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A Ugaritic Parallel to the Adoption of 

Ephraim and Manasseh* 

I. MENDELSOHN 
Columbia University, New York 

None of the adoption cases recorded in the historical books of the Old 
Testament contains such precise Babylonian legal terminology as the case of 

Ephraim and Manasseh. The phrases solemnly pronounced by Jacob before 

his death to signify the act of adoption of his grandchildren are almost iden 

tical with the Babylonian adoption formulas employed throughout the ancient 

Near East. The declaration 'Your two sons... are mine; Ephraim and Manasseh 

shall be mine, as Reuben and Simeon are' (Gen. xlviii, 5) parallels the an 

nouncement in par. 170 of the Hammurabi Code by which a father legitimates 
the children borne him by his slave-(concubine): '(If) the father in his life-time 
states to his sons whom the slave-(concubine) has borne him "(you are) my 

sons", he shall count them with the sons of his first wife. After the father goes 
to (his) fate, the sons of the first wife and the sons of the slave-(concubine) 
shall take proportionate shares in the property of the paternal estate/ Like 

Jacob, the Babylonian adoptive father uses the term 'my sons' (DUMU. MES 

u-a), and again, as Ephraim and Manasseh are declared to be the equals of 

Reuben and Simeon (the sons of the first wife Leah), so are the adopted children 

in the Babylonian law 'counted with the sons of the first wife' (itti DUMU. 

MES hirtim1 imtanusunuti). Par. 185 of the Hammurabi Code deals with the 
case of the adoption of a free-born child. The first part of the law reads : summa 

awtlum sihram ina m?su ana m?r?tim ilqi 'If a man has taken a young boy in 

adoption (to be called) by his name/ The meaning of ina m?su here is that the 

adopter (A) has bestowed his own name upon the adopted son (B) and that 
henceforth the latter is to be known as 'B the son of A/2 The same technical 

* 
Dedicated to Prof. N.H. Tur-Sinai on the occasion of his seventieth birthday. 

1 The meaning of htrtum is 'a wife of equal status with her husband', and may be translated as 'chief 

or 'first' wife; cf. The Chicago Assyrian Dictionary, VI. 1956, p. 200. 2 For the interpreta 
tion of this phrase, cf. G.R. Driver & J.C. Miles, ed.: The Babylonian Laws, I. Oxford, 1952, pp. 

388-38Q,; II, 1955, p. 244; M. David: Die Adoption im altbabylonischen Recht. Leipzig, 1927, pp. 24-25. 
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formula is used by Jacob in his declaration 'in them let my name be perpetuated* 

(Gen. xlviii, 16), that is Ephraim and Manasseh are from now on to be con 

sidered as the natural-born sons of their grandfather and no longer as those 

of Joseph.3 

Among the various forms of adoption practised in the ancient Near East, 

the intra-family type must have occurred quite often. Two such cases are re 

ported from the Old Babylonian period. In one, a priestess adopted her niece, 

whom she appointed her sole heiress;4 in another* a man, most probably a 

relative, adopted five brothers and a sister, all orphans.5 Besides the incident 

of Ephraim and Manasseh, the Old Testament records three other intra-family 

adoptions : the sons of Machir by their grandfather Joseph (Gen. 1, 2 3), Obed by 
his grandmother Naomi (Ruth iv, 16-17), and Esther by her cousin Mordecai 

(Esther ii, 7). It is within the context of this type of adoption that a recently 

published Ugaritic document of the adoption of a young man by his grand 
father is of great interest. The document reads:6 

1. is-tu UD-mu an-ni-i-im From this day on, 

2. a-na pa-ni (l)Niq-ma-(d) IM in the presence of Niqmadu, son 

DUMU Am-[mi-is-tam-ri] of Am[mistamru], 
3. LUGAL (URU)u-ga-ri-it(Kl) king of Ugarit, 
4. (l)ARAD-ya DUMU Krir-ia-na Abdiya, son of Kiryanu, 
5. it-ta-si E-su A.S?.HI. A-su has transferred7 his house, his fields, 

6. GUD.MES-su ANSE.[HI.A]-su his oxen, his asses, 

LU.HI.A-su his sheep, 

3 For a similar case see the statement in Ezra ii, 6l = Neh. vii, 63 concerning the rejected priestly 

family (or families), one of whose members 'had taken a wife from the daughters of Barzillai the 

Gileadite and was called by their name', i.e. he was adopted into that family and assumed the 

name of his adopter. See also the case of Sheshan's Egyptian slave Yarha who married his master's 

daughter (1 Chron. ii, 35-36, 37-41). Yarha, after having been manumitted and adopted, must have 

assumed the name of his father-in-law, for otherwise he could not have been included in the 

genealogy of the tribe of Judah. E. Neufeld (Ancient Hebrew Marriage Laws. London, 1944, pp. 58 

59) considers the above-mentioned incidents as erebu-type marriages. That could hardly have been 

the situation in the case of Yarha, since he had been a slave in Sheshan's household before the 

marriage was consummated. 4 M. Schorr: Urkunden des altbabylonischen Zivil-und Prozessrechts. 

Leipzig, 1913, No. 13A. 
1 

Ibid., No. 22. 
6 

J. Nougayrol: Le Palais royal d'Ugarit, III. Paris, 1955 (C. F.-A. Schaeffer, ed. : Mission de Ras. Shamra, 

VI), Text No. 16.295; transliterated and translated pp. 70-71. 
7 The hendiadys nas?^nad?nu (lines 5 and 8), literally 'to raise' and 'to give' (cf. Late Hebrew 

massa-umattan), is a technical term for transfer of property; cf. E.A. Speiser: Akkadian Documents 

from Ras Shamra, JA OS, 75, 1955, pp. 157-161. 
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7. g?b-b? mi-im-mi-su 

8. ? id-din-su a-na (l)A-na-(d)lM 

9. DUMU sa DUMU.SAL-su 

(l)ARAD-ya 
10. (l)A-na-(d)lM a-na 

DUMU-su ir-[ku-us] 
11. ? (l)ARAD-ya 1 me-at 20 K?. 

[GI(?)] 
12. ? 20 K?.BABBAR it-ta-din 

a-na [LUGAL(?)J 
13. ?-ra-am se-ra-am ma-[am-ma an] 

14. la i-le-q? ?-su A.S?.HI.[A-su] 
15. g?b-b? mi-im-mi-su is-tu [SU-ti] 

16. (l)A-na-(d)lM is-tu SU-ti 

[DUMU .MES-su] 
17. la i-le-qi a-na da-ri du-[ri] 

(and) all (other) property, 
and has given it to Ana-Teshub, 

the son of his daughter. 

Abdiya 
has ad[opted]8 Ana-Teshub as his 

son, 

and Abdiya 120 (shekels) of 

go[ld(?)] 
and 20 (shekels) of silver has 

given to [the king(?)]. 
In the future, no person 
shall take his house, [his] fields, 

(and) all (other) property from 

[the hands of] 
Ana-Teshub (and) from the hands 

[of his sons], 
no one shall take, forever! 

The Jacob and Abdiya cases have several characteristic legal features in 

common. They are both intra-family affairs in which male children are adopted 

by a grandfather and elevated to the status of natural-born sons. Unlike the 

adoption contracts of strangers and manumitted slaves which normally contain 

penalty clauses for breach of agreement by either party, the intra-family adoption 
contracts have no such provisions attached to the transaction. In one of the 

above-mentioned Old Babylonian contracts9 a clause provides that the adoptee 
'honour' the adopter, while in the other case 10 even that provision is omitted 

The text merely states that the five brothers and sister 'are the children* of their 

adopter and that they will inherit his entire property. This is exactly the case in 

the Ugaritic document. No conditions of maintaining the adopter by the adop 
tee or penalties for breach of agreement by either of the contracting parties 
are mentioned in the text.11 Ana-Teshub has the same obligations to Abdiya 

8 
Rak?su literally 'to bind' (into sonship). This expression is used also in the adoption documents 

Nos. 15.92 and 16.344, but No. 16.200 employs the common technical term lequ 'to take' (into 

sonship). 
* 

Schorr, loc. cit. (above, . 4). 
10 

Ibid., No. 22. 
11 In the other three adoption texts from Ugarit (Nos. 15.92,16.200, and 16.344), where the adop 
tees are strangers, penalties for breach of agreement are included in each contract. 
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as any natural-born son toward his father.12 In conclusion : whether the Ephraim 
and Manasseh adoption represents an historical fact or an aetiological inter 

pretation, the Ugari tic contract proves that this type of intra-family adoption 
was known and practised in Canaan in the patriarchal period, and hence that 

the recorded incident in Gen. xlviii was not an isolated case. 

ls It is not stated whether Abdiya had sons of his own; he probably had none, for otherwise 

they would have been mentioned as co-heirs. However, the existence of natural-born sons did 

not prevent a man from adopting other children; cf. Code of Hammurabi, par. 190, andj. Kohler, 
P. Koschaker, A.Ungnad: Hammurabi's Gesetz. Leipzig, 1904-1923, Vol. Ill, Nos. 20, 21; Vol. IV, 

Nos. 782, 783; Vol. VI, No. 1425. 
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