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Questions of personal status in ancient societies and the legal and 
ideological concepts behind them are notoriously difficult to grasp. Personal 
status in the ancient Near East is generally hereditary, but could change as a 
result of political, economic, or personal circumstances. Certain aspects of 
the transition from slave to free status—especially where a dedication as an 
oblate to a deity is achieved by manumission and oblation—are hitherto 
only poorly understood. This paper will attempt an explanation of this 
transition based on an approach not hitherto considered. 

The problem: how to define free status.  
The term for free status is mār(at) banê ‘son/daughter of a good/noble 

(person)’. It is difficult to define free status, because the concept of 
“freedom” can only be described as the absence of another state, that is 
clearly delineated, e.g., property, i.e., free persons are not the legal property 
of another individual, in contrast to chattel slaves. Nevertheless, free persons 
are always subject to the king, and are liable to taxes and military duties. 
Children of free parents are free by birth, but remain under the authority of 
the head of their respective family until his death. Sons, then, are 
emancipated automatically (or: by law). Until then, their rights (regarding 
business activities or marriage) are limited. Daughters, by contrast, are 
given away in marriage and transferred from their paternal household to 
their husband’s family without emancipation. The pater familias exercises 
ultimate power over his family members: he may place them under the 
control of another individual or institution. 

Slave status  
Slaves are persons who are legally owned by another individual. Their 

master is entitled to the slave’s full labor and service. He may cede this right 
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to someone else by way of rent or antichretic pledge. Should, however, 
another individual appropriate his slave’s labor without authorization, the 
owner is entitled to a compensatory rent payment, called mandattu. Such 
payments are also owed by the slave himself when he works on his own 
account. Slaves cannot own property or pass it on to their children, despite 
the fact that their owner may grant them the right to manage considerable 
assets. Ultimately such possessions belong to their master, to be inherited by 
the latter’s heirs upon his death.  

Temple oblates 
Temple dependents or oblates (previously referred to as “temple slaves”), 

Akk. širku, are terminologically differentiated from chattel slaves and hold a 
particular legal status. In a recent study Asher Ragen (2006) has argued that 
such širkus are free persons who owe service and obligations to the temple 
instead of the king. They are indeed free in the sense that no other person 
can exercise property rights over them; and they cannot be pledged or sold. 
Unlike chattel slaves, oblates can own property (including slaves and 
apparently even real estate) and pass it on to the next generation. The širku 
could rise within the temple’s hierarchic structure to a position of some 
importance. His powers are, however, limited to some degree, and the 
nature of these limitations needs to be addressed more fully. 

Limitations ofa širku’s freedom 

The temple administration registers and closely monitors širkus, 
including their offspring, as their potential workforce, assigns them their 
work tasks and marks them with brands or tattoos. Furthermore, the temple 
holds jurisdiction over its širkus as far as private and temple-internal issues 
are concerned, and širkus have to live and marry within the realm of their 
respective sanctuary. In return, a širku’s family bonds are respected, and he 
or she has the right to be maintained, even if sick, disabled, too young or 
too old for work. As oblates are subject to the authority of the temple, the 
right of pater familias in the head of the oblate family is always subject to the 
authority of the temple. 

 Personal status is not absolutely static and unchangeable.  
Adoption. Most adoptions were between parties of equal legal status. 

Only occasionally did adoption result in a higher status for the adoptee, 
namely, when slaves were manumitted and adopted by their masters, as the 
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adoptive parent conveys his or her status to the adoptee. Adoptions were 
valid only if there were no competing previous claims on the adoptee 
(creditor’s rights often result in legal disputes over a manumittee’s status. 

Oblation  
A free person may be dedicated to a certain temple as an oblate. This 

can occur through self-oblation, dedication of children by their parents, or 
of certain defeated population groups by their new sovereign, be it the king 
or his representatives. A common phenomenon is oblation by private 
individuals of their slaves. This normally is achieved by means of 
manumission and concurrent (i.e., immediate) dedication to a specific deity, 
usually under the obligation to serve the former master until his or her 
death. The temples, always in need of manpower, encouraged such 
dedications, but were not interested in receiving old and worn-out slaves. 
Therefore, securing the širkūtu status of a dedicatee’s future offspring was, of 
crucial importance. 

It should be noted that despite the fact that oblates are different from 
chattel slaves, their membership in the temple household might be 
expressed by language that is also employed to describe property rights. For 
instance, one may find the expression “he belongs to this god” in reference 
to širkūtu status. It is clear that this kind of “belonging” is not based on 
property rights. Such cases are different from instances where the temple 
acquires ownership of slaves from private owners in satisfaction of debts 
owed to the temple.  

Manumission 
Any manumission represents, originally, a unilateral act of goodwill or 

gratuity by the owner. A slave had neither the right nor the means to 
initiate such procedure or to “buy his freedom” with his own assets (ransom 
payments by a third party are not considered here as they are not attested) 
The master was entitled to his slave’s full work capacity and the products 
thereof, and all the slave’s possessions ultimately were part of the owner’s 
estate.  

Rarely was manumission granted unconditionally and with immediate 
effect, i.e., without any further obligation for the former slave to fulfill. In 
most cases the manumittee was required to care for his former master until 
his death. 
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When a slave is released from slave status and concurrently dedicated to 
a deity, such release is usually expressed by the verb zukkû “to cleanse” 
which refers to any claims that another individual could have upon him. 
Figuratively, it is translated as “to free.” By the act of zukkû, slave status is 
removed, and the former slave is referred to as zakû or zakītu “a cleansed 
one” (again, referring to property rights, not to any kind of purity). The 
term on its own does not necessarily point to a concurrent dedication, but it 
occurs most often in such a context. 

Such oblation/dedication/conseration is expressed by the idiom PN ana 
(deity) zukkû “to ‘cleanse’ PN (from any claims) for (the service of) the deity.” 
From this point in time on, the individual assumes the status of širku or 
širkatu of the respective deity and may receive a brand mark as proof of the 
dedication, despite the fact that he or she may still reside in the household 
of their former master until his death and be called his “slave.” 

Release from slave status, oblation, and ongoing work obligations  
Contracts in which a slave is released from slave status and concurrently 

oblated under the obligation to continue serving the former master until his 
death represent the bulk of our evidence for slave manumissions. It should 
be noted that release into free status always preceds the dedication to the 
deity. In some cases the explicit vocabulary of manumission into mār banûti 
status is employed over and above the usage of zukkû. Scholars agree about 
the fact that the process of dedication requires the termination of all former 
property rights concerning the individual in question before his new status 
as širku can be established, as he or she must no longer to be claimed as 
private property by his former owner, the latter’s relatives or heirs, or any 
third party. There is dissent, however, about all the wider implications. 

Such scenario provokes the first problem: how can someone who has 
received free status be dedicated to the temple by his or her former owner, 
given the fact that the manumission should have severed all property ties? 
Rather than dedication by the former owner we would expect the freed 
individual to perform a self-oblation. As this transaction is usually combined 
with the obligation on the part of the manumittee to serve his or her former 
master until the master’s death, we arrive at a second problem: By what 
authority does the former master demand that his manumitted slave do 
work for him in the future? The solution favoured by scholars in Greek 
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studies (faced with a similar procedure in texts from the 4th cent. BC 
onwards) is to understand the manumission as based in legal contract 
relations. It is possible to understand the slave as party to the contract who 
impliedly agrees to its conditions. But this approach is not entirely 
satisfactory, as there is no extant case where the manumitted slave him- or 
herself contracts the oblation. It is always the master in some post-owner 
capacity. We, therefore, seek a different solution. 

The concept of emancipation.  
The key to understanding the ability of the former master to dedicate a 

slave to the temple is based on the concept of  eman c i pat i on  (release 
from the authority of the householder). This has been all but ignored in 
scholarly discussion thus far, although such concept is fundamental to the 
nature of the patrimonial household. 

A Mesopotamian freeborn son has mār banûti status by birth, but as long 
as he lives in his father’s household he is not emancipated and, therefore, 
subject to his father’s authority (potestas). In other words, the son is under a 
legal disability, i.e., being a child with a living father. Any freeborn son 
possesses the potential for emancipation and will assume it automatically 
upon the death of his father. A freeborn daughter, by contrast, will typically 
move from the potestas of her father to that of her husband or father-in-law.  

Manumission contracts do not automatically include emancipation. That 
legal capacity needs to be specifically stipulated or at least clearly implied in 
the document. We, therefore, understand manumissions that lack 
emancipation clauses as resulting in the former slave’s free, but 
unemancipated, i.e., dependent, state within the household, under the 
authority of of the former master as pater familias, similar (but not equal) to a 
child. Where emancipation was not immediately given, or not given at all, 
the individual remained legally incapacitated or disabled even though free. 

When manumission is complemented by oblation, the manumittee is 
dedicated, in reality, not through any property or contract right that rests in 
the former master but  t h rough  t h e  powe r  o f  h i s  ro l e  a s  p a t e r  
f a m i l i a s . The former master can require that the former slave, as a 
household dependent, continue to work for him in his household even 
where not contractually bound previously to do. He may also dedicate the 
individual to the temple as a širku—as an act for his own spiritual sake, to 
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care for the slave in his old age, or for the benefit of the heirs. The new širku 
may be transferred to the temple now or at the former master’s death, as 
the master chooses, just as he could do with a dependent child. 

The terminology of emancipation 
cannot be explained here. Noteworthy to comment that the usage of 

emancipation clauses is not restricted to slave manumissions, but can be 
applied to any case where the original potestas is severed and transfered to a 
new household (can be applied to divorcees or even sons at their father’s 
lifetime).  

Implications for understanding širkūtu status. With the concept 
of emancipation in mind and its bearing on the rights of a free person, we 
wish to return to the status of the širku and discuss some additional 
inferences. There was one particularly desirable aspect that širku life 
afforded in comparison to slave status: the family relationships of širkus were 
recognized and protected. They could form a family within the temple, and 
the temple respected such bonds. In private chattel slavery, by contrast, the 
bond between mother and child was respected only until the child reached 
workable age and the father and older children might be separated. This 
explains why dedicated women and men with children who had been 
inappropriately transferred back to private ownership were especially eager 
to assert their širkūtu status. 

The right of širkus to form families resulted in a double hierarchy within 
the temple household. The temple bureaucracy acted as head of the 
household in the same way as a pater familias: being the liaison to, and 
regulating the connections with, the outside world, especially the royal 
administration; managing and controlling inner-household relations, 
including jurisdiction over its subjects (as long as the cases did not infringe 
on the rights of outsiders); and keeping a tight grip on their underlings and 
dependents. Within this framework, there existed “sub”-households of 
extended širku families, led in turn by a head of the family who acted on his 
part as pater familias for his subordinates by asserting his powers within the 
limits of širkūtu status. Such “sub”-households seem to have been kept apart 
terminologically from a bīt mār banî (i.e., a household of a free and 
emancipated householder), as may be implied by the use of the term bīt 
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zikari “house of a man” in Camb. 273, regarding the future residence of a 
temple shepherd’s widow. 

In sum, širkūtu status was a free status inasmuch as širkus could not be 
sold, transferred or pledged. They could own and bequeath property. They 
were not kinless, and they were not entirely powerless. This is not to say, 
however, that širku life was particularily attractive. Evidence exists for širkus 
trying to escape from temple authority, or to contest their status. Women 
hid their babies from the authorities, or tried to place them outside the 
temple’s realm. There also was another drawback: While slave status always 
encompassed the hope for obtaining one’s freedom and independence one 
day, širkus and their offspring would remain bound interminably to their 
temple and continue to be subject to its bureaucrats’ power.  

If slave status, as in Orlando Patterson’s words, amounts to, and is the 
epitome of, “social death,” then širkūtu status is exemplary of  pe rm an en t  
an d  un a l t e r ab l e  l e g a l  i n f an cy . 
 


