a scienti�c rather than speculative understanding of menstruation and its implications in

Mesopotamia. Consequently, the focus of this paper is the revision and reevaluation of the currently used

Akkadian terminology equating menstruation with impurity.

1.1. Aim and research question

In his book Women in the Ancient Near East, Marten Stol devotes a chapter to the physiology of women,

wherein a subsection focuses solely on menstruation. According to Stol, the Mesopotamians treated

menstruating women as unclean and ritually impure; something that needed to be separated from society lest

they contaminate others with their impurity. Stol’s description of the general attitudes towards this2

biological phenomenon draws from a large number of previous scholarly work, and this broad selection of

sources as well as the relatively recent publication date (2016) leads me to believe that his depiction of the

subject represents the prevalent attitudes of most Assyriologists today.

By contrast, another fairly recent publication dealing with menstruation - ‘Engendering Purity and

Impurity in Assyriological Studies: A Historiographical Overview’ (2013) by Érica Couto-Ferreira and Agnès

Garcia-Ventura - problematizes the scholarly approach to menstruation and female physiology in

Assyriological research. It highlights the inherent bias of the white, male scholars who have traditionally

dominated the �eld, and proves - through the scrutiny of a widely quoted cuneiform text - the tendency to

overanalyze and sculpt the evidence to �t the expectations of the scholar (which in many cases originate in a

desire to apply biblical perspectives to Mesopotamian society). It also points out our (currently) poor

understanding of the terminology of menstruation in Mesopotamia.3

3 Couto-Ferreira & Garcia-Ventura, 2013.
2 Stol 2016, 438-441.
1 e.g Couto-Ferreira & Garcia-Ventura 2013.
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By comparing these publications it becomes clear that there are two major approaches to the study

of menstruation in Assyriology: one is a more traditional attitude to the subject, interpreting textual evidence

from Mesopotamia through a biblical lens, and one is an attempt to break free of the inherent bias of the

scholar (e.g. by applying standpoint and feminist theory to the interpretation process). It appears to me that

Stol in his book chapter has either missed or purposefully omitted the recent criticism of the traditional

“knowledge” of menstruation in Mesopotamia. Either way, the fact that his sources, although many, are

almost entirely male authored, leads me to believe that Couto-Ferreira and Garcia-Ventura are correct in their

claims that the �eld of study in its current form is both androcentric and speculative, and in great need of

reevaluation.

The issue surrounding menstruation has thus already been raised, but (as Couto-Ferreira and

Garcia-Ventura point out) the actual terminology - the very base of any translation and interpretation - is still

largely unclear and often mirrors the assumptions of modern scholars. Therefore, a revision of the

vocabulary we use in scienti�c study is needed, in order to ensure that the assumed connection between

menstruation and impurity is indeed re�ected in the actual cuneiform texts where they occur and not merely

a result of modern speculation; if the evidence does not support such a connection, the vocabulary and our

understanding of the concept need to move away from this interpretation. My research question

consequently reads as follows:

Is the connection between menstruation and impurity, such as it appears in the largest Akkadian dictionary

- the Chicago Assyrian Dictionary (CAD) - a re�ection of actual Mesopotamian beliefs or merely a result of

modern speculation and cultural bias?

A reevaluation of conventional understanding of a subject such as menstruation will help determine whether

hidden androcentric and Western stereotypes concerning women and their physiology still linger in

Assyriology. Moreover, it is my hope that this contribution will raise awareness of the impact that the

cultural and social background of the scholar(s) have on the outcome of research; no one can place

themselves entirely outside their own experiences, and it is therefore crucial that scientists learn to identify

their own prejudice. And I need hardly stress the signi�cance - in a �eld aiming to conduct scienti�c research

- of moving away from an approach and methodology based on assumption and prejudice rather than actual

evidence. This paper is a step, however small, in that direction.
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1.2. Previous studies

Although the terminology regarding menstruation has yet to be critically reexamined, the last decades have

seen a marked increase in publications on the general subject of women and gender in Mesopotamia. These

studies show a growing awareness of the hitherto sore lack in the implementation of new, critical theories and

methodologies - such as post-colonial, feminist and queer theory - in Assyriology, and they represent concrete

evidence of how the discipline has bene�tted from critical questioning of antiquated “knowledge”. One such

work is the collective volume Studying Gender in the Ancient Near East, edited by Saana Svärd and Agnès

Garcia-Ventura. The collection explores the many approaches and methodologies that can be applied when

studying gender in di�erent contexts of Mesopotamian societies by drawing on the expertise of more

experienced researchers whilst also incorporating innovative ideas of scholars new to the �eld. There are 21

chapters included in the volume, and below will follow a brief summary of four of them, which proved most

relevant in my own research.

In the introductory chapter to the volume, Garcia-Ventura and Svärd quickly summarise the history

of independence and subsequent isolation of Assyriology, which for a long time has limited the exchange

with neighbouring �elds and resulted in a reluctance to embrace new trends within the broader scienti�c

community. This, they argue, has led to a stubborn attachment to positivist methodologies with “impartial”

results, and a worldview wherein everything has but a single, correct interpretation, rather like pieces in a

puzzle. Whilst presenting the dangers of continuing along this path, Svärd and Garcia-Ventura also point to

the important changes that have already begun to reshape the Assyriological discourse.4

In the same vein, Niek Veldhuis provides a chapter which further delves into the question of why

the discipline has held and continues to hold on to such conservative values. The reasons, he proposes, have a

lot to do with what he calls the “white, religious, Victorian men” who have dominated Assyriology and5

whose theoretical and practical traditions still to some extent are taught to new scholars, and thus are kept

alive. Veldhuis argues that the increased diversity amongst Assyriologists in more recent decades has been

crucial to the slow broadening of the �eld, because their positions outside the traditionally white, western,

and male-dominated sphere have enabled them to identify important knowledge gaps and new possible

approaches to conventional “truths”. Thus Veldhuis touches upon the topic of ‘situated knowledge’, a6

theoretical approach that is discussed in more depth in a previous chapter by Agnès Garcia-Ventura.

In this chapter, Garcia-Ventura focuses on the development of feminist and post-feminist

methodologies in the late 20th century, and more particularly on the theory of situated knowledge, or

standpoint theory. This postfeminist epistemology states that all knowledge is based on or shaped around the

6 Veldhuis 2018.
5 Veldhuis 2018, 455.
4 Garcia-Ventura & Svärd 2018.
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experiences of the scholar conducting research, and his or her positions of power (or lack thereof) in social

relations will govern those experiences. Garcia-Ventura argues that standpoint theory could play an

important role in Assyriological research, since it provides the tools necessary to examine and interpret the

evidence in a more nuanced way, from di�erent standpoints. The same argument can be found in the article7

‘Engendering Purity and Impurity in Assyriological Studies: A Historiographical Overview’ by Agnès

Garcia-Ventura and Érica Couto-Ferreira, which was referenced in the introduction of this paper. In the

article, the authors successfully criticise the skewed picture of menstrual impurity in Mesopotamia by

applying a standpoint perspective to the analysis of research history within the �eld.8

A topic also discussed in the collective volume is the study of gender in Mesopotamian medicine.

The contribution is written by Érica Couto-Ferreira, who discusses the representation of men and women in

medical texts. She notes that women seem to be mentioned explicitly only in relation to diseases or ailments

connected to (in)fertility, pregnancy, childbirth, love (which was considered a sickness), sexual problems etc.

which are speci�c to the female body or female sexuality. However, Couto-Ferreira proposes that women

were not completely ignored in other areas of medicine, but rather that the logogram NA (akkadian awīlu)

typically translated as “man” in these medical texts, should instead be understood as a more gender-neutral

“person”. Moreover, Couto-Ferreira concludes that women played a more important and active role in

fertility, sexual reproduction and even male potency than previously assumed.9

On the topic of medicine - which of course is a very closely related subject to that of menstruation -

Ulrike Steinert has published a number of articles. In her 2020 article ‘Healing substances and therapies in10

Mesopotamian women’s health care texts: properties, e�ects and cultural meanings’ she explores female body

concepts through the use of metaphors in healing texts. She notes that symbolism in general played a central

role in Mesopotamian medicine, where cures or treatments often relied on a twofold e�ectiveness: the actual

healing properties of di�erent materia medica in combination with their symbolic resemblance of the disease

itself. Steinert also shows that metaphors were used to describe the human body as well. Interestingly, she

points out, there seems to have been very little di�erence between men and women in the use of these

metaphors or treatments, which would indicate that the Akkadians did not in fact view male and female

bodies as fundamentally and philosophically di�erent things (as did the greeks), but rather as essentially the

same and only separate due to actual physical di�erences. Another concept that Steinert discusses is impurity

in relation to women. Speci�cally, she explains how ‘impurity’ could be understood as the cause of di�erent

bodily issues, such as infertility, rather than the result of them.11

11 Steinert 2020.
10 Steinert 2012.; Steinert 2013.; Steinert 2020.
9 Couto-Ferreira 2018.
8 Couto-Ferreira & Garcia-Ventura 2013.
7 Garcia-Ventura 2018.
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2. Standpoint theory

As many of the studies presented in the introduction have shown, the shift in Assyriology towards a more

open, inclusive and critical research practice (breaking free of an androcentric and colonial mindset) is

dependent on the introduction of new epistemologies and methodologies. Amongst these new proposed

theoretical frameworks, standpoint theory has been promoted by several scholars as an important tool; a12

lens through which to scrutinise earlier research and to �nd new perspectives for one’s own. Due to the

(already mentioned) long tradition of positivist research and the only very recent incorporation of feminist

methodologies in Assyriology, a proper introduction to the theory might be in order, before I can fully

address its bene�ts and applications in this paper.

The term standpoint epistemology was introduced by philosopher and biologist Sandra Harding

during the 1980s. Hardings original argument was that women or people in other marginalised or

unprivileged positions were less likely to accept and/or apply in their research the bias of the dominant

ideologies in a society, since these marginalised people did not bene�t from existing norms and therefore

would not want to validify them further. Thus, Harding argued, they were capable of remaining impartial

and unbiased, in a way that privileged people could not. Historian of science Donna Haraway then coined

the term situated knowledge which, in a reaction against Harding’s claims about impartiality amongst

marginalised groups, concluded that everyone harbours their own bias and that this bias is shaped di�erently

depending on a person’s social position.13

The basis of standpoint epistemology could perhaps be described as a mix between positivism and

social constructivism. Positivism, on the one hand, assumes that the world surrounding us is impartial and

consists of natural laws which can be analysed in order to create new knowledge. The researchers must

therefore distance themselves from their object of study, in order not to distort the data with their own bias.

The obvious problem with this epistemology is the fact that it is impossible to completely remove oneself

from the equation; choices regarding data collection and analysis need to be made, and these will (perhaps

subconsciously) re�ect the subjective norms and values held by the scholar. Furthermore, so-called impartial

evidence can often be used to support several di�erent theories, depending on the point of departure of the

scholar, and the false presumption that one is unbiased also creates distance between the researcher and the

researched.14

14 Sprague 2016, 35-39.
13 Garcia-Ventura 2018, 187-188.
12 e.g. Couto-Ferreira & Garcia-Ventura 2013.; Garcia-Ventura 2018.

5



Social constructivism, on the other hand, holds that there are no universal or impartial truths.

Rather, everything exists only as social constructs within our own cultural frameworks, and any patterns we

perceive in our objects of study are only meaningful because we believe them to be. This approach forces

scholars to consider their own position in the social context that is knowledge production, which e�ectively

reduces the risk of producing unintentionally biassed research. However, it also reduces the possibility of

reaching any common ground or progress in a scienti�c discipline, since everyone’s di�erent opinions are

equally important as well as limited. Social constructivism also fails to address the fact that these abstract,

cultural constructs do in fact have very real consequences in the physical world.15

As a kind of middle ground between these two rather extreme epistemologies arose two new theories

of knowledge: critical realism and standpoint theory. They both accept the idea that there is in fact a

“natural” world which exists beyond our own conceptions of it, whilst still maintaining that reality is also to

some extent socially constructed. Thus, there are no absolute truths to be found in science, but neither is

there an in�nite number of equally valid, subjective truths; the goal of scienti�c research is to reach

approximate or probable answers. What sets critical realism and standpoint theory apart is their di�ering

views on the importance of individual experience as part of knowledge production, where the former only

views knowledge producers as general members of one larger group.16

Standpoint theory holds that all social categories into which an individual can be placed - based on

their gender, class, ethnicity, sexuality, nationality, age etc. - will interact with each other when shaping

individual experience, and this experience will in turn in�uence a person’s perception of the world and their

creation of knowledge. Therefore, a person’s experience in a single category cannot be understood separately

from other spheres of their life. An important element in standpoint theory is thus the intersection17

between di�erent perspectives, where empathy plays a key role in the scholar’s ability to understand someone

else’s standpoint whilst still maintaining their own perspective. Other important guidelines in standpoint

research include working from the perspective of the marginalised and grounding interpretations in their

experiences, whilst at the same time maintaining a varied and inclusive discourse.18

Many wrongly assume that the focus in standpoint epistemology on individual experience means

that it is based on subjectivity, and postcolonial criticism argues that an individual belonging to a certain

marginalised group is best suited to study that group (so called “insider research”), owing to their position

outside the oppressive norms that limit this group to begin with. Put frankly, this assumption implies that a19

prerequisite for conducting research from a standpoint perspective is a shared experience between the

researcher and the object of study, hence limiting scholars to study only those groups which they belong to

themselves. This, however, is not necessarily true.

19 Sprague 2016, 68.
18 Sprague 2016, 86-87.
17 Sprague 2016, 47-49, 83.
16 Sprague 2016, 43-46.
15 Sprague 2016, 39-43.
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Insider researchers may well have some advantages compared to outsiders. They would, for instance,

have a better understanding of the experiences of the group in question, which would enable them to more

easily spot problems or question oppressive norms. And - although this is perhaps less relevant in a20

discipline such as Assyriology, where the objects of study are all long dead - they may have an easier time

gaining the trust of the people they study, which in turn could lead to more cooperation and honest answers.

However, a scholar’s familiarity with his or her object of study might just as easily become an obstacle.

Sometimes, for instance, an outsider is more likely to notice things which are taken for granted within the

group - things which to an insider would appear natural and therefore “invisible”. Furthermore, the very core

of standpoint epistemology is based on the principle that the di�erent social groups that constitute a person’s

identity cannot be studied in isolation, which means that although the insider scholar might share one or two

group identities with the studied people, they most likely will not share experiences in other areas. In this

case, the expectation that some shared perspectives in one area would enable a deeper understanding between

researcher and researched can actually create obstacles and prevent understanding instead.21

In this paper, I will apply standpoint theory both as a point of departure in my own interpretations,

and then as a perspective from which to discuss previous research on the topic of menstruation in

Mesopotamia. The goal is to shed light on the dangers of habitually utilising the standpoint of the male,

white and Western scholar, and to o�er an alternative interpretation from the more marginalised perspective

of women - one of the important guidelines for standpoint research mentioned above.

21 Sprague 2016, 74-78.
20 Ney 2015, 80.
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3. Methodology

Although a standpoint perspective will be constantly applied in this paper, there is still a need for some more

concrete methodological approaches, all of which will be explained in this chapter. These include methods to

select and limit the source material, as well as di�erent approaches to the actual linguistic analysis of the

chosen terms.

3.1. Selection of source material

The primary source material in this paper can be divided into two separate groups: the �rst consists of the

Akkadian terms which in the CAD have been assigned the meaning “menstruating woman”, and which will

form the basis of my analysis, and the second group contains the original cuneiform texts which appear in the

CAD as reference material for those terms. Both categories of source material - including the di�erent criteria

governing their respective selection processes - will be described in further detail below. Before I explain the

details, however, I believe that a short introduction to the actual dictionary used to select both terms and

cuneiform texts is necessary.

The Chicago Assyrian Dictionary, or the CAD, was chosen as the basis of examination in this paper

for the simple reason that it is the largest and most comprehensive dictionary of Akkadian. Therefore, it has

greatly in�uenced - and continues to do so - the image of the Mesopotamian world amongst new

Assyriologists as well as those with decades of experience within the �eld. The fact that many prominent

Ancient Near East scholars, in the course of nearly a century, have contributed to its assembly also

strengthens its in�uentiality and high repute. It is precisely this widespread in�uentiality that makes it so22

important to critically examine the potentially biassed assumptions which have circulated amongst scholars

during the many decades of its formation; any potential shortcomings are all the more problematic due to the

great value and widespread use of the CAD.

22 Reiner 2002, xiii-xvi.
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3.1.1. The Akkadian terms

The terms of study were selected through a rather simple process of searching the online volumes of the

CAD for any occurrence of the word menstrua* (thus including forms such as ‘menstruating’,

‘menstruation’ and ‘menstrual’). This rendered barely more than a handful of results, ranging from a disease

and a type of cloth to some designations for women during their monthly courses. However, since this paper

is focused speci�cally on menstruation in relation to impurity (implied or stated), in the end only three terms

met the requirements: ḫarištu, musukkatu and urruštu. Interestingly, these were all terms referring

speci�cally to a woman, and not to inanimate objects such as sanitary towels or medical a�ictions. Moreover,

it is indeed fascinating that the relevant editions of the CAD - the Ḫ-volume, M-volume part 2 and the

U/W-volume - span the entirety of the dictionary’s assembly, given that Ḫ was the �rst volume to be

published (1956) and the U/W was the last (2010) . This indicates that, whilst some ideas have certainly23 24

been revised since the initial editions of the CAD were published, the idea of menstrual impurity seems to

have remained largely the same.

One problem with this method of selection is the risk of missing words which have not been

expressly translated as menstruation, but which receive the same meaning implicitly or expressed in other

words. However, I believe that the occurrence of such a term is highly unlikely, and the process of manually

reading each entry in the entire dictionary is simply not possible for a paper of this scope. Furthermore, a

study of the words that are explicitly identi�ed as connected to menstruation is also important, since it

highlights those terms and translations which scholars have deemed most certain.

It is worth noting that, as of yet, there is no known term for ‘menstruation’ itself in Akkadian.

Steinert suggests that the term sagû could have been used, but this is a very rare term and normally the25

phenomenon is explained by the more generic phrase ‘blood of a woman’.26

3.1.2. The cuneiform material

Cuneiform texts with attestations of the selected terms are an important source material in this paper for two

reasons. Firstly, the meaning of a word is largely dependent on the context in which it occurs, and thus the

lines of text preceding and succeeding a speci�c term will be signi�cant to my analysis of the interpretation of

said term. Secondly, since it is my intent to reexamine the translations provided in the CAD, a thorough

understanding of the reference material which has prompted those translations is crucial.

This objective has also determined the scope of the cuneiform material which will be included in my

26 Steinert 2012, 72.
25 Steinert 2013, 6.
24 Oriental Institute 2010 (CAD, U/W).
23 Oriental Institute 1956 (CAD, Ḫ).
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analysis. Whilst it may seem counterintuitive to utilise only those texts referenced in the CAD - when there

are surely other attestations available which might reveal new aspects of the concept and terminology, or at

the very least con�rm or refute existing interpretations - the intended outcome of this paper is not an

exhaustive report on menstruation in Mesopotamia but rather a revised understanding of the modern

translations on the topic. In other words, any text which is not referred to in the CAD has not contributed to

the interpretation process behind a word, and is therefore irrelevant to my scrutiny of that process and its

scienti�city.

3.2. Semantic analysis

In order to evaluate the validity of the translations provided in the CAD, the three selected terms will be

analysed from two di�erent angles. First, they will be examined from an etymological perspective - whether

they are derived from a verbal root or are loanwords from neighbouring languages. The purpose is to

compare the semantics of the original words to the translations of the terms in the CAD, and thereby

determine how much of said translations seems to be based on an inherent meaning of the original words

and how much is added afterwards.

In those cases where a clear connection between original semantics and the translations in the CAD

is not visible, the interpretation may well be based on contextual information instead. Therefore, the second

angle of analysis focuses on the referenced cuneiform texts; their general content, description of the term in

question, and choices regarding the use of other words or phrases in the same context will provide a more

nuanced understanding of the connotations of the terms. The result of both the etymological and contextual

analysis will be indicative of a certain correct interpretation, against which the current translations in the

CAD can be tested.

Unfortunately, in a paper of this scope, a complete analysis of the entirety of the referenced

cuneiform material is not possible. Instead, I have chosen to focus on the lines immediately preceding and

following that in which the terms of interest occur; in the cases where the terms belong to a clearly de�ned

paragraph this section has been used, and when the text has been damaged, the distribution of lines has been

adjusted accordingly. In this way, all textual references have been limited to between �ve and nine lines.

Despite the seemingly small scale of this analysis, I believe that a lot can still be said about the contextual

meaning of the analysed words since the sentences in the immediate vicinity of those words are the most

valuable in determining their connotations.

I am also aware of the dilemma which arises when one’s object of criticism is likewise the source of

comparative material - i.e. the CAD as provider of both the three terms under scrutiny, and the translations

in the etymological and contextual analysis - which is unfortunately unavoidable owing to the sheer enormity

of work required to re-decipher Akkadian in its entirety. However, there are some mitigating factors which,

10



although they do not completely eliminate the risks, will reduce the severity of this problem. Using another

Akkadian dictionary as comparative material, for example, will provide a second perspective to every

translation. The problem with bias inherent in the CAD is also to an extent alleviated by the very nature of

prejudice, which is by de�nition “a negative evaluation of a social group or an individual that is signi�cantly

based on the individual’s group membership” or “bias that devalues people because of their perceived27

membership of a social group” . In other words, prejudice is directed speci�cally at other people and social28

groups. This, I argue, would logically result in a varied tendency to apply biassed assumptions on a speci�c

word or phrase, with a higher probability for words which are strongly associated with a speci�c social group

(such as for instance terms denoting women) and lesser probability for more “neutral” words (such as verbs

etc.). Following this logic, not all of the entries in the CAD should be equally prone to display the bias of the

author(s), despite the fact that they occur in the same dictionary; an etymological analysis based on verbal

translations in the CAD would thus arguably be a su�ciently valid approach after all.

28 Abrams 2010, 8.
27 Abrams 2010, 8.
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4. Analysis

Now that the source material, methodologies and theoretical approach have been selected, it is time to

evaluate the validity of the interpretations of ḫarištu, musukkatu and urruštu in the CAD. Each term will be

treated separately and analysed through a discussion of their etymology, as well as the semantic clues

provided by contextual information in reference texts.

4.1. Ḫarištu

4.1.1. Etymology

The term ḫarištu in the Ḫ-volume of the CAD is presented as having two di�erent meanings. The �rst

variant of the word signi�es a “woman in con�nement (mother)” and is presented as a derivation of the29

verb ḫarāšu with attestations from the Standard Babylonian period onwards. The meaning of the verb itself

in this context is apparently uncertain and therefore only explained in general terms as somehow related to

humans or the human body. However, the German dictionary Akkadisches Handwörterbuch (AHw) for the30

term ḫarištu provides a very similar meaning (a woman who is giving birth) and the same verbal derivation

(ḫarāšu), and according to this publication the verb actually means “to be in childbed” . The same verbal31

root ḫrs evidently appears in both Arabic and Amharic as well. Judging by this etymological evidence alone,32

‘a woman in the condition of giving birth’ seems to be a very plausible interpretation of the term, whilst

there are no apparent semantic connotations to any kind of impurity, nor a clear reference to menstruation.

The second variant presented in the CAD, however, does in fact claim the meaning “menstruating

woman” for (ḫ)arištu. This interpretation is supported by a number of attestations in lexical lists of the33

phrase “[túg.níg.dára.úš.a] = kan-nu šá ha-riš-ti” which is here understood as a menstruating woman34

(probably, I believe, due to the reference to blood evident from the Sumerian úš). An excerpt from a medical

34 Oriental Institute 1956 (CAD, Ḫ), 104.
33 Oriental Institute 1956 (CAD, Ḫ), 104.
32 von Soden 1959-1981, 324, 326.
31 von Soden 1959-1981, 324. “im Kindbett liegen”
30 Oriental Institute 1956 (CAD, Ḫ), 95, 103.

29 Oriental Institute 1956 (CAD, Ḫ), 103. The choice of confinement as a word to signify a woman giving birth is
interesting, since the more common meaning of the word refers to some kind of incarceration or imprisonment. To an
English-speaking person, this instantly suggests a connection between the act of giving birth and a need to be separated
from the rest of society, which might not necessarily be present in the Akkadian terminology.
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text is also used as evidence of this second interpretation, mainly because it o�ers some variants where the

version ur-ru-uš-tu is presented as an alternative spelling to ḫa-riš-tu. This second interpretation of the word

is in this case thought to derive from a verb arāšu - “to be unclean” . There are, however, some issues with35 36

this proposal.

Firstly, the CAD does not provide a separate entry for a verb arāšu in the A-volume, but instead

only refers to it as a variant of the verb erēšu. This second verb, however, does not appear to have any37

connection to being unclean given that its di�erent meanings all refer to planting or seeding. The only38

remaining answer, then, is that the original reference arāšu is in fact (w)arāšu, a verb which at least in the

AHw is given the meaning “to be/become dirty” (even if the CAD itself only provides the reading “to39

inherit, to enter into possession” for this verb!). Unfortunately, this then creates a second problem, since the40

initial radicals of the verb and the derived noun do not match. To my knowledge, there is no known process

of language change in Akkadian which causes the turning of w into ḫ.

Considering this evidence, I argue that the word ḫarištu in fact only has the meaning “a woman

giving birth”, and that the other translations presented in the CAD are either the result of overinterpretation

or inaccurate referencing. Regarding the former, the supposed connection to blood in the Sumerian

equivalent phrase could just as well be referring to the blood that is present during and/or after delivery, thus

invalidating any arguments for a new interpretation of the word in this context. Regarding the latter, the

obvious confusion surrounding the reference verb - the non-existent or disagreeing entries in the CAD and

the dilemma concerning the initial radicals - makes it clear that there are currently no known verbs connected

to being unclean or impure in Akkadian from which ḫarištu could potentially be derived. Rather, I argue

that the verb connected to uncleanliness, (w)arāšu, is relevant in connection to the alleged ḫarištu-variant

ur-ru-uš-tu, which in turn should be seen as a separate term rather than a variant. The word urruštu is

therefore treated independently below.

4.1.2. Attestations in the cuneiform corpus

The �rst textual attestations provided for ḫarištu B, ‘menstruating woman’ in the CAD are a number of

lexical lists: Hh. XIX, Nabnitu XXII, Hg. D, and Hg. B V.* These can, in turn, be divided into two groups

with slightly di�erent readings. For Hh. XIX and its parallel Nabnitu XXII, the transliteration and

translation reads “[túg.níg.dára.úš.a] = kan-nu šá ḫa-riš-ti bandage of a menstruating woman (Sum.: “bloody

40 Oriental Institute 2010 (CAD, U/W), 404.

* For abbreviations of reference texts in this paper, see https://cdli.ox.ac.uk/wiki/abbreviations_for_assyriology

39 von Soden 1959-1981, 1464. “schmutzig sein, werden”
38 Oriental Institute 1958 (CAD, E), 285.
37 Oriental Institute 1968 (CAD, A part 2), 238.
36 Oriental Institute 1956 (CAD, Ḫ), 104.
35 Oriental Institute 1956 (CAD, Ḫ), 104.
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bandage”)” , whereas Hg. D and the parallel Hg. B V provide the slightly di�erent “[túg].níg.dára.úš.a =41

kan-nu šá ḫa-riš-ti = ša NU KÙ-ti of an unclean woman” . Secondary publications of both of these42 43

versions can be found in Materialien zum Sumerischen Lexikon, volume 10 , but only in transliteration (see44

Appendix). The translations provided below are thus my own.

For the �rst attestation, tablet Hh. XIX 301-307 reads:

Towel
Bloody towel
Loin-towel
Bloody towel
Sanitary towel
Required cloth
Cloth of a ḫarištu

This account clearly focuses on some kind of fabric, either listing several di�erent types of cloth with similar

usage, or a number of synonymous designations for the same item. Considering the general theme of these

translations, an interpretation of ḫarištu in the CAD involving menstruation is perhaps not unrealistic, but

it is not entirely self-evident either. As I pointed out in the etymology section above, the mere presence of

blood (and possibly even blood from the crotch-region, indicated by “loin-towel”) is not automatically

associable with menstruation, especially not when there is already a translation of the term which, in fact,

without di�culty could be associated with the same phenomena (given the inevitable appearance of blood

during childbirth). In other words, I believe that the interpretation “menstruating woman” is possible, but

not conclusive or, indeed, even plausible.

The second lexical attestation, according to Hg. D 423-431 reads:

Wrap of a bathed (one) (a priest)
Garment of a builder
Taktimu, a cloak
Nalbašu, linen of a god
Tūzu, linen of a king
Cloth of a ḫarištu, of an impure (one)
Urāšu, garment of an unclean person
Karru, garment of misery (mourning garment)
Ditto, a loincloth

Instead of listing a number of synonymous phrases, this tablet seems to provide explanations for a rather

more varied selection of clothes; garments dedicated speci�cally to gods, kings, priests, builders, mourners

and impure people present an interesting collection indeed. Unlike the previous lexical list, this text actually

provide a de�nitive connection between ḫarištu and impurity, something which could not be established by

44 Civil, Landsberger & Reiner 1970.
43 Oriental Institute 1956 (CAD, Ḫ), 104.
42 Oriental Institute 1956 (CAD, Ḫ), 104.
41 Oriental Institute 1956 (CAD, Ḫ), 104.

14



an etymological analysis alone. However, there is nevertheless no overwhelming evidence which convincingly

favours a translation of “menstruating woman” over that of “woman in childbed”.

The �nal textual attestation provided for ḫarištu is a medical tablet, AMT 10,1, which contains the

line “mê tâmti … ša ḫa-riš-tu la ūridu ana libbi musukkatu la imsû qātīša the water of the sea … into which

no menstruating woman has descended (to clean herself), (in which) no unclean woman has (ever) washed

her hands” . The CAD entry also mentions two alleged variations of this text, AMT 27,5 and CT 23 3;45

however, these display the variant ur-ru-uš-ti(/-tu), which I argued above is not in fact a variant of ḫarištu but

a separate term. These attestations will therefore not be analysed here.

The only secondary publication of this tablet that I have been able to �nd is an article published in a

scienti�c journal by R. Campbell Thompson in 1924. Despite this publication being rather outdated, and46

despite the lack of a transliteration of the text, I do believe that it can still be of some use in understanding

the larger context of the line provided in the CAD - given that the general understanding of the text is

unlikely to have changed much even though the meaning of individual words almost certainly has. The

translation of col. III 1-5 reads as follows:

[...] “that they may bring me their ewers of ḫulalu, their basins of bright lapis, that they
may gather me the waters of the sea, the broad ocean, whereon no woman in her
courses hath descended, wherein no separated woman hath washed her hands,
that they may cast them for me and cool the blazing �re in his eyes ?” The charm is not . .
. (?), it is the charm of Ea and Marduk, the charm of Damu and Gula, the charm of
Nin-aḫa-kuddu, the mistress of charm. O Gula, quicken the recovery, thy gift (?) ! Recite
the charm.47

The text is apparently dealing with the treatment of an eye disease, and the translation is very similar to the

one provided in the CAD. However, whilst the notion that no ḫarištu (or musukkatu) should have touched

the healing water in this ritual does seem to imply a certain level of contamination (or at least a negative

impact on the e�ectiveness of the treatment) from contact with these women, it does not provide a

convincing argument for a translation involving menstruation. In fact, the less than descriptive use of ḫarištu

- which is to be expected given that the focus of the text is an eye disease - leaves the interpretation open to

essentially any translation. The only information which could potentially tell us something of its meaning is

the apparent connection to musukkatu which, if not indicative of a synonymous relationship, at least implies

a semantic correlation between the words.

47 Campbell Thompson 1924, 30.
46 Campbell Thompson 1924.
45 Oriental Institute 1956 (CAD, Ḫ), 104.
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4.2. Musukkatu

4.2.1. Etymology

The term (m)usukkatu is the female form of (m)usukku, meaning “unclean man or woman, person under a

(temporary) taboo” according to the CAD. The word is thought to be a Sumerian loanword and is attested48

in Old Babylonian and Standard Babylonian sources, an interpretation with which the AHw entry on49

musukku largely agrees, giving the translation “ritually impure” and the Sumerian origin ú-zú / ú-zu-ug /50

ú-sag. Unfortunately, I have not been able to identify the meaning of this alleged Sumerian word, and it51

may well be that it is in fact a later Akkadian invention rather than a real Sumerian term.

Apart from this general meaning of being impure, the CAD entry also suggests that the female form

may speci�cally refer to a woman who has recently given birth, or even a menstruating woman. There

appears, however, to exist no clear evidence of this latter interpretation; the connection to childbearing is

apparently supported by contextual clues in several referenced texts, whereas the connection to menstruation

is not explained at all.52

The validity of the translation “woman who has given birth” will need to be evaluated in the next

section, where all referenced cuneiform attestations will be analysed. The translation “menstruating

woman”, however, appears a completely arbitrary addition, due to the non-existence of any kind of evidence;

its validity is indeed questionable given that the interpretation o�ers neither an etymological nor a clear

contextual connection between musukkatu and menstruation.

4.2.2. Attestations in the cuneiform corpus

The initial textual references in the CAD for musukkatu are omen texts. The �rst one, AfO 18 76 Tablet

Funck 3, contains the line: “šumma ḫarīmtum mu-suk-ka-tum ana IGI-šú if an unclean ḫarīmtu-woman

(comes) toward him” (which appears in slight variation in AfO 18 75 Sm.332, and AfO 18 77 K.8927).53 54

The publication AfO 18, by F. Köcher and A. L. Oppenheim, does provide a transliteration of the text (see

Appendix), but no translation, and I have not been able to �nd any other publication of this tablet. Thus,55

the translation provided below is my own. Lines 21-28 read:

55 Köcher & Oppenheim 1957/58, 76.
54 Oriental Institute 1977 (CAD, M part 2), 239.
53 Oriental Institute 1977 (CAD, M part 2), 239.
52 Oriental Institute 1977 (CAD, M part 2), 240.
51 von Soden 1959-1981, 678.
50 von Soden 1959-1981, 678. “kultisch Unreiner”
49 Oriental Institute 1977 (CAD, M part 2), 239.
48 Oriental Institute 1977 (CAD, M part 2), 239.
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21.   If a [...] lies before [a man]: the land will not be cursed; he shall turn back and [the
curse] will be undone.
22.   If a petition of honour? [appears] before him three times:[?]; he shall turn back and
[...] and it will be undone.
23.   If a [...] [appears] before him: the land will not be cursed; he [...] and it will be
undone.
24.   If a band of reeds [appears] before him: the land will be cursed.
25.   If prostitutes* [appear] before him: the land will be cursed.
26. If a musukkatu-prostitute [appears] before him: the land will not be cursed; he
will touch her breast and it will be undone.
27.   If [a prostitute] [appears] before him in a blind alley: the land will be cursed, the
land will not be cursed.
28.   If [she] does not appear in front of him in the street: the land will not be cursed; he
will tread on foot 150 [steps?] and it will be undone.

This list evidently contains both positive and negative omens, which are all related to a man’s encounter with

di�erent people or phenomena in the street. Assuming that my interpretation of this passage is correct, it

appears that his encounter with a prostitute in general is a bad sign; however, the musukkatu-prostitute is

apparently another matter. An encounter with such a woman does not prompt a ‘curse of the land’, which is

indeed a very positive outcome, and there is no indication that physical contact with the musukkatu would in

any way be prohibited due to impurity. Furthermore, the focus on his touching of her breast highlights the

signi�cance of this body part in relation to a musukkatu, which in turn supports a translation “woman who

has given birth” of the word due to the strong connection between childbirth and breastfeeding (which is

also evident from the phrase ‘milk of a musukkatu’ discussed in the following sections).

The second omen reference text is KAR 300, which contains the line: “[šumma amēlu]

mu-su-uk-ka-ta ētiqtu ilput 6 ūmē ul [...] if a man touches a m.-woman who is passing by, for six days he will

not [be pure]” . Both a transliteration (see Appendix) and a translation of this text - albeit a German one -56

has been published by Nils P. Heeßel in Divinatorische Texte I , which is part of the series ‘Keilschrifttexte57

aus Assur, Literarischen Inhalts’. In this publication, lines 1-8 of the reverse read:

1’ [Wenn ein Ma]nn seinen Gott ... [ ... ... ] ... [ ... ... ].
2’ [Wenn ein Ma]nn herausgeht und [ ... ... ] ... [ ... ... ].
3’ [Wenn ein Ma]nn seine Frau in ... [ ... ... ] ... das Baby, das ihm geboren wurde, ... [ ... ]:
4’ Sein Baby wird die Strafe seines Vaters und seiner Mutter tragen.
5’ wenn er/es gestorben ist, zum Haus seines Herrn ... [ ... ].
6’ [Wenn ein Mann] eine vorbeigehende unreine Frau berührt: Sechs Tage wird
er nicht [ ... ].
7’ [Wenn ein Mann] seinen Vater nicht fürchtet: Er wird schnell schwach werden.
8’ [Wenn ein Mann i]n seinem Ofen das Feuer beständig anfacht: Der Segen des Gottes
wird beständig in seinem Haus sein.58

58 Heeßel 2007, 115.

* The translation of ḫarīmtu as ‘prostitute’ is debated, but I use it here for lack of a good substitute.

57 Heeßel 2007.
56 Oriental Institute 1977 (CAD, M part 2), 239.
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The initial lines are rather fragmentary, and it is therefore di�cult to say exactly what they refer to; however, I

do not believe that their exact nature much in�uences the interpretation of musukkatu. It is apparent from

the rest of the legible lines that the outcomes of the di�erent scenarios or actions vary and are not exclusively

negative or positive (e.g. line 4: “His baby will bear the punishment of his father and mother”, compared to

line 8: “[...] the blessing of god will be in his house constantly”). Considering this variation, it is not obvious

what the outcome of a man’s interaction with an unclean woman will be, and it is worth noting that Heeßel

has chosen to leave the lacuna blank whereas the CAD citation has decided to supply the interpretation ‘not

[be pure]’. This idea, that a musukkatu was always unclean and that her impurity was contagious, is rather

odd considering that the interpretation is completely contrary to the previous omen text, AfO 18 76, which

saw no connection to uncleanliness whatsoever. I therefore highly doubt that the CAD interpretation is

correct.

There are also a number of medical texts used as references for musukkatu. The �rst one, AMT 10,1,

has already been analysed for ḫarištu (see section 4.1.2) and will therefore not be discussed in depth here. I

will say, however, that the same conclusions can be drawn for musukkatu as for ḫarištu; the context does not

provide any clues for a deeper understanding of the terms, except for the apparent connection between them.

The second medical tablet BAM 29 (with the duplicate AMT 54,3) provides a relatively similar

phrase, but with some distinct di�erences. The reference given in the CAD entry is: “urruštu la imsû qātīša

… [mu-suk-k]a-tum la imsû TÚG.ḪI.A.MEŠ-šú” , and whilst no speci�c translation of this line is given, it is59

evident from earlier comments in the entry that the line is being compared to the similar phrase in AMT

10,1. Regarding secondary publications of the tablet, I have not been able to �nd one. However, yet60

another (partial) duplicate of BAM 29 - SpTU 1.44 - has been published in JoAnn Scurlock’s Sourcebook for

Ancient Mesopotamian Medicine , and her translation will therefore be used in this paper (for61

transliteration, see Appendix). Lines 69-74 of the text read:

buʾšānu has the appearance of a lion; buʾšānu’s a�iction is mightier than all but a lion. It
seized the uvula ⸢like⸣ a wolf; (then) it seized the jaws like a tiger. It set up its throne in
the hard and soft palates. “Whom should I send to the daughters of Anu?” From the
heavens, let them lift up their buckets of silver and their nipple vases of gold. Let them
draw water from the Cosmic Ocean, the broad sea, a place where a woman who has
recently had intercourse has not washed her hands, a woman with a �ow of
blood has not washed her clothes, a shellduck has not roiled(?) the water, not dipped
its wings (and) a black dog has not roiled(?) the water. Let it fall on his mouth so that
fever, sikkatu, lubāṭu and buʾšānu may be removed from his mouth.62

The text apparently deals with a kind of mouth disease, buʾšānu, which (once again) means that the word

musukkatu is not the focus of the text, hence not described in any detail. It is, however, clear that there was a

62 Scurlock 2014, 397-398.
61 Scurlock 2014.
60 Oriental Institute 1977 (CAD, M part 2), 239.
59 Oriental Institute 1977 (CAD, M part 2), 239.
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perceived connection between musukkatu and urruštu, similar to that between the former and ḫarištu in

AMT 10,1. It is interesting to note that Scurlock has chosen to translate musukkatu as ‘a woman with a flow

of blood’. This description, although at �rst glance suspiciously like the CAD interpretation of “menstruating

woman”, is in fact rather vague, and could in theory denote any kind of blood. It is beyond my knowledge

whether this vagueness was a conscious choice or not.

The third and fourth medical texts provided as contextual reference for musukkatu are rather

similar, and consist of Iraq 18 pl. 25, and AMT 13,6 (with a number of duplicates: AMT 8,1, AMT 13,2,

AMT 16,3, AMT 12,3 and AMT 57,10 as well as the variant K8080). The cited passage in the CAD reads

“GA(!) SAL.<Ú>.KA-ti ša ma-[ra(?)] Ù.TU tuballal you mix (various products) with milk of a m.-woman

who has borne a son(?)” for Iraq 18 p. 25, and “[... ina] šizib SAL.Ú.KA malmališ tuballal you mix [the63

medication] with milk of a m.-woman” for AMT 13,6.64 65

A transliteration and translation of Iraq 18 pl. 25 was provided by J. V. Kinnier Wilson in an article

from the scienti�c journal Iraq (40:1) (see Appendix for transliteration). Lines 3-9 of the obverse, col. I66

read:

If a man, while walking down a street, falls forwards, his eyes remain wide open,. .. .. .,
and he does not involuntarily jerk hands or feet (sc., as in the clonic phase of the major
epileptic attack), a gallû-demon has possessed him; in the manner of the epilepsy-demon
he will continue to 'in�uence' him from time to time. Meat of a �rstling. .. . -ewe and
crystallised plant-alkali you shall dry, bray; mix with ...... and the breast-milk, taken
during the period of her uncleanliness, of a woman who has given birth to a son;
recite an incantation over it and anoint him regularly (with the mixture), keeping also a
piece of 'washed' iron-ore placed round his neck, until the demon has been drawn out of
him.67

A translation for AMT 13,6 could only be found in a somewhat outdated article by R. Campbell Thompson

, which unfortunately does not provide any transliteration. Lines 11-16 of this text read:68

… * Ricinus (?), green thou shalt wash in water, pound; their water … thou shalt make to
issue; the e�uence (and) copper dust in equal parts thou shalt mix, bray in … and
mountain honey, apply. … in harlot’s milk in equal parts thou shalt mix, bray, apply.
… thou shalt pour their water into a burzu-pot … and take out, in copper dust (and) curd
thou shalt bray, apply. … [into] his eyes thou shalt pour, fat in copper-dust thou shalt
bray, apply.69

Providing a treatment for a man possessed by a gallû-demon - supposedly similar to an epileptic attack - and

an eye disease respectively, these texts only brie�y mention the word musukkatu. However, there are

nonetheless some rather interesting contextual clues to be found. Firstly, the ‘milk’ of a musukkatu,

69 Campbell Thompson 1926, 34.
68 Campbell Thompson 1926.
67 Kinnier Wilson 1957, 41.
66 Kinnier Wilson 1957.
65 Oriental Institute 1977 (CAD, M part 2), 239.
64 Oriental Institute 1977 (CAD, M part 2), 239.
63 Oriental Institute 1977 (CAD, M part 2), 239.
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mentioned in both the CAD entry, Kinnier Wilson’s translation and Campbell Thompson’s, does indeed

seem to support the idea that the term could be used to denote a woman who had (relatively recently) given

birth. Secondly, the use of such a substance in a medical treatment contradicts the assumptions based on the

previously mentioned medical texts - that contact with a musukkatu would have negative consequences for

the e�ectiveness of the treatment - and instead reveals that whatever qualities such a woman possessed could

be equally positive in other circumstances. (Campbell Thompson’s translation ‘harlot’s milk’ is rather odd

and must, I believe, be seen as an antiquated - and later discarded - interpretation.)

The �fth and �nal textual reference for musukkatu is BAM 323, with the rather vague description

“uncert.: dNin-geštin-na ú-suk-ka-tum [...]” . Fortunately, the text is treated in Scurlock’s Sourcebook for70

Ancient Mesopotamian Medicine where a more comprehensible translation is given (for transliteration, see71

Appendix). Lines 45-53 read:

Recitation: “May Šamaš, the king of justice, overthrow your plans. (May) the wisest of
the gods, Marduk, and your lawsuit become mutual enemies. May Ningeštinanna, the
woman who has just given birth, the herald of the reed measuring rod, cut o� water
from your (clay) pipe (laid in) the earth. [May] Ningezzida, chair bearer of the broad
Netherworld turn back your breast. May Usmû, sukkallu-o�cial of Eridu, lead (you)
away. [May Sîn, lord] of the corona, [...May Ninurta], lord of the weapon, [cut] your
throat. [...]”72

Although this section itself does not clearly explain the a�iction being treated, Scurlock’s discussion of the

text reveals that it concerns a ritual to get rid of an unwanted ghost who is bothering a living person. In this73

text, musukkatu is used as an epithet of the goddess Ningeštinanna (or Geštinanna), which is indeed

supportive of the notion that the word could refer to a woman after she had given birth, since Geštinanna in

other texts are referred to as “mother” .74

4.3. Urruštu

4.3.1. Etymology

For the term urrušu, attested in Standard Babylonian sources, the CAD gives the translation “�lthy person or

thing” , but it also provides a separate entry for the female form urruštu giving it the slightly di�erent75

meaning “�lthy, unclean (menstruating?) woman” . The terms are derived from a D-stem verb urrušu,76

76 Oriental Institute 2010 (CAD, U/W), 248.
75 Oriental Institute 2010 (CAD, U/W), 248.
74 Brisch 2016.
73 Scurlock 2014, 692.
72 Scurlock 2014, 699.
71 Scurlock 2014.
70 Oriental Institute 1977 (CAD, M part 2), 239.
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meaning “to make dirty” , but there is no apparent connection between this D-stem and a G-stem; there is77

an entry for a verb warāšu but with an entirely di�erent meaning referring to inheritance. Interestingly,78

another interpretation is given in the AHw, where the verb (w)arāšu does indeed mean “to be/become dirty”

, with the D-stem “to make dirty” . (W)urrušu itself is listed as an adjective meaning “very dirty” .79 80 81

As this AHw entry on (w)urrušu implies, the form of the word is consistent with the verbal adjective

of the D-stem which, interestingly, is often used to denote physical defects of the body - a fact that is82

potentially relevant to our understanding of the concept of this kind of ‘impurity’ in the Mesopotamian

society. Moreover, the verbal adjective of an active verb is usually passive in sense whereas that of stative verbs

are more descriptive, which is an important distinction in the case of urruš(t)u. The G-stem, with the83

meaning “to be dirty” (i.e. a stative verb, following the translation in AHw) would thus generate the

descriptive verbal adjective “dirty”, whereas the D-stem with the active-transitive meaning “to make

(someone/something) dirty” instead generates the passive verbal adjective “soiled” or “polluted”. At �rst

glance, the di�erence might seem negligible since the end result in both versions is the same, but the second

translation indicates that the cause of the ‘impurity’ is due to external factors rather than an inherent quality

of the person in question, which is yet another important clue to the Mesopotamian understanding of the

concept.

Considering the available information, it is probably safe to assume that the translation “unclean

(one)” of urruš(t)u is correct, albeit slightly simpli�ed without the contextual information regarding what

this uncleanliness actually meant to the Mesopotamians. The additional meaning of “menstruating”

suggested in the CAD, however, is rather more problematic and - once again - seemingly arbitrary.

4.3.2. Attestations in the cuneiform corpus

The �rst CAD reference to an occurrence of urruštu in the cuneiform corpus is a medical text, and it reads:

“ašar ur-ru-uš-ti(vars. -tum, tú) la imsû qātēša where an unclean woman did not wash her hands” and84

comes from the tablet Hunger Uruk 44, with a number of duplicates (BAM 28, BAM 29, BAM 533 and

BAM 543). Considering that the duplicate BAM 29 was analysed in section 4.2.2 for musukkatu, it will not85

be extensively discussed here; the same conclusions can be drawn for urruštu as for musukkatu.

The second medical text, CT 23,3, apparently contains the phrase “ša ur-ru-uš-ti la uširru river

85 Oriental Institute 2010 (CAD, U/W), 248.
84 Oriental Institute 2010 (CAD, U/W), 248.
83 Caplice 2002, 27.
82 Caplice 2002, 63.
81 von Soden 1959-1981, 1497. “sehr schmutzig”
80 von Soden 1959-1981, 1464. “beschmutzen”
79 von Soden 1959-1981, 1464. “schmutzig sein, werden”
78 Oriental Institute 2010 (CAD, U/W), 248, 404.
77 Oriental Institute 2010 (CAD, U/W), 248.
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water [...] into which an unclean woman has not stepped” . Unfortunately, however, I have not been able to86

�nd any secondary publications containing this text, and therefore I cannot present a translation to analyse.

However, given that the referenced line is fairly similar to that in BAM 29 (with duplicates), I believe it is safe

to assume that the general context of the text would carry a similar likeness, thus encouraging similar

conclusions for the interpretation of urruštu in CT 23,3 as in BAM 29.

The third and �nal textual reference for urruštu is an incantation for the banishing of the demon

Lamaštu. The tablet 4R 58 (Lamaštu II) - with duplicates - contains the line: “nīš lubārē ša ur-ru-uš-tú (I

conjure you) by the rags of an unclean woman” . This incantation has been extensively analysed by Walter87

Farber in his book Lamaštu - An Edition of the Canonical Series of Lamaštu Incantations and Rituals and

Related Texts from the Second and First Millennia b.c . His transcription of col. i 54-59 of the text can be88

viewed in the Appendix, and his translation of the same reads:

54.   I have conjured you by the respected power of the heart and the “black head,”
55.   by the power of the well and the ditch, by that of the garbage pile and its dirt,
56. by the power of the clothing of an unclean woman, by that of the road and
those who travel it.
57.   Evil one! By the power of Heaven be conjured, by the power of Earth be conjured!
58.   By the power of the great gods be conjured! By the power of the gods of heaven and
earth be conjured!
59.   By the power of Heaven be conjured, by the power of Earth be conjured!89

This enumeration of di�erent phenomena, by the power of which the incantation priest hopes to conjure

the evil Lamaštu, is rather interesting. Firstly, the appearance of urruštu in an incantation against the demon

Lamaštu - whose primary objective of killing babies made her a prominent threat to pregnant women,

newborn babies and women who had recently given birth alike - could be indicative of a connection to90

childbirth, similar to that visible for ḫarištu and musukkatu. Secondly, the fact that the very speci�c ‘clothing

of an unclean woman’ possesses some kind of power - supposedly equally potent as that of any of the other

phenomena - indeed re�ects a di�erent aspect of urruštu than simply ‘an impure woman’; once again, the

occurrence of this kind of woman in a medical treatment or a ritual (be it the milk of a musukkatu or the

clothes of an urruštu) forcefully rejects the notion that they were seen as inherently and altogether bad.

90 Farber 2014, 3.
89 Farber 2014, 169.
88 Farber 2014.

87 Oriental Institute 2010 (CAD, U/W), 248. (The CAD incorrectly attributes this phrase to line 57 instead of the
correct line 56).

86 Oriental Institute 2010 (CAD, U/W), 248.
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5. Discussion

Considering the etymological and contextual information presented in the previous chapter, the �rst half of

this discussion is dedicated to the evaluation of the CAD translations; it is my intent to deduce what the

three terms actually mean, and whether or not that meaning is re�ected in the current CAD interpretations.

The second part of the discussion, on the other hand, will focus on the origin of the CAD translations in a

Western and androcentric mindset, discussed from a standpoint perspective. It will also address the

problematic consequences of an androcentric bias in scienti�c research, and what can be done to counteract

them.

5.1. Revising the terminology
The purpose of this paper was to establish whether the connection between menstruation and impurity -

which is demonstrated in the CAD’s translations of ḫarištu, musukkatu and urruštu - is indeed visible in the

Mesopotamian sources. After having analysed the etymology and the contextual information surrounding

each of these words, I would argue that no unambiguous such connection is visible and, what is more, it is

highly doubtful that any of the terms actually refer to menstruation at all. The question, then, is whether the

inaccuracy merely consists of misguided translations of these speci�c words, or whether the error also

encompasses the application of the Judeo-Christian concept of menstruation=impurity on an ancient

civilization. Although the scope of this paper prohibits a more in depth investigation of the matter, there are

certain clues which seem to indicate that the latter is indeed true.

The majority of the cuneiform reference material quoted in the CAD entries consists of medical

texts, and despite the nonexistent connection between the three analysed terms and any kind of menstrual

symptom, there are nevertheless other texts speci�cally dealing with the “blood of a woman” . One must91

remember, however, that the nature of a medical text generally constrains it to matters regarding diseases or

other ailments outside the realm of ordinary bodily functions, which speaks against the assumption that this

blood of a woman would signify normal menstrual discharge. Medical texts may thus not be as informative92

on the matter as a �rst glance would suggest.

If, for the sake of this discussion, we were to assume that these medical texts do in fact treat normal

menstruation, they would still remain uninformative on the subject of impurity and, especially,

92 Steinert 2013, 4.
91 Steinert 2012, 72.
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menstruation as a distinctive cause of such impurity. There is, for instance, a text prescribing the same

treatment for vaginal bleeding and nosebleeds, signifying a clear lack of distinction between the two

phenomena. Similarly, there are parallels in the form of healing substances utilised for both female and male93

genital haemorrhage, and the overall sentiment seems to have been that male and female bodies were not94

fundamentally di�erent, given that the same ailments could a�ect them both and that the same rituals and

treatments were considered e�ective cures for both. These examples show that the Mesopotamians saw no95

essential need to separate vaginal bleeding from other kinds of bleeding, thus concluding that unless

nosebleeds were deeply polluting as well, we currently have no reason to suggest that menstruation was.

If not related to menstrual impurity, what is it that the analysed terms actually mean? The manner

in which they appear in the textual sources suggest that they were perceived as connected to one another (and

in some cases even interchangeable). The similar nature of their interpretations - ḫarištu being a woman

giving birth, musukkatu an impure woman and (at least in some cases) a woman who has just given birth,

and urruštu simply being an unclean woman - also gives the impression of a shared sphere of meaning. It

rather seems, then, that whilst impurity cannot with certainty be ascribed to menstruation, it appears to be

connected to childbirth.

This theory, however, requires some further contextualisation because, as was demonstrated in the

etymological analysis of urruštu, the concept of impurity most likely was not the same in Mesopotamia as it

is in modern day Europe. The form of the D-stem verbal adjective, for instance, was often used to denote

physical defects of the body - which in the case of impurity implies that this was perhaps seen as a bodily

condition like any other physical state, rather than an abstract, contagious aura around the a�ected person.

Furthermore, the analysis also showed that this verbal adjective should be seen as passive, thus making the

a�ected person the receiver of impurity from some external force or event, rather than the source of

uncleanliness. Both of these suppositions generate an image of female impurity which is quite distinct from

the stereotypical, modern, Western view on the ‘shunned and dangerous impure woman’ with its inherently

negative connotations. In fact, several of the Akkadian texts analysed above contain passages that suggest

‘impurity’ could be seen as somewhat positive: the goddess Ningeštinanna is described as a musukkatu, and96

the milk of such a woman is used as an ingredient in several medical recipes clearly in the belief that it97

would have some healing properties.

Furthermore, impurity might not have been the only reason for the seclusion of a woman after

childbirth. It is true that birth was seen as a deeply polluting event in many neighbouring cultures, such as in

97 See section 4.2.2 in this paper, texts Iraq 18 pl. 25 and AMT 13,6.
96 See section 4.2.2 in this paper, text BAM 323.
95 Steinert 2020, 67.
94 Steinert 2012, 80.
93 Steinert 2012, 72.
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Hittite Anatolia and Ancient Greece , which strengthens the assumption that similar beliefs of impurity98 99

were indeed prevalent in Mesopotamia. However, the separation of a new mother and her baby from other

people could also have been intended as an act of protection. People were aware that the time directly after

delivery was very dangerous to both mother and child, since they were much more susceptible to deadly

infections, and it is reasonable to assume that this knowledge played an integral part in the rituals100

concerned with childbirth. In other words, rather than forbidding the new mother from interacting with

other people, the practice could just as easily have been meant to prevent other people from interfering with

(and possibly endangering) her.

To conclude, it is evident that the translations for the words ḫarištu, musukkatu and urruštu

provided in the CAD are both inaccurate and insu�ciently explained; a connection to menstruation is

simply not clearly visible, and the use of the term ‘impure’ or ‘unclean’ need to be either replaced by another

word with less inherently negative connotations in modern society, or thoroughly explained from its

Mesopotamian perspective. Otherwise, any translations of the words risk perpetuating a misogynistic image

of Akkadian women, simply due to scholarly ignorance of prejudiced assumptions as a result of their

translations.

5.2. Standpoint analysis

Since it is by now obvious that the translations provided in the CAD are thoroughly biassed and even

downright false, it is vital to understand the reasons behind this inaccuracy, so that future research may avoid

making the same mistakes. It is therefore my intent to brie�y explain why the underlying androcentric bias

witnessed in this paper has come to dominate Assyriology, and thereafter to discuss the negative

consequences of such prejudice in research, and to highlight the tools available to scholars who wish to

transform the discipline into a more scienti�cally inclusive �eld of study.

The �rst reason for the larger focus on male-dominated areas in Assyriology must actually be

attributed to the source material itself: due to the patriarchal structure of Mesopotamian societies, evidence

dealing with men is generally more abundant - mainly because male activities were recorded to a much larger

extent than female occupations. This is, in other words, an androcentric bias which was already present in101

Ancient Mesopotamian societies.

The truly problematic bias, however, is the one inherent in more modern practices. Assyriology has,

for instance, been heavily in�uenced by classical depictions of Mesopotamian societies, such as the tales of

Herodotus. Thereby, the image of Akkadian women has been studied through the eyes of another deeply

101 Crawford 2014, 10.
100 Meyers 2016, 492-493.
99 Hong 2016, 676.
98 Bachvarova 2014, 292.
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patriarchal society, and although many of Herodotus’s claims have lost some of their scienti�c relevance in

more recent decades, some ideas still linger in conventional Assyriological discourse - for example the idea of

temple prostitution. The choice of these sources and the unwillingness to completely dismiss their102

suggestions (even when evidence is scarce or entirely missing) can only be attributed to an inherently

androcentric mindset which perpetuates the tradition of scienti�c research by men, about men, for men.

This mindset is the main obstacle in any attempt to overcome bias, and the main reason behind

misogynistic prejudice such as that demonstrated in this paper, and it must be understood from a standpoint

analysis of the scientists themselves. The majority of early Assyriologists were in a privileged position in more

than one way: �rstly, due to the prestige and authority bestowed upon them by virtue of their positions as

scientists at esteemed institutions, and secondly, as white, Western men. As such, they were schooled in a103

cultural and social background vastly di�erent from that of a woman in Mesopotamia. Standpoint104

epistemology argues that the position to which a person belongs (i.e. the combined locations of all the

di�erent social groups he or she is part of) will in�uence both what perceptions they have of the world, and

what discourses are available as tools to make sense of those perceptions; the ideas that become mainstream

opinion are all to a certain extent �ltered through and approved by those who wield the most in�uence. It105

is therefore not surprising that a homogenous group of privileged, male scientists would develop - and

subsequently maintain - an androcentric perspective which re�ects their own experiences, suppositions and

agendas.

By now, it should be clear to everyone that the consequences of a continuous application of these

biases are invariably negative. Not only have women been largely absent from Assyriological research (for the

reasons explained above), but when they do appear the evidence has tended to be biassedly or inaccurately

interpreted. This is, for example, the case with the terminology studied in this paper, and the temple106

prostitution mentioned above. However, a third - and arguably more subtle - consequence can be found in

the communication and spread of new, critical research (or rather, the lack thereof). This is clearly

demonstrated in the introduction to this paper, where it becomes apparent that Marten Stol’s book about

women in Mesopotamia fails to address any feminist criticisms on the matter of menstruation, despite the107

availability of such discussions in other publications and despite that the book in other areas tries to108

incorporate feminist perspectives. Instead, it presents the androcentric image which is still dominant in

mainstream discourse, thus validating this perspective. I would argue that the reluctance to incorporate new

ideas or to challenge existing theories is the result of a resilient opposition to change within the discipline,

108 e.g. Couto-Ferreira & Garcia-Ventura 2013.
107 Stol 2016.
106 Crawford 2014, 10.
105 Sprague 2016, 80-81.
104 Crawford 2014, 10.
103 Sprague 2016, 65.
102 Chavalas 2014, 1-3.

26



which promotes “standard” research whilst impeding the spread of theoretical and methodological criticism.

Fortunately, it is by no means impossible to address and counteract these negative consequences. A

�rst step, which is already taking place, is an increased diversity amongst Assyriologists. A second step is an

expanded focus on theory and methodology, and, above all, we need to initiate further discussions on the

processes of knowledge production; an epistemology like standpoint theory could provide the tools necessary

to raise awareness of scholarly bias, and thereby pave the way for more diverse, inclusive and critical research.
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6. Conclusion

The aim of this paper has been the critical reevaluation of the validity of the currently widespread image of

menstruation as something impure in Mesopotamian societies. Since this topic is by nature closely connected

to the perception of the female body, it is not surprising that the androcentric perspective which has long

governed scienti�c research in Western institutions, has applied upon it (sometimes subconsciously) modern

patriarchal prejudice regarding women. Through an etymological and contextual analysis of the Akkadian

terms, which in the CAD have received a translation relating them to menstrual impurity, it has become

apparent that this concept does not �nd support in the historical evidence; the CAD’s translations for the

terms ḫarištu, musukkatu and urruštu, as well as the methodology which the authors utilised in their

interpretation process, are neither correct nor scienti�c.

It is impossible to conclude from this paper alone whether menstruation in Mesopotamia really was

associated with impurity. As I have pointed out, there are certain clues which indicate the opposite, but I

cannot claim to have read every available cuneiform tablet, or examined all available archaeological evidence.

It may well be that several years or decades from now, we will be in possession of sources which clearly state

that the Mesopotamians did indeed harbour such sentiments. What is important to remember, however, is

that the translations provided in the CAD do not have access to those sources - their interpretations,

regardless of the potential future evidence for the concept, were made on the basis of prejudiced speculation.

And although speculation is by no means prohibited in scienti�c research, any guesswork must still be

logically composed and, above all, openly presented as guesswork. In this regard, the CAD translations are

not so much scienti�c fact as subjective opinion.

It is my sincere hope that the change that we see in Assyriology today - with an increased focus on

theory and methodology, a growing diversity among Assyriologists and a heightened awareness of

conventional bias in the discourse - will continue to grow, in scope as well as importance. Only then will the

discipline truly be free to move forward.
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Appendix

4R 58 i 54-59 (Lamashtu II)

54 utammīki nīš libbi kubbuti u qaqqadi ṣalmi
55 nīš būri u ḫirīti nīš tubkinnati u ep(e)rīša
56 nīš lubārī ša urrušti nīš ḫarrān(i) u ālikīša
57   ḫul.dúb zi an-a ḫe-pà zi ki-a ḫe-pà
58   zi dig̃ir.gal.gal-eneke ḫe-pà zi dig̃ir an.ki-a ḫe-pà
59   zi an-a ḫe-pà zi ki-a ḫe-pà109

AfO 18 76 Tablet Funck 3:21-28

21.   DIŠ [[...]] ana IGI-šú ip-rik(?) NU KUR ÁŠ ana EGIR-šú GUR-ma pa-šír
22.   DIŠ un-ni-ni ÍL a-di 3-šú ana IGI-šú GIL NA.BI ana EGIR-šú GUR-ma nu x x x-ma pa-šír
23.   DIŠ [[...]] ana IGI-šú NU KUR ÁŠ x x-ma pa-šír
24.   DIŠ ri-ik-su šá GI.MEŠ (text BU) ana IGI-šú KUR [ÁŠ]
25.   DIŠ ḫa-ri-ma-a-tum ana IGI-šú KUR [ÁŠ]
26. DIŠ ḫa-rim-tum mu-suk-ka-tum ana IGI-šú NU KUR ÁŠ UBUR-šá TAG-ma pa-šír
27.   DIŠ ina SILA la a-ṣú-ú ana IGI-šú KUR ÁŠ: NU KUR ÁŠ
28.   DIŠ ina SILA LA ana IGI-šú zaq-pat NU KUR ÁŠ ina GÌR-šú šá 150 i-kab-ba-si-ma pa-šír110

BAM 323:45-53

45.   ÉN dUTU LUGAL ⸢mi-šá-ri⸣ [(ṭè-en-k)]a lis-⸢kip⸣
46.   ABGAL DINGIR.MEŠ ⸢dAMAR.UTU⸣ [(di-ni-k)]a DA.KÚR!
47. dNin-geštin-<(an>-na! ú-suk-ka-tum [(na-gi-ir GINÍNDA.NA-k)]i
48. i-na a-ru-ti KI-tim A.⸢MEŠ⸣-k[(a! lip-ru-us-ka)]
49.   ⸢d⸣Nin-⸢giš-zi-da GU.ZA.LÁ⸣ KI-tim ⸢DAGAL-tú⸣ [(GABA-ka li-né-i)]
50.   ⸢d⸣[(AR)]A ⸢SUKKAL⸣ Eri-du10 ⸢lit-ru⸣-[(ka)]
51.   [d30 EN] AGA màḫ-rit da-[o o o o]
52.   [dNIN.URT]A ⸢EN⸣ GIŠ.⸢TUKUL⸣ GÚ-ka [lik-kis x x]
53.   [o o o o o (o)] o o (x) da? ru x [o o o o]111

111 Scurlock 2014, 694-695.
110 Köcher & Oppenheim 1957/58, 76.
109 Farber 2014, 168.
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Hg. D 423-431 (= Hg. B V)

423   [túg.A.SU] šá ra-am-ki ḫúl-la-nu
424   [túg.x] ŠU-lum lu-bar i-tin-ni
425   [túg].a[n.t]a.dul tak-ti-mu qa-di-lu-u
426   [túg.x].dingir.r[a].kex na-al-ba-šú gad-la-lu-u šá DINGIR
427   [túg.x].lugal.la.kex tu-u-zu MIN šá LUGAL
428 [túg].níg.dara2.BAD.a kan-nu šá ḫa-riš-ti šá la KÙ-ti
429   [túg].mu.BU ú-ra-šú ṣu-[ba]t ar-šu
430   [túg].mu.BU kar-ru MIN i-dir-te
431   [túg.x].y ŠU-u il-tap-pu112

Hh. XIX 301-307 (= Nabnitu XXII)

301   túg.níg.dara2 ú-la-pu
302   túg.níg.dara2.úš MIN da-mi
303   túg.níg.dara2.šu.su.ub MIN su-ú-ni
304   túg.níg.dara2.šu!.lál MIN da-me
305   túg.níg.dara2.sal.la.sír.ra si-in-bu
306   [túg.níg.dara2.ba]r.ra kan-nu šá e-riš-ti
307 [túg.níg.dara2.BAD.a] MIN šá ḫa-riš-ti113

Iraq 18 pl.25 i 3-9 (in Iraq 19)

(3)   [DIŠ NA]⸢E⸣.SÍR ina DU-šú ana IGI-šú Š[UB]-ut IGIII-šú pal-ka
(4)   X X NU.TUK ŠUII-šú GIRII-šú NÍ-šú la ú-na-áš
(5)   NA.BI ḪUL DIB-su kīma AN.TA.ŠUB.BA ir-te-ni-ḫi-šú
(6)   GANAM.BAR.ŠE SAG NAGA.SI ḪAD.DU SÚD ina KU=(ZID?) GIŠ.BÚR
(7) *GA SAL.ZUG-ti šá ma-[ru?] Ù.TU ḪE.ḪE
(8)   ÉN ana libbi ŠID-nu ⸢ŠEŠ⸣.MEŠ-su AN.BAR ḪU.LUḪ.ḪA
(9) ina ⸢GÚ-šú⸣ GAR-ma ḪUL UGU-šú ZI-aḫ114

114 Kinnier Wilson 1957, 40.
113 Civil, Landsberger & Reiner 1970, 136.
112 Civil, Landsberger & Reiner 1970, 141.
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KAR 300 r. 1-8

1’   [DIŠ L]Ú? DINGIR-šú it-[           ] ⸢x⸣ ⸢x⸣ [           ]
2’   [DIŠ L]Ú? a-ṣi-am-ma [           ] a-sa-ku x [           ]
3’   [DIŠ L]Ú? DAM-su ina A x [           ] ⸢x⸣ še-er-ru ša ul-du-šu ⸢mu⸣-[           ]
4’ ⸢še⸣-er-ru-šu ar-nam ša AD-šú u AMA-šú i-tab-[bal]
5’ [šu]m-ma im-tu-ut ana É EN-šu i-ta-x-[x x]
6’ [DIŠ LÚ m]u-su-uk-ka-ta e-ti-iq-ta5 il-pu-ut 6 u4-me ul [x]
7’   [DIŠ LÚ?] a-ba-šu la i-pa-la-aḫ ar-ḫi-iš in-ni-i[š ?]
8’   [DIŠ LÚ? in]a ki-nu-ni-šu IZI it-ta-na-an-pa-aḫ [k]ur-bi DINGIR ina É-šú sad-rat GU[B]115

SpTU 1.44:69-74 (= BAM 543 + BAM 29 + AMT 54,3 + Hunger Uruk 44 + BAM
28 + BAM 533)

69.   ÉN bu-ʾ-šá-nu a-mir GIN7 UR.MAḪ DIŠ la šá UR.MAḪ šá bu-u[(ʾ-šá-ni da-an DIB-su ki-m)a
(UR.BAR.RA)]

70. nap-šá-ri iṣ-bat ki-i mìn-di-ni iṣ-ṣa-bat la-ḫe-e <(ina)> n[(u-u)]r-za nap-[(ba-ti it-ta-di GIŠGU.ZA-šú
man-na-)]
71.   -mi lu-uš-pur ana DUMU.MUNUSME dA-nu šá AN-e liš-šá-nim-ma tal-li-ši-na [(šá KÙ.BABBAR u
kan-du-ra-ni-ši-na šá KÙ.SIG17)]
72. liḫ-ba-nim A.MEŠ A.AB.BA tam-tim DAGAL-tim a-šar ur-ru-uš-ti [(la im-su-ú ŠUII-šá)]
73. u-suk-ka-tum la im-su-u lu-ba-re-e-šú iṣ-ṣur ḫur-ri la id-⸢lu⸣-ʾu ⸢la ú⸣-[(na-as-si-su kàp-pi-šú)]
74. la id-lu-uʾ UR.GI7 GI6 lid-da-a ana pi-šú-ma ZI-iḫ šá KA-šú um-mu sik-ka-tum lu!-ba-⸢ṭu⸣ u bu-ʾ-šá-nu
TU6 ÉN116

116 Scurlock 2014, 394.
115 Heeßel 2007, 114.
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