


Orientalische Religionen in der Antike
Ägypten, Israel, Alter Orient

Oriental Religions in Antiquity
Egypt, Israel, Ancient Near East

(ORA)

Herausgegeben von / Edited by

Angelika Berlejung (Leipzig)
Joachim Friedrich Quack (Heidelberg)

Annette Zgoll (Göttingen)

Beirat / Advisory Board

Uri Gabbay (Jerusalem)
Michael Blömer (Aarhus)

Christopher Rollston (Washington, D.C.)
Rita Lucarelli (Berkeley)

34





Mohr Siebeck

Research on Israel and Aram
Autonomy, Independence and Related Issues

Proceedings of the First Annual RIAB Center 
Conference, Leipzig, June 2016

RIAB Volume I

Edited by

Angelika Berlejung and Aren Maeir



ISBN 978-3-16-157719-2 / eISBN 978-3-16-157720-8
DOI 10.1628/978-3-16-157720-8

ISSN 1869-0513 / eISSN 2568-7492 (Orientalische Religionen in der Antike)

The Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in the Deutsche Nationalbibliographie; detailed 
bibliographic data are available at http://dnb.dnb.de.

©  2019 Mohr Siebeck Tübingen, Germany.  www.mohrsiebeck.com 

This book may not be reproduced, in whole or in part, in any form (beyond that permitted by copyright 
law) without the publisher’s written permission. This applies particularly to reproductions, translations and 
storage and processing in electronic systems.

The book was printed on non-aging paper by Gulde Druck in Tübingen, and bound by Buchbinderei 
Spinner in Ottersweier.

Printed in Germany. 

Angelika Berlejung, is a professor for Old Testament Studies at the University of Leipzig in Germa-
ny, and professor extraordinaire for Ancient Near Eastern Studies at the University of Stellenbosch 
in South Africa.

Aren M. Maeir, is a professor of Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern Archaeology at the Institute of 
Archaeology, the Martin (Szusz) Department of Land of Israel Studies and Archaeology, Bar-Ilan 
University.



 

Table of Contents 

Preface ........................................................................................................................ IX 
List of Abbreviations ............................................................................................... XIII 

Section I. Cultural Autonomy and Independence 
in the Historical Sciences 

JAN DIETRICH 
Liberty, Freedom, and Autonomy in the Ancient World: A General Introduction 
and Comparison ............................................................................................................ 3 
PAUL WEIRICH 
Models of Cultural Transmission ................................................................................ 23 
CHRISTOPH WULF 
Implicit Decision Making in Rituals ........................................................................... 43 
DAVID SMITH 
Addressing the Dilemmas of Ethno-Cultural Diversity in the Modern World: 
National-Cultural Autonomy – Utopian Vision or Practical Solution? ....................... 57 

Section II. Aram and Israel in the Biblical Sources 

ECKART OTTO 
The Arameans in the Book of Deuteronomy ............................................................... 77 
YIGAL LEVIN 
Aram and Arameans in Chronicles ............................................................................. 91 
THOMAS RÖMER 
The Strange Conversion of Naaman, Chief of the Aramean Army ........................... 105 
NILI WAZANA 
From Joshua to Zakkur: Military Coalitions in the Story of the Conquest of the 
Land (Joshua 10–11) in the Light of the Kurkh Monolith and the Stele of Zakkur ... 121 
ISRAEL FINKELSTEIN 
Between Jeroboam and Jeroboam: Israelite Identity Formation ................................ 139 



 Table of Contents  VI 

Section III. Archaeological Perspecives on the Arameans 
in the Northern Levant 

DOMINIK BONATZ 
The Myth of Aramean Culture .................................................................................. 159 
DANIELE MORANDI BONACOSSI 
Iron Age Mishrifeh: An Aramean Specialized Production Center in the Hamath 
Kingdom? ................................................................................................................. 179 

Section IV. Archaeological Perspectives on the Aramean/Israelite  
Inter-relations in the Southern Levant 

SHUICHI HASEGAWA 
ʿEn Gev in the Iron Age II: Material Culture and Political History .......................... 211 
NAAMA YAHALOM-MACK, NAVA PANITZ-COHEN, AND ROBERT A. MULLINS 
An Iron Age I Cultic Context at Tel Abel Beth-Maacah ........................................... 233 
ADI ELIYAHU-BEHAR, VANESSA WORKMAN, AND AMIT DAGAN 
Early Iron Production at Philistine Tell es-Safi/Gath vs. Israelite Tel Megiddo ....... 251 
YIFAT THAREANI 
Archaeology of an Imagined Community: Tel Dan in the Iron Age IIa .................... 263 
GUNNAR LEHMANN 
Hazael in the South ................................................................................................... 277 
ASSAF KLEIMAN 
Invisible Kingdoms? Settlement Oscillations in the Northern Jordan Valley and 
State Formation in Southwestern Syria ..................................................................... 293 

Section V. Historical Perspectives on Aramean-Israelite Interactions 

OMER SERGI 
The Memory of the Kingdom of Geshur in Biblical Literature ................................. 315 
KAREL VAN DER TOORN 
Arameans and Israelites in Papyrus Amherst 63 ....................................................... 331 
CHRISTIAN FREVEL 
State Formation in the Southern Levant – The Case of the Arameans and the Role 
of Hazael’s Expansion .............................................................................................. 347 
HERBERT NIEHR 
The Relations between the Kingdoms of Hamath and Israel ..................................... 373 



 Table of Contents  VII 

YUVAL LEVAVI 
A Peculiar Taxation Practice of Judean Exiles in Rural Babylonia and Its Possible 
Connection to Building Activity in Late Sixth Century Judah .................................. 395 

Section VI. Historical Perspectives on Later Periods 

LEEOR GOTTLIEB 
From Translation to Midrash: On the Role of Aramaic Targum towards the End of 
the First Millennium CE ........................................................................................... 411 
ABRAHAM TAL 
Between Early and Late Samaritan Aramaic ............................................................. 421 
JOHN HEALEY 
“Arameans” and Aramaic in Transition – Western Influences and the Roots of 
Aramean Christianity ................................................................................................ 433 
ESTHER ESHEL AND IAN STERN 
Divination Texts from Maresha ................................................................................ 447 
MARCO FRENSCHKOWSKI 
Are Syrians Arameans? Some Preliminary Remarks on Syriac Ethnic Identity in 
Late Antiquity ........................................................................................................... 457 

 

Index of Ancient Written Sources ............................................................................. 485 
Index of Ancient Names ........................................................................................... 493 
 



 



 

Preface 

The Minerva Center for the Relations between Israel and Aram in Biblical Times 
(RIAB), one of the 23 Minerva Centers funded by the Minerva Stiftung, was established 
in 2016 (along with an additional center at the Weizmann Institute of Science, Rehovot), 
as part of the celebrations of 50 years of the formal relations between the Federal  
Republic of Germany and the State of Israel. 
 This center, along with these other centers, and a host of other joint German-Israeli 
scientific ventures, provides an ongoing solid basis for creating and fostering scientific 
and personal relations between Germans and Israelis. It serves both as a platform for 
scientific excellence – but, and perhaps more importantly, a constructive and productive 
mode in which these two peoples can work at rebuilding a relationship of trust, friend-
ship, cooperation, and hope. 
 The original call in 2014 for the two new Minerva Centers requested proposals relat-
ing to autonomous decision making and possible inter-dependencies, in any field of sci-
entific enquiry. While at first glance such a topic would hardly seem typical for research 
on antiquity, we, the co-directors of the center, thought that an “out-of-the-box” pro-
posal relating to these topics might just be of interest; and in fact, that is what happened. 
We proposed to study two of the most important ancient cultures of the eastern Medi-
terranean, the Israelite and Aramean cultures, through the relatively untouched and un-
used perspectives of the character of the interactions between these cultures, and the 
mutual influences and autonomy of these two cultures, if there were any at all. Particu-
larly unique is the fact that they were not only among the more important cultures of 
Near Eastern antiquity, they still are among the few ancient cultures in the entire world 
whose cultural patrimony continues until this day. The center thus offers a unique op-
portunity for a longue durée perspective on the relations and/or the lack thereof, between 
these two cultures specifically, and cultural groups in general. 
 We will engage with the core issues of autonomy and interdependency. Interest in 
aspects relating to autonomy and inter-dependency are well-known in many fields, such 
as in, e.g., Philosophy, Law, and Social Theory. From these and other perspectives it is 
clear that in any given situation, the dynamics and tensions that exist between autonomy 
and inter-dependency are quite complex – and often even tricky to define. Although the 
core areas of study of the center lay in the Levant during earlier periods, a broader tem-
poral and geographic horizon is also included. While most of the research focus will be 
on so-called “biblical periods,” we believe that extending our perspective to the entire 
spectrum of Israelite-Aramean relations will enhance the original aims of the center and 
enable us to expand the potential significance of the results of our joint research activi-
ties. Thus, the RIAB center will serve to study the past and through this partake in the 
ongoing rebuilding of Israeli-German relations; by being aware of the past in the pre-
sent, we can hopefully also contribute to help sustain the cultural patrimony of those 
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who are currently suffering untold horrors in Syria. As responsible citizens of the world, 
we believe that this is a worthy path for us to take. We can but hope that with time, the 
situation “on the ground” will improve, and the Arameans and their culture in the Near 
East will not be under threat anymore. 
 In our first and opening conference in Leipzig (June 5th to 9th, 2016) entitled “De-
pendency and Autonomy in Intercultural Relations: Israel and Aram as a Case Study,” 
we wanted to show that the center opens up a broad range of fields of inquiry, ranging 
from archaeology to anthropology, from Bible to history, from linguistics to philology, 
from biblical times to the present day Middle East – to name just a few. Therefore we 
decided to begin the conference with public papers devoted to the current disastrous 
situation in Syria in order to heighten awareness in general. Then we delved into meth-
odological research in the historical sciences with Section I entitled “Cultural Autonomy 
and Independence in the Historical Sciences,” followed by Section II on “Aram and 
Israel in the Biblical Sources.” After this exploration of the textual sources we moved 
into Section III, “Archaeological Perspectives on the Arameans in the Northern Levant” 
and Section IV, “Archaeological Perspectives on the Aramean-Israelite Inter-relations 
in the Southern Levant.” Section V, “Historical Perspectives on Aramean-Israelite  
Interactions,” focused on the possible encounters and interactions between Aram and 
Israel in the first millennium BCE, while our concluding section, “Historical Perspec-
tives on Later Periods,” established a link between the ancient periods BCE and the later 
developments of possible Aramean-Israelite encounters. 
 Fortunately, a broad range of scholars followed our invitation and presented their 
papers during the conference. During our discussions we experienced that the autonomy 
and interdependency perspective provides fertile ground for a more meaningful and nu-
anced study of the connections and tensions between ethnicity, identities, languages, 
scripts within the context of the study of the ancient Near East in general, and the  
Aramean-Israelite interface in earlier and later periods specifically. In almost every sec-
tion we observed that socio-linguistic perspectives have been used in the study of lan-
guages of the past, but insufficiently in our opinion, particularly in the study of the 
ancient Near East. As one of the main sources of information on the Aramean-Israelite 
or Syrian-Jewish interface is language, we hope to utilize current linguistic approaches 
to the research on language contact and multilingualism, to shed light on cultural con-
nections and the dynamics of language contact between Hebrew and Aramaic-Syriac in 
earlier and later Israelite and Jewish literature (Bible, Talmud, Targum etc.), in the con-
text of early Christianity, or in the contemporary language contacts between Aramaic 
and modern languages. 
 These ideas for different aspects and directions of research were in some ways test 
cases that were realized during the first international annual meeting, the papers of 
which are published in this volume. As co-directors of the RIAB Center, we would like 
to stress how grateful we are that such outstanding scholars and colleagues have agreed 
to read their papers in Leipzig, and to publish them in our series, “Research on Israel 
and Aram in Biblical Times” (RIAB). 
 We sincerely hope that this volume will be the start of a series of RIAB publications 
that manifest the various activities of the RIAB Minerva Center. Our smaller workshops 
(several times a year in Israel and in Germany) and larger annual meetings (held 
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alternately in Israel and Germany) provide an unparalleled opportunity to foster and 
enhance scholarly discussions at a senior and junior level, between seasoned academics 
on the one hand and promising students on the other. We are convinced that these meet-
ings will produce fruitful discussions and excellent papers and perhaps even disserta-
tions that are enriching current scholarship in Israel, Germany, and abroad. Information 
on ongoing activities of the Center, as well as planned events, can be found on the Cen-
ter’s website, aramisrael.org.  
 The broad spectrum of topics and interest, which the researchers of this center are 
engaged in, is clearly seen in the impressive list of authors and topics in this volume. 
 
Finally, we would like to thank the members of the RIAB Center from Israel, Germany 
and other parts of the world for their ongoing participation, collaboration and interest in 
center activities, for the participants of the various center activities since 2016, to our 
respective institutions for their support (Bar-Ilan University, the University of Leipzig), 
to our students and Center staff members who have assisted us in carrying out the Cen-
ter’s activities, and to Vanessa Workman who helped to produce this volume. We are 
very grateful to the Mohr Siebeck Publishing house and the team in Tübingen for their 
support and for accepting this new series into their scientific program. We are also very 
grateful to Prof. Joachim Quack and Prof. Anette Zgoll for accepting “RIAB” as a sub-
series in the well-established series “Oriental Religions in Antiquity.” Last but not least, 
many thanks to the Minerva Foundation who provides a broad and solid foundation for 
academic excellence. 
 
Ramat-Gan/Leipzig, October 2018 Aren M. Maeir, Angelika Berlejung 
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Liberty, Freedom, and Autonomy in the Ancient World: 
A General Introduction and Comparison 

JAN DIETRICH* 

Abstract: In this paper, I shall explore the possibilities and contexts of liberty, freedom, 
and autonomous decision making in the ancient world. In order to do this, I will attempt 
to differentiate between three contexts (or dimensions) – namely, the social, the politi-
cal, and the individual – and I will compare the cultures of classical antiquity, ancient 
Israel, and the ancient Near East. 
 

Freedom, liberty, and autonomy are central to our modern culture and democratic sys-
tems. They build, at least in part, upon how the ancient civilizations, Greece and Rome, 
as well as the so-called “Hebrew Republic”1 advanced these concepts. However, the 
way the ancient cultures thought about autonomy and freedom differs in many ways 
from the way we think about them today, making these concepts “many-sided.”2 Let us 
therefore start with an act of awareness. It is relatively clear that the ancient ideas of 
liberty, freedom, and autonomy were no ‘eternal elementary ideas’ in the Arthur 
Lovejoy sense and that, even if they were present in the ancient world, they were dif-
ferent from our current ideas.3 This is a relatively recent historical insight; it was the 
French-Swiss political liberal thinker Benjamin Constant who, in his 1819 speech “The 
Liberty of the Ancients Compared with that of the Moderns,” was one of the first to 
contrast the ancient and the modern way of understanding liberty.4 Constant was mainly 
thinking of liberty in its political dimension, but, in my view, it is the broader notion of 
autonomous decision making in its social, political, and individual dimensions that can 
be contrasted with our modern times, and this can alert us to anachronisms. In this paper, 
I shall explore the possibilities and contexts of liberty, freedom, and autonomous deci-
sion making in the ancient world. In order to do this, I will attempt to differentiate be-
tween three contexts (or dimensions) – namely, the social, the political, and the individ-
ual – and I will compare the cultures of classical antiquity, ancient Israel, and the ancient 
Near East. 

 
* I wish to thank Sarah Jennings (Aarhus) for improving my English. 
1 Cf. NELSON, Hebrew Republic. 
2 “The concept of freedom, however, is many-sided” (KARAVITES, Relations, 145). 
3 By examining this from the perspective of a history of ideas, I am following approaches and me-

thods by Quentin Skinner and Reinhart Koselleck. 
4 CONSTANT, Writing, 307–328. 
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 I regard autonomous decision making as the ability to decide independently and self-
sufficiently of one’s own accord. This can occur either as an individual or as a collective, 
but it must always take place within contexts that either support and promote, resist, or 
make it entirely impossible to decide autonomously.5 It is therefore important to explore 
these contexts, as they provide the background within which autonomous decision mak-
ing is most likely to occur. 
 It is clear that the ancient Greek and Roman culture had terms like autonomy, liberty, 
and freedom; however, in ancient Israel, in Mesopotamia, and in ancient Egypt, these 
terms seem to be lacking. Having said this, I believe that the concepts themselves – at 
least in a rudimentary form – were also present in these cultures, at least on the legal 
and socio-economic level. Therefore, as our first step, let us explore the legal and socio-
economic dimensions of freedom as liberty in the ancient world. 

1. Freedom as Legal and Socio-Economic Liberty 

Freedom can, first and foremost, be found in the social and economic sphere, but only 
in the negative. All of the ancient civilizations – Mesopotamia, Egypt, Israel, Greece, 
and Rome – had the social institution of slavery or debt slavery, and it is within this 
social context that the idea of ‘release’ emerged. In ancient Mesopotamia, the Akkadian 
term andurāru means the manumission of slaves, the cancellation of services imposed 
upon free persons, or the remission of commercial debts.6 The manumission of slaves is 
referred to several times in Hammurabi’s codex (cf. CH §§ 117; 171; 280).7 For exam-
ple, in § 117, it is stated:  
If a man is gripped in poverty, and he has sold his wife, or his son, or his daughter for silver, or has put 
them into bound-service, they shall work in the house of their purchaser or of their bond-master for 
three years but in the fourth year their liberation (andurāršunu) shall be agreed.8  

In ancient Babylonia, the king, especially in his early reign, can issue so-called ‘justice 
decrees’ (using the formula mīšaram šakānum) in which he liberates people from debts, 
taxes, and debt slavery in order to help the economy out of socio-economic imbalances 
resulting from the mass indebtednesses of the many small but important landowners.9 
In the edict of Ammiṣaduqa, e.g., § 20, it is stated: 
If a citizen of Numhia, of Emutbal, of Idamaras, of Uruk, of Isin, of Kisurra, [or of Malgium] – an 
obligation requires him to give his [child], his wife, [or himself] for silver, to work off the debt or as a 
security deposit, because the king has established equity for the land, (the obligation) is remitted; his 
release is granted.10 

 
5 For Aristotle’s view on free choice, see section three in this paper.  
6 Cf. CAD s.v. andurāru, and EBELING, Freiheit. For other terms like mār banûti, elēlu, and zakû, 

cf. ERNST, Begriffe, 25–26; WUNSCH/MAGDALENE, Freedom. 
7 Cf. EBELING, Freilassung, 111. 
8 Transcription and translation according to RICHARDSON, Laws, 79. 
9 Cf. NEUMANN, Recht, 88–89. 
10 Translation according to HALLO, Edicts, 364. Cf. KRAUS, Verfügungen, 180–181. 
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Interestingly, not only individuals but also collectives can be freed from a state of bond-
age.11 It is said, for example, that the ‘Sun’ (= king of Hatti) set the land Kizzuwatna 
free (KBo I 5 i 37). Likewise, the king of Hatti can release the enslaved inhabitants of 
a conquered city from corvée (KBo X 1 r. 14; X 2 r. iii 18f), and Sargon establishes the 
liberty of the men of Kish (RA XVI 161:20). However, it was not only kings but also 
private slave owners who could grant the manumission of slaves. In Neo-Babylonian 
manumission documents, for example, a chattel slave’s manumission is inscribed on a 
clay tablet called ṭuppi mār banûti (“tablet of free status”), thereby granting the legal 
free status of a mār banûti, ‘cleansing’ the former slave from the former master’s prop-
erty rights.12 
 Similar aspects can be found with regard to ancient Israel.13 “To be ‘free’ (Heb. root 
ḥ-p-š) is first and foremost a legal (economic) term […]. Deriving from Akkadian ḫupšu 
– ‘belonging to a lower social class’ –, a free person (Heb. ḥopšî) simply is a ‘no-longer’ 
or ‘released slave’.”14 The following legal prescription from Exod 21:2 is typical: 
“When you buy a Hebrew slave, he shall serve six years, and in the seventh he shall go 
out free (Heb. ḥopšî), for nothing.”15 This comprehension of freedom is usually applied 
to individuals, but it could, like in Mesopotamia, also be applied to collectives; for ex-
ample, by using the term derōr (which is similar to Akkadian andurāru) with respect to 
the collective of captives about to be freed from exile (Isa 61:1)16 or to a collective 
institution like the “house” (bajit) when the person freed was, as pater familias, the head 
of the institution, e.g. when Saul states in 1 Sam 17:25 that he would set free (ḥopšî) the 
house of the man who kills Goliath.17 In this legal and socio-economic sense of release, 
freedom was, firstly, perceived mainly as a process, not as a fixed state of being, ability 
or consciousness.18 Secondly, freedom was perceived only in its opposition to slavery.19 
This meant furthermore that, thirdly, freedom was perceived only negatively as delivery 
from a state of bondage, and this state of bondage brought about the initial awareness 
of being unfree from which the awareness of freedom as deliverance from bondage 

 
11 Cf. CAD s.v. andurāru for the following examples. In some cases, the “establishment of kid-

dinūtu” means that temple cities or estates can be dedicated to a god, with “the effect of freeing the 
citizens of the city or estate from taxes, military duty, corvée (forced labor), slavery (including debt 
slavery), and the confiscation of their property.” (BERGSMA, Release, 207). 

12 As Cornelia Wunsch and Rachel Magdalene recently argued, the Neo-Babylonian manumission 
of slaves can be differentiated according to two steps. First, the slave’s manumission grants the legal 
free status of a mār banûti. Nevertheless, this manumitted slave has received ‘only’ the legal status of 
a freedman equal to that of a freeborn (mār banûti) who still might be subject to the patria potestas of 
the household’s master – like every freeborn son or daughter living under the potestas of the house-
hold’s father. It is only with the second step, when ‘emancipation’ as further release from patria po-
testas is granted, that the freedman is no longer subject to any foreign potestas. 

13 Cf. BERGSMA, Release; WEINFELD, Justice. 
14 PORZIG, Freedom, 671. Cf. also WILLI, Freiheit, 533–538; KAISER, Testament, 190–193; 

SCHMITZ, Freiheit, 192–193. 
15 ESV Translation. 
16 Cf. WILLI, Freiheit, 543–546; ERNST, Begriffe, 32–33. 
17 Cf. ERNST, Begriffe, 30. 
18 Cf. BARTSCH, Freiheit, 497. 
19 Cf., e.g., HEILIGENTHAL, Freiheit, 498; ERNST, Begriffe, 29. 
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derived. It was not typical to envision a positive state of ‘freedom to’ (as opposed to 
‘freedom from’) or to highlight the fact that a person freed from bondage had acquired 
the legal opportunities of free actions. It is only in Deut 20:5–7 that we find a positive 
meaning of ‘freedom’ concerning the man who is expected to conduct military duties: 
If he has just built a house, planted a vineyard or married, he is ‘free’ to look after his 
house, his vineyard or wife.20 
 This kind of liberation is first and foremost a legal and socio-economic as well as a 
negative concept, negative in the meaning of ‘release from’ or ‘freedom from’ (negative 
liberty) and not ‘freedom to’ (positive liberty).21 It shows that, at its beginning, the con-
cept of liberty was important for non-aristocratic people as a reactive concept; namely, 
to escape a situation of almost complete dependence. 
 Interestingly, the situation was the same in ancient Greece and Rome. In ancient 
Greece, the idea of autonomy and freedom also emerged out of its opposition to bond-
age. Here, eleutheros (ἐλεύθερος) and doulos (δοῦλος) are the two important terms, 
and it seems that words with the stem doul- appear earlier than words with the stem with 
eleuth-, marking the experience of unfreedom as an earlier awareness that gave rise to 
the awareness of a positive opposition to unfreedom.22 Of course, this does not imply 
that everybody was unfree; it simply means that freedom and unfreedom work in the 
same way as the contrast between (for example) health and illness: it is illness that 
makes people aware of health. In ancient Greece, free people – namely, the aristocratic 
upper class – did not designate themselves as ‘free’ but as ‘noble,’ and freedom only 
became known and appreciated when lost.23 This was similar in the late Roman republic. 
Here, “all Romans shared a basic understanding of the value of liberty: they agreed that 
fundamentally libertas referred to the status of non-slavery.”24 So, on the legal and so-
cio-economic level, the loss or absence of freedom gave rise to the awareness of free-
dom. This seems to apply to all the ancient cultures, including Greece. It was only in 
ca. 600 BCE when Solon’s reform (the so-called σεισάχθεια) was enacted and debt 
bondage abolished that full citizens in Athens were granted the right to personal free-
dom, meaning that in the case of liabilities, a creditor could no longer lay claim to an 
obligor’s labor.25 In the broader horizon of the ancient cultures, this went a step further 
than what subsequently occurred in ancient Mesopotamia and later in Israel. Firstly, in 
ancient Mesopotamia, individual release from bondage could be part of laws and col-
lective release could be part of individual decrees. Secondly, in ancient Israel, a further 

 
20 Cf. ERNST, Begriffe, 26. 
21 For the distinction between ‘freedom from’ (negative liberty) and ‘freedom to’ (positive liberty) 

cf., e.g., BERLIN, Concepts. 
22 Cf. RAAFLAUB, Entdeckung, 29–35. Cf. also POHLENZ, Freiheit, 7. 
23 Cf. RAAFLAUB, Entdeckung, 38–39. 
24 ARENA, Libertas, 14. Cf. also WIRSZUBSKI, Libertas, 1; KLOESEL, Libertas, 128. This is also true 

for later Roman law, cf. Digest 1.5.3ff and ARENA, Libertas, 15.  
25 For the fragments attesting to this reform, cf. RUSCHENBUSCH, Solon, 132–137. For the socio-

economic background in Solonian Athens, cf. FORSDYKE, Economy; VAN WEES, Solon’s Athens. In 
poem 36,15, Solon himself describes the liberation with the words “I set them free.” (ἐλευθέρους 
ἔθηκα; cf. LEWIS, Solon, 115). 
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step was taken26 (though perhaps only as a programmatic idea and not in historic real-
ity); here, release from bondage was granted as a legal right for all Hebrew debt slaves 
after having served six years. However, as just mentioned, Solon’s reform in Greece 
went even further. After this reform, total abolishment of debt slavery implied granting 
a legal right of personal freedom in the socio-economic sphere for full citizens, yet this 
freedom remained a type of ‘negative freedom’ or ‘freedom from’. 
 In ancient Rome, this legal and social status was also symbolized physically by the 
wearing of a hat called a pilleus. Unlike in ancient Israel, where the permanent status of 
slave was symbolized physically (by the piercing of the ear, Exod 21:5–6; Deut 15:16–
17),27 in ancient Rome, it was the status of a freed man that was emphasized physically. 
Here, the pilleus “propagated the notion of libertas as a status opposed to that of slav-
ery.”28 In fact, this hat held such symbolic importance that Brutus showed it on his coins 
after the murder of Caesar (fig. 1), demonstrating how this act should be regarded as 
freeing Rome. On one side, these coins display the portrait of Brutus and, on the other 
side, they display the pilleus of freedman flanked by two daggers, the weapons that 
killed Caesar.29 The hat on this and similar coins, therefore, shows a shift from the sym-
bolization of the legal and individual to the political and collective sphere, namely from 
the liberty of the individual to the liberty of the commonwealth.30 Of course, this shift 
did not occur for the first time in the late Roman republic but much earlier. Let us there-
fore now explore the political meaning of autonomy and freedom. 

 
Figure 1: Coin of Brutus showing the pileus of freed men.31 

 
26 But cf. already CH § 117 above. 
27 For Mesopotamia, cf. the term abbuttum, meaning either a hairdo, a mark on the body or an object 

worn by slaves, cf., e.g., YARON, Laws, 163. 
28 ARENA, Libertas, 31. 
29 Cf., e.g., ARENA, Libertas, 42; KLOESEL, Libertas, 163–164. 
30 ARENA, Libertas, 42. 
31 © Trustees of the British Museum. 
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2. Freedom as Political Autonomy 

Freedom as political autonomy seems to be only partly present in the ancient Near East, 
and, in any case, it is not present in the way that it later became an important idea and 
ideal concept for the identity of political unity itself. Instead, on the one hand, the idea 
emerges as part of the king’s ideology, legitimizing the king by bestowing release from 
debts or corvée for political units; as mentioned above, the king of Hatti could release 
the enslaved inhabitants of a conquered city from corvée, and Sargon establishes the 
liberty of the men of Kish.32 On the other hand, the Mesopotamian city itself seems to 
develop aspects and structures that could be called ‘autonomous’ in a broader sense. 
Although the city (ālum) was no “primitive democracy” (Thorkild Jacobsen) at the out-
set in early times, it seems as though it obtained a more autonomous status in the long 
term, when the Mesopotamian kings expanded their domain and obtained an empire 
with power over cities with a limited autonomous status.33 In these cities, the king’s 
charges “were limited to matters of general policy, concerning security, the cult, and the 
agricultural conditions. They excluded the details that were important in a citizen’s daily 
life.”34 Although the power of the city’s assembly (puḫrum), which consisted of elders 
and free citizens, was only limited in nature – in contrast to classical Athens – and could 
not make decisions in direct opposition to the king, the assembly nevertheless discussed 
and decided on a wide range of domestic matters, from legal lawsuits to the selection of 
leaders to offices in a way that “a great deal of power was located in the assembly, 
comparable to the situation in classical Greece.”35  
 Nevertheless, if we wish to identify the emergence of the idea of political autonomy 
as a self-defining concept, we have to move on to ancient Israel and Greece. My thesis 
is that the idea of freedom as political autonomy was conceptualized equiprimordially, 
both in ancient Greece and in the Old Testament. 
 Let us begin with ancient Greece. Thanks to the insightful work of Kurt Raaflaub, it 
is clear that the Greek concept of political freedom (eleutheria; ἐλευτερία) first 
emerged in the 5th century as a consequence of the wars against the Persians, when the 
freedom of the Greek polis was in danger.36 It was only a little later that the concept of 
political self-government (autonomia; αὐτονομία) emerged as a consequence of the 
first Delian League.37 In this way, freedom and autonomy were ‘reactive concepts’ that 
emerged only when the cities were in danger and fighting against outside control.38 So 
it was only during the Persian wars that the idea of freedom became “an identity marker 
for the Greek poleis.”39 On the cultural-religious level, this can be shown by the 

 
32 For this, see the previous section. 
33 Cf. VAN DE MIEROOP, City, 118–141. 
34 VAN DE MIEROOP, City, 123. 
35 VAN DE MIEROOP, City, 128. 
36 Cf. RAAFLAUB, Entdeckung, 71–108; Freiheit, 650; cf. also POHLENZ, Freiheit, 14–21. 
37 Cf. RAAFLAUB, Entdeckung, 189–207; Freiheit, 650. 
38 Cf. RAAFLAUB, Adel, 55.60 as well as RAAFLAUB, Entdeckung, passim. 
39 VOLLENWEIDER, Freedom, 672. 
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emergence of the cult for Zeus Eleutherios.40 When the supreme commander of the 
Greek army, Pausanias, won the war against the Persians in 479 BCE, he built an altar 
on the agora of Plataiai and sacrificed to Zeus in his new form as Eleutherios (Thuc. 
2.71.2).41  
 Thus, the idea of political freedom emerged during the times of the Greek-Persian 
wars of the 5th century. Interestingly, we can draw some parallels here with ancient 
Israel. During Hellenistic times, the Maccabeans first fought for religious freedom as a 
special kind of political freedom (cf. Josephus, Ant. 12.302–304), and, after this, they 
fought for political freedom itself, establishing Israel’s freedom (ἔστησαν αὐτῷ 
ἐλευθερίαν 1 Macc 14:26) after lamenting the fact that Israel was “no longer free, has 
become a slave” (ἀντὶ ἐλευθέρας ἐγένετο εἰς δούλην 1 Macc 2:11).42 It is possible to 
go even further back and try to compare the Exodus with the battle of Plataia, though 
the old socio-economic aspects can still be seen in ancient Israel’s political idea of lib-
eration from Egypt.43 Egypt was called a “house of bondage” ( םידבע תיב ), and the 
exodus, the move-out from Egypt, was the prime mythical and ‘historical’ event for the 
liberation of the ‘political’ entity Israel.44 While freedom remained one of the main as-
pects of Athenian identity from the 5th century onwards, it seems that the freedom sym-
bolized by the exodus was also one of the main aspects for Israel’s identity. Similar to 
ancient Greece, where the liberation in the Persian wars gave rise to a new bonding to 
Zeus Eleutherios (Zeus the liberator), the liberation by the exodus gave rise to a new 
bonding to Yhwh (Yhwh the liberator), who revealed his personal name in connection 
to the exodus45 and who made this liberation the basis for the laws in general and the 
ten commandments in particular.46 
 Also, like in Greece, where the freedom attained in the Persian wars was used by 
Athens for propagandistic reasons in the first Delian League, this Israelite identity 
marker was also used for legitimizing political maneuvers and interpreting historical 
developments; for example, when Jeroboam I legitimizes the formation of the ‘state’ of 
Northern Israel, arguing for a war of liberation from corvée (regardless of whether or 
not this is historical), and when Deutero-Isaiah describes the move from Babylon as a 
new exodus, the idea of political liberation from Egypt becomes an identity marker for 
Israel.47 Thus, although particular terms of freedom like Greek eleutheria or Rabbinic 
cherut (e.g. on coins from the Bar-Kokhba-revolt; fig. 2) are missing in the Hebrew 
Bible, the idea or concept of liberation from Egyptian slavery is present, and it is for-
mulated with terms like pādah, jāṣa‘ hifil or gā’al.48 It is true that, with these terms, we 

 
40 Cf. RAAFLAUB, Entdeckung, 125ff. 
41 Cf. RAAFLAUB, Entdeckung, 74. 
42 Cf. KAISER, Schrifttum, 54; KAISER, Testament, 195–196. Translation according to NRSV. 
43 On this, cf. FISCHER, Exodus. 
44 „‚Freiheit‘“ ist kein Wort der Hebräischen Bibel, und doch ist sie voll von Befreiungsgeschichten, 

und der Exodus ist ihre größte.“ (Cf. EBACH, Wege, 15) Cf. also BECKER, Befreiung, 30. 
45 Cf. CRÜSEMANN, Freiheit, 102. 
46 Cf., e.g., DOHMEN, Exodus, 102–103; KRÜGER, Freiheit, 114. 
47 Cf. CRÜSEMANN, Freiheit, 109f, 114. 
48 Cf., e.g., BARTSCH, Freiheit, 497. For the different established wordings, especially in Deutero-

nomy, cf. SCHULMEISTER, Befreiung; for pādah in particular cf. recently YAMAYOSHI, Auslösung. 
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do not have a particular term for the state of political freedom but only for the process 
of liberation. Still, this liberation was conceived as being freed from political depend-
ency and, in pre-exilic times, it was conceived as giving rise to the notion of not being 
dependent on foreign political entities but on God alone. In this way, it does not seem 
anachronistic when, subsequently in Roman times, Josephus and Philo use the term 
eleutheria when referring to the Exodus (cf. 1 Macc 2:11; 10:25–45).49 

 
Figure 2a–b: Coin from the Bar-Kokhba Revolt showing Rabbinic cherut (“freedom”).50 

From the perspective of a history of ideas, it is important to see how, already in the book 
of Exodus itself, the political view of the exodus refers to different aspects. As Jan Ass-
mann has recently shown, the exodus from Egypt implies three different forms of ‘with-
drawal’. Firstly, on the political level, the exodus from Egypt implies a political with-
drawal from sacral kingdom states by developing the idea of God’s chosen people as 
well as ‘nation formation’. Secondly, on the religious level, the exodus implies the reli-
gious withdrawal from polytheism to monolatry and, in the end, to monotheism; and 
thirdly, on the intellectual level, the exodus implies the intellectual withdrawal from 
myth to history.51 
 As well as these aspects of ‘withdrawal,’ the exodus also implies different forms of 
liberation, merging together the socio-economic, political, legal, and religious sphere. 
The exodus means liberation from tyranny on all these levels, making the Israelites free 
to serve God alone. In this way, the idea of the exodus resulted in turning back to the 
aforementioned socio-economic level as the basis of argumentation for the release from 
bondage in the land of Israel itself.52 The argument now used is that release not only 
may take place as an individual decree dependent on kingly generosity but that it should 

 
49 Cf. HEILIGENTHAL, Freiheit, 499–501. 
50 © BIBEL+ORIENT Museum / Stiftung BIBEL+ORIENT Fribourg, Suisse; Reg no. N 2000.40. 
51 Cf. ASSMANN, Exodus, 395–397. 
52 Cf. also CRÜSEMANN, Freiheit, 111–112. 
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Qarqar 125, 183, 375, 379, 385 
Qīr 473 
Qubur el-Walaydah 277, 282, 285, 288 
Que 129 
Qumran 414, 453 
Qurayyah 361, 363 
 
Ramat Raḥel 322, 402, 403, 404 
Ramoth plateau 142, 143 
Ramoth-gilead 99, 106, 133, 143, 145 
Rome 3, 4, 6, 7, 12, 13, 18, 26, 

438, 439, 443, 459, 461–
464, 470 

 
Samaria 106, 107, 111, 113–115, 

125, 142, 146, 151, 222, 
245, 318, 334, 337–343, 
349, 352, 353, 357, 376, 
380, 384, 385 

Samerina 385, 386 
Samʾal-Yaudi 172 
Saul 303 
Shechem 140, 146, 147, 149, 298, 

349 
Sheizar 180, 181, 182 
Shem 105 
Shephelah 126, 280, 305, 319, 351, 

353–358, 363, 385 
Shiloh 243 
Sicily 474, 477 
Sidon 447 
Sihon 324 
Ṣimirra 385 
Skyros 439 
Ṣubutu 183 
Succoth 145 
Sumatar 440, 443 
Ṣupite 383 
Susa 402 
Syene / Aswan 334, 338 
Syria 162, 167, 179, 183, 225, 

233, 273, 277, 295, 306, 
326, 334, 343, 373, 381, 
384, 435, 457–464, 466–
467, 470, 474–479 

 
Taanach 353 
Tall Sheich Hamad 77 
Tarsus 464 
Tawilan 365 
Tayma 340, 361, 362, 386 
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Tel Azekah 358 
Tel Dan 98, 140, 141, 146, 148, 

151, 216, 233, 235, 243, 
244, 263, 268, 269, 272, 
273, 278, 294, 298, 300, 
302, 320, 353, 380, 382 

Tel Dor 144, 358 
Tel Dover 299, 302 
Tel Gezer 143, 144, 305, 353, 358 
Tel Hadar 222, 224, 297, 299, 300–

305, 315–317 
Tel Haror 365 
Tel Hazor 122, 128, 142, 143, 144, 

216, 220, 223, 224, 226, 
228, 233, 235, 243–246, 
253, 256, 258, 271, 272, 
278, 295, 297–306, 318, 
353, 358, 360, 377, 382 

Tel Kinrot / Kinneret 
 141, 217, 221, 224, 227, 

297–301, 306, 316–318, 
323, 348, 351, 358 

Tel Ma’aravim 282 
Tel Malhata 283, 365 
Tel Masos 283, 359, 362, 365 
Tel Megiddo / Magiddû 
 117, 141, 216, 218, 220, 

253, 256, 257, 271, 272, 
304, 348, 353, 354, 384 

Tel Miqne / Ekron 131, 132, 251, 279, 288, 
363 

Tel Reḥov 141, 243, 253, 256, 258, 
300, 348, 352, 353, 358 

Tel Rekhesh 297, 300 
Tel Seraʿ 279, 282, 283, 285, 287, 

358, 365 
Tel Soreg 224, 227, 358 
Tel Zayit 358 
Tel ʿAmal 353 
Tell Abil el-Qameḥ 233 
Tell Afis 168, 180, 192, 355, 380, 

381 
Tell Ahmar / Til Barsip 
 166, 169, 173 
Tell al-Ḥamma 378 
Tell Baʿalbek 383 
Tell Beit Mirsim 188 
Tell el-Farʿah (South) 
 277, 281, 285, 358 
Tell el-Hesi 362 
Tell el-Kheleifeh 144, 359, 363 

Tell el-Umayri 243, 245 
Tell en-Naṣbeh / Mizpah 
 141, 145, 188, 452 
Tell er-Rumeith 143 
Tell er-Ruqeish 283 
Tell es-Safi / Gath 100, 253, 254, 256, 258, 

279–281, 285, 287, 319, 
322, 349, 353–356, 358, 
359, 363 

Tell Halaf / Guzana 162, 165, 166, 168, 169, 
348 

Tell Hammeh 253, 254, 256 
Tell Jemmeh 285, 36 
Tell Jurn Kebir 188 
Tell Mardikh / Ebla 193 
Tell Mastuma 188 
Tell Qasile 243, 251 
Tell Ras el-En 351 
Tell Rifaʿat / Arpad  
 125, 168, 169, 375, 385 
Tell Taʿyinat / Kunulua 
 166, 168, 180–182, 192, 

202, 254, 342, 374, 385 
Thebes 331, 334 
Tille Hüyk 192 
Timna 283, 360 
Tirzah 305, 349 
Transjordan 99, 141, 142, 145, 149, 

222, 279, 315, 318, 320, 
324, 325, 351, 358, 359, 
365, 376, 379, 381 

Trastevere 477 
Turkey 180 
Tyre 143, 233, 280, 342, 376, 

378 
 
Ugarit 113, 375 
Umm el-Baqar 282 
Umm el-Biyara 193, 365 
Unqi / Patina 125, 128, 166, 168, 174, 

181, 279, 374, 375, 380 
Ur Chasidim 105 
Urartu 122, 133 
 
Wadasatini 374, 378 
 
Yaḫūd 396, 399, 401, 403 
Yarmuk River 143 
Yehud 13, 93, 322 
Yenoʿam 299, 300 
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Yoqneʿam 216, 271, 272, 348, 353, 
358 

 
Zeugma 441 

Ziklag 279, 280, 285 
Zinçirli / Samʾal 161–163, 166, 172, 175 
Zobah 95, 96, 102, 125, 129, 

141, 295, 323, 375, 383 
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