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XXII SUMMARIES

TRANSLATION OF THE TORAH INTO GREEK IN RETURN FOR THE
LIBERATION OF JEWISH SLAVES: A NEW LOOK AT THE HISTORICAL
BACKGROUND OF THE PROLOGUE TO THE LETTER OF ARISTEAS

by Yael Escojido and Emmanuel Friedheim (pp. 355-398)

In this article, we examine the presentation in the Letter of Aristeas of the liberation of
the Jews who were enslaved in Egypt after Ptolemy I (367-283 BCE) and in conquered
Syria and Phoenicia, as a condition for the translation of the Torah into Greek during
the reign of Ptolemy II (285-246 BCE). The article presents a new direction of research
centered on two distinct periods: 1) that of the events described in the Letter, 2) that in
which the Letter was composed.

First, in regard to the events described in the Letfer, external sources on Ptolemy’s
policies and slave supply are examined in order to evaluate the testimony in the Letter
on the enslavement of Jews. This review leads to the conclusion that the Jews were
enslaved on an individual basis and not due to mass forced deportation to Egypt. Under
Ptolemy’s law, the conquered inhabitants of Judea were considered war booty and were
distributed to soldiers in lieu of a salary. Moreover, Jews were captured and enslaved
illegally by individuals for personal or commercial needs. Therefore, the information
in the Letter concerning the enslavement of Jews corresponds to what external sources
teach us about Ptolemy I’s policy. Another mode for the supply of Jewish slaves was
voluntary sale into slavery for failure to pay a debt or for survival under very harsh
economic conditions.

As for when the Letter was composed and the historical circumstances of the mid-
second century BCE, it is argued that the extensive by an Alexandrian Jewish author
discussion of the enslavement of the Jews and their liberation reflects the interaction
between Jews and their foreign environment. In fact, in this episode the author of
the Letter reacts to an ancient Greek calumny that defines the Jews as the ostensible
descendants of slaves expelled from Egypt. This disdainful identification of the origin of
the Jewish nation was meant, it seems, to undermine the respectable status of the Jewish
community and affect the possibility of independent civil organization.

Also discussed are the philosophical Greek conception of freedom and the
subordination of individuals to the Law.
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