
 

Updating Our Understanding of Algorithms in the Ancient World:  

A Babylonian Astronomy Case Study 

 

The specter of algorithms has haunted research into Babylonian mathematics and science for 

decades. Since computer scientist Donald Knuth’s under-informed analysis in the ‘70s, some 

scholars have wrestled with its ahistoric application, while others adapted easily to its unexamined 

use (Knuth 1972). Previous research has reflected on the value of treating ancient mathematics as 

algorithms by focusing on an algorithmic vs. demonstrative mathematics (Høyrup 2018a and 

Høyrup 2018b). Proponents of the idea have used algorithms as a method of translation and an aid 

in cross-cultural comparison and analysis (Ritter 2004 and Imhausen 2003). Those opposed suggest 

that early Babylonian mathematics is not algorithmic and calling it thus is at best anachronistic. Yet 

modern algorithmic studies and research out of sociological and anthropological fields have 

complicated the term, providing a wealth of material for re-examining the applications of 

“algorithm” to ancient Babylonia (Ames and Massimo 2023, Seaver 2017, and Striphas 2023). The 

study of the history of science in Babylonia is primed for a new, robust examination of the presence 

of algorithms within these ancient tablets and the value of looking for them. 

This presentation examines how modern algorithmic studies can inform the current 

understanding of ancient astronomy. Drawing from recent research out of sociology and 

anthropology, the concept of “algorithm” is defined and dissected in order to determine its place in 

discussions of antiquity. Focusing on Late Babylonian astronomical procedure texts, this 

presentation demonstrates what an algorithmic analysis might look like when informed by recent 

advancements in algorithm studies and awareness of the nuances of ancient mathematics. This 

demonstration highlights the benefits of complicating the idea of “algorithm” and applying it to 

ancient science. Earlier work in this field has shown the value of algorithms as a lens for analysis, 

providing case studies for how their informed use invites modern scholars to rethink traditional 

interpretations (Meszaros forthcoming). This broader analysis provides a deep dive into how 



 

modern algorithmic studies can apply in the ancient world so that future translation and 

interpretation work can be more fully informed. 
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