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The Letter of Aristeas has long been considered the work most emblematic, elucidatory and de-
clarative of Jewish identity in Hellenistic Egypt. The work embraces emphatically Jewish content 
alongside a profound identification with Hellenistic concepts, ideas and frameworks. This com-
plexity has intrigued scholars and it continues to do so as they attempt to qualify the essential 
identity that the author of the Letter of Aristeas seeks to promote and to transmit. The question 
of identity is two-faceted: First, it explores the nature of the affinity between the Jewish and 
Hellenistic components in the doctrine advocated by the Letter of Aristeas. Second, it strives 
to identify the threat and the danger that the author confronts and deplores. In our discussion 
we aim to provide answers to these questions. Furthermore, we introduce a new conceptualiza-
tion of the way the Letter of Aristeas combines and “manages” the various identities and their 
constituent details. For that aim, we draw on models from the realm of social psychology, which 
we have found to be eminently useful in understanding the complex and dynamic nature of the 
identities of Antique Jewry. We reason that considering models of social identity could provide 
us with a fresh perspective of the text, which allows for a new understanding of the complex and 
dynamic nature of the identities as they appear in the Letter of Aristeas.

Introduction

The Letter of Aristeas has long been considered the work most emblematic, 
elucidatory, and declarative of Jewish identity in Hellenistic Egypt. The work 
emphatically embraces devotion to the Jewish religion alongside a profound 
identification with Hellenistic concepts, ideas, and frameworks. This com-
plexity has intrigued scholars and continues to do so in their attempts to 
qualify the essential identity that the author of the Letter of Aristeas sought to 
promote and to transmit. Thus, the fundamental issue of the Letter of Aristeas 
concerns social identity. Social psychology models of social identity typically 
focus on the individual and aim to understand the complex and dynamic ways 
in which individuals compose their social identity and manage their multiple 
identities. In this paper, we seek to explore the nature of the affinity between 
the Jewish and Hellenistic components in the doctrine advocated by the au-
thor of the Letter of Aristeas using the tools of social psychology.

* This paper was written when the authors were members of the 2014–2017 “A Question of 
Identity” research group in the Mandel-Scholion Interdisciplinary Research Center in the 
Humanities and Jewish Studies at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, between 2014–2017. 
We are grateful to the center for partially funding our work and thank its staff and fellows 
for this pleasant and warm period.
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The meaning and the message of the Letter of Aristeas are oblique and elusive. 
The work consists of a central narrative frame and digressions, in which Jews, 
and especially Judaism, form a thread that runs throughout the entire work. 
The work opens with the liberation of the Jewish slaves (12–27), then recounts 
the king’s gifts to the Jerusalem Temple (51–82), depicts the city, the Temple the 
priests and the high priest (83–120), outlines an apology for the commandments 
(128–171), and describes the symposia in which the Jewish sages respond to all of 
the king’s questions (187–300). The work’s Jewish dimension is particularly no-
table in its central narrative frame, which is also its concluding topic: the trans-
lation of the Torah and its acceptance by the Jews and the king alike. There is, 
therefore, no doubt that Jews and Judaism are at the heart of the composition.

At the same time, Hellenism’s imprint on the Letter of Aristeas is profound. 
This fact is well known; it is manifested, inter alia, in the work’s genre,1 in the 
depiction of the symposia and their content,2 in the allegorical elucidation of 
the commandments, in the portrayal of the table’s embellishments (58–72), in 
the utopian depiction of Jerusalem and the Land of Israel, and in the reference 
to influential Greek cultural figures such as Demetrius of Phalerum (9), Hec-
ataeus of Abdera (31), Theopompus (314), and Theodektos (316). Hellenism’s 
stamp manifests chiefly in the work’s main topic: the translation of the Torah 
into Greek. The fact that several of the listed topics feature in both the “Jew-
ish” and “Hellenistic” categories is conspicuous and intriguing.

How can such duality be explained? Are these identities contradictory? Can 
they be integrated? What message did the author wish to impart through his 
juxtaposition of Judaism and Hellenism?

A famous and often cited sentence sharpens the question. The high priest 
Eleazar displays a basic principle according to which one must understand 
the meaning and purpose of the Jewish law: “The lawgiver who was wise…
fenced us around with unbroken palisades and with iron walls, so that we 
might not intermingle at all with any other nations…” (139).3 However, the 
total separatism of “iron walls” and “unbroken palisades” between Jews and 
“any other nation” is at odds with Hellenism’s deep imprint on the work and 
with the work’s wholesale embrace of Greek culture, as well as with the actual 
conduct of Eleazar the high priest and the translators. Indeed, many studies of 
the Letter of Aristeas have engaged with this question.4 The text’s elusiveness 
is conveyed by the range of suggestions regarding the identity described and 
endorsed by the author.

1 B. G. Wright III, The Letter of Aristeas: “Aristeas to Philocrates” Or “On the Translation of the 
Law of the Jews” (Commentaries on Early Jewish Literature; Berlin: De Gruyter, 2015), 50–51.

2 On the Hellenistic Peri Basileias character of the elders’ responses see: O. Murray, “Aristeas 
and Ptolemaic Kingship,” JTS 18 (1967): 337–71 and S. Moore, Jewish Ethnic Identity and 
Relations in Hellenistic Egypt: With Walls of Iron? (SJSJ 171; Leiden: Brill, 2015), 238.

3 Translation throughout the paper is that of Wright, Letter of Aristeas.
4 For this internal contradiction and a short summary of scholarship see Wright, Letter of 

Aristeas, 248–52.
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Judaism versus Hellenism

Seventy years ago, Victor Tcherikover devoted a study to the “ideology of the 
Letter of Aristeas.”5 He characterized this ideology as “duality” (81): The at-
titude of the Letter of Aristeas toward Greek culture is one of respect, praise, 
and familiarity. At the same time, however, the work is “an ardent panegyric 
upon Judaism” (63). However, a detailed analysis of the Jewish components in 
the Letter of Aristeas reveals that they are all based on universal (i. e., Greek) 
principles: “Judaism is a combination of a universal philosophy with the idea 
of monotheism” (71). Thus, the elders’ answers in the symposia all reflect uni-
versal ideas; the prescriptions of the Torah are nothing but symbols (73), and 
the language of the Torah has to be the universal language, Greek. Tcherik-
over identified the motivation underlying the translation of the Torah: “The 
Torah in Greek would serve the Jews as a ticket of admission into the world of 
Greek culture and Greek society” (77). However, because the Torah reveals to 
the Greeks the excellent features of the Jews, the Jews have to keep the practi-
cal laws, “even if it leads to isolation of the Jews from other people” (79).

Tcherikover identified two kinds of audiences. The first are “those Jews who 
have not yet freed themselves from the ‘lack of education and stubbornness’ 
of their Palestinian brethren” (83) and the second are “those who intended, 
if not to reject Judaism … then at least, to ease the burden of the practical 
prescriptions of the Torah” (84). According to Tcherikover “there is no unity 
in the book,” because if the author’s purpose is “to bring the Jews nearer to 
the Greeks and their culture” (69), then why do they have to keep the Torah 
and separate themselves from the Greeks? And if Jews have to stay separate, 
would not that mean that they cannot be an integral part of the Greek world? 
Tcherikover concluded that the author of the Letter of Aristeas desired to be a 
“citizen of two worlds” but ended up belonging to neither (84).

John Barclay also pointed to a gap between Judaism and Hellenism in the 
Letter of Aristeas. However, he considered Judaism as the kernel of the author’s 
identity. The author of the Letter of Aristeas is supportive of Greek educational 
ideals with their moral and philosophical values. Yet – and this “yet” is cru-
cial – this author is eager to preserve and highlight the Jewish separateness 
from the non-Jewish circles. Barclay viewed this strong boundary as the main 
feature of the author’s identity. The mutual values and respect between Jews 
and Greeks, and the convivial atmosphere they enjoyed, do not affect the es-
sence of the author’s identity. In fact, Greeks recognize and appreciate Jewish 
values and principles, whereas Jews do not recognize or appreciate any of the 
Greeks’ theological principles and values. Thus the Greek courtier Aristeas 

5 V. A. Tcherikover, “The Ideology of the Letter of Aristeas,” HTR 51 (1958): 59–85; originally 
published in Hebrew in Dinaburg Festschrift (eds. Y. Baer, Y. Gutman, and M. Schwabe; Je-
rusalem: Hebrew Teachers College in Jerusalem by Qiriat Sefer, 1949), 83–101. All references 
are to the English version.
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states that “these people [= the Jews] revere God… whom all, even we, also 
worship… using different names, Zeus and Dis” (Let. Aris. 16). In contrast, no 
Jew expresses – or could express – the reverse statement. Judaism is explained 
by allegorical Hellenistic ideals, because it is important to the author to show 
the recognition given by Greeks to the Jews. The integrity of Judaism is not, 
however, threatened by the Greek world. Thus, the tension between the two 
identities is bridged by unequivocal preference of Judaism, with acculturation 
of the Jews in the Hellenistic culture; acculturation but not assimilation or 
abandonment of Judaism.6

An influential paper by Sylvie Honigman puts things differently.7 Honig-
man stresses that Jews are in fact Greeks, or as the title of her article indicates 
“Jews as the best of all Greeks.” The “iron walls” (Let. Aris. 139) do not dis-
tinguish between Judeans and other people, but are rather part of an internal 
Greek debate, and the author of the Letter of Aristeas polemicizes against 
Euhemerists and snake worshippers.8 Situating the Jews as one side in this 
debate actually makes them Greeks. In Ptolemaic Egypt there was a two-
tiered construction of Greek ethnic identity: Egyptian, and non-Egyptian; 
and non-Egyptians were regarded as Greeks. Attestations from papyri in-
dicate that since Judeans are not Egyptians they must, therefore, be Greeks. 
Judeans migrated from Judea, and like all other immigrants into Egypt, were 
considered Greeks.9

In his monograph Stewart Moore confronts the question of Jewish eth-
nic identity in Hellenistic Egypt by using “social-scientific approaches to 
ethnicity.”10 He devotes a fifty-page chapter to discussing the Letter of Aris-
teas.11 Moore states that according to the work there is no problem to integrate 
Judaism with Hellenism: “to be truly Greek one must be truly Judean… if one 
already considers oneself Greek in culture, to truly maximize that Greekness 
requires fully embracing one’s Judean identity” (229). A basic component of 
this identity are the close religious ties to Jerusalem. The author of the Letter of 
Aristeas “seeks to add to the ethnic identity of Judeans in Egypt a commitment 
to the homeland” (253), in order to strengthen the Judean identity in the face 

6 J. M. G. Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora: From Alexander to Trajan (323 BCE – 
117 CE) (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996), 138–50. In a later article Barclay elucidates, clarifies 
and moderates his opinion; see idem, “Using and Refusing: Jewish Identity Strategies under 
the Hegemony of Hellenism,” in Ethos und Identität: Einheit und Vielfalt des Judentums in 
hellenistisch-römischer Zeit (eds. M. Konradt and U. Steinert; Studien zu Judentum und 
Christentum; Paderborn: F. Schöningh, 2002), 20–22.

7 S. Honigman, “‘Jews as the Best of All Greeks’: Cultural Competition in the Works of Alex-
andrian Judaeans of the Hellenistic Period,” in Shifting Social Imagination in the Hellenistic 
Period: Nations, Practices, and Images (ed. E. Stavrianopoulou; Mnemosyne Supplemen-
tum 363; Leiden: Brill, 2013), 208–32.

8 Ibid., 219–20.
9 Ibid., 209–12.

10 Moore, Jewish Ethnic Identity, 5.
11 Ibid., 204–54.
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of assimilation (229). Moore’s view is thus similar to that of Honigman, in that 
both view Judean identity as part of the Hellenistic world; Moore’s position 
differs from Honigman’s, however, in the affinity to Jerusalem and Judea as a 
special component of the Judean identity.

Benjamin Wright, in contrast, reduces the importance of Judea in the iden-
tity of the author of the Letter of Aristeas. According to Wright “the major 
thrust [=of the Letter of Aristeas] is to work out how educated Alexandrian 
Jews could imagine their participation in the Hellenistic cultural environ-
ment of the city in the second century BCE.”12 He argues that Aristeas aims 
to show that Jews can construct a Hellenistic identity while at the same time 
maintain their Jewish identity. The Jews can be part of the Hellenistic society 
while still following and practicing their unique customs. Eleazar’s reasoning 
of the Torah commandments clarifies that the Jewish way of life is acceptable 
in Greek eyes, and does not block their being an integral part of the Greek 
educated society. Wright postulates that the Greek courtier Aristeas serves as 
an example of the ideal enlightened Greeks “who recognize and accept Jewish 
difference.”13 Unlike Honigman, Wright believes that Jews are not seen as “the 
best of all Greeks,” but rather as an integral part of the elite Greeks.14

Finally, adopting a different view, John Collins suggests that the Letter of Aris-
teas serves as an example of real integration between Judaism and Hellenism. 
In this integration, the Jewish component is the Torah and its full observance, 
whereas the universal-Hellenistic component is the meaning of the Torah: “the 
Torah, to be properly appreciated, must be complemented by Greek culture.”15 
The Jewish author of the Letter of Aristeas is faithful to his tradition and, at the 
same time, fully identifies with the Greek culture. Thus, he has “the desire to 
maintain a bi-focal identity,”16 which contains both religious difference and cul-
tural unity. According to this view, Collins states, the observance of the Torah 
is only one way of the truth that can also be approached in other (i. e. Greek) 
ways (193). Collins’ approach differs from that of Honigman in that it views the 
Judaism of the author of the Letter of Aristeas as different and distinct from 
Hellenism in the religious aspect, and that the Torah is not the absolute truth.

This multiplicity of opinions indicates that the author’s exposition of his 
identity is indeed enigmatic, obscure, and challenging. This type of text dic-
tates a different approach to deciphering its mysteries. The identity conveyed 

12 Wright, Letter of Aristeas, 392; idem, “The Problem of Hyphen and Jewish/Judean Ethnic 
Identity: The Letter of Aristeas, the Septuagint and Cultural Interactions,” in Strength to 
Strength: Essays in Appreciation of Shaye J. D. Cohen (Brown Judaic Studies 363; ed. Michael 
L. Satlow; Providence, Rhode Island: Brown Judaic Studies, 2018), 115–36 (we thank Prof. 
Wright for sending us this paper and allowing us to cite it before its publication).

13 Wright, Letter of Aristeas, 62–74, 70.
14 Wright, Letter of Aristeas, 250.
15 J. J. Collins, Between Athens and Jerusalem: Jewish Identity in the Hellenistic Diaspora (2d 

ed.; Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 2000), 191–94, 194.
16 J. J. Collins, Jewish Cult and Hellenistic Culture: Essays on the Jewish Encounter with Hel-

lenism and Roman Rule (SJSJ 100; Leiden: Brill, 2005), 19.
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by a literary text, like that of a human being, can be complex and harbor in-
consistencies. Therefore, we propose approaching and analyzing this compo-
sition by applying the same tools and models that we use to examine human 
identities. In the present study we draw on models from the realm of social 
psychology. We aim to show that applying these models would be quite useful 
in understanding the complex and dynamic nature of the identities of antique 
Jewry. We reason that models of social identity can provide a fresh perspective 
on the text, which will allow for a new understanding of the Jewish Hellenistic 
identity as it appears in the Letter of Aristeas. After employing these models 
to examine and respond to the above positions, we will use them to posit our 
understanding of the work’s proffered identity.

Social Identity

Social identity is the part of the self-concept that refers to the groups to which 
one belongs and to the subjective perception of these groups as part of one’s 
identity.17 Individuals belong to multiple groups, some of which (e. g., the na-
tional group) tend to be central to their self-conception. In the case of Jews in 
the time of the Letter of Aristeas, the most relevant identities are being part of 
the Jewish ethnos and of the Hellenistic-Ptolemaic society.

Individuals assign importance to being part of the group (or to the group 
being part of their identity) to the extent that belonging to the group satisfies 
their needs. Thus, individuals strongly identify with groups that are consid-
ered successful and that enjoy high societal status, because identifying with 
such groups satisfies their need for self-enhancement and contributes to their 
positive self-esteem. Another powerful motive for group identification is the 
reduction of uncertainty. Individuals are motivated to reduce uncertainty in 
the important aspects of their lives.18 The processes of social categorization 
and group identification help reduce uncertainty in terms of values, beliefs, 
attitudes, and behavior, by providing the person with clear expectations and 
directions, instructing them how to think, feel, and act.

Written in the Hellenistic period in Egypt, the Letter of Aristeas was cre-
ated in a context in which the Greek society was the dominant ruling soci-
ety. Strongly identifying as a member of the Greek society might have been 

17 H. Tajfel, “Social Identity and Intergroup Behavior,” Information (International Social Sci-
ence Council)  13 (1974): 65–93; H. Tajfel and J. Turner, “An Integrative Theory of Inter-
group Conflict,” in The Social Psychology of Intergroup Relations (eds. W. G. Austin and S. 
Worchel; Monterey CA: Brooks/Cole Publishing Company, 1979), 33–47; J. C. Turner et al., 
“Self and Collective: Cognition and Social Context,” Personality and Social Psychology Bul-
letin 20 (1994): 454–63.

18 For theoretical explanations, see a review in M. A. Hogg, “Subjective Uncertainty Reduc-
tion through Self-categorization: A Motivational Theory of Social Identity Processes,” Eu-
ropean Review of Social Psychology 11 (2000): 223–55.
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instrumental in satisfying self-enhancement needs, because contemporary 
Greek society was accomplished, prosperous, and flourishing. By perceiving 
Greek society as part of one’s identity, in other words, viewing oneself as part 
of Greek society, one could thus “bask in its reflected glory.”19 In addition, 
identifying with the Greek society may contribute to uncertainty reduction: 
Adopting the values, ideologies, and belief systems of the dominant society 
provides an individual with clear guidelines of appropriate ways of conduct, 
which decreases the insecurity of everyday life. Thus, identifying with Greek 
society was clearly beneficial for individuals in the Hellenistic world of Ptol-
emaic Egypt, especially for members of a minority group such as Jews; and it 
is therefore likely that individuals such as the author of the Letter of Aristeas 
will be motivated to identify with the dominant Greek society, perceiving it as 
an important aspect of their identity.

What about identifying with the Jewish ethnos? Given the dominance of 
Greek society, the instrumentality of the Jewish identity is threatened: First, 
compared to the dominant society, and especially a prosperous society such 
as the Ptolemaic elite, how successful could a Jew view his/her own minority 
group? The Ptolemaic state is an empire – what other group could compare in 
terms of accomplishments, success, or status?20

Second, following the rules and ways of conduct of the minority group may 
have posed a challenge. The person’s actions may seem bizarre, antisocial, or 
misanthropic. In some instances, it may even be against the law. Thus, for a 
member of a minority group, it might not be clear how to act or with whom 
and how to socialize. How for example, should they behave during the Sab-
bath? Moreover, it may sometimes have been dangerous to follow the Jewish 
traditions. For example, the decision to prevent the king from entering the 
Holy of Holies (cf. 3 Macc. 1:10 ff.), to bar the governor from erecting statutes in 
synagogues (cf. Philo, Flacc. 43 ff.), or to disobey the king’s decree (cf. 3 Macc. 
2:28 ff.) might have – and indeed did - angered the authorities and resulted in 
retaliation. In sum, self-identifying as part of the Jewish ethnos may consider-
ably increase uncertainty.

Living as a Jew in the Hellenistic world thus raises the challenge of man-
aging one’s social identities. As a plural, even global, society, the Hellenistic 
world presents its different groups and minorities with various acculturation 
strategies. Acculturation refers to the process in which first-hand contact be-
tween cultural groups results in a culture change in one or both groups. The 
psychologist John Berry proposed four acculturation strategies that individu-

19 Cf. R. B. Cialdini, et al., “Basking in Reflected Glory: Three (Football) Field Studies,” Jour-
nal of Personality and Social Psychology 34 (1976): 366–75.

20 The parallels between Eleazar, the Jewish high priest and the king (Let. Aris. 35, 41, 81), as 
well as between Jerusalem and Alexandria that the author of the Letter of Aristeas notes in 
his utopic geographical description of Jerusalem (Let. Aris. 83–86; 89–91; 100–20) could be 
an attempt to elevate the status of the Jewish ethnos; see further below, the section on “The 
Letter of Aristeas – A Merger Identity.”
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als from immigrant or minority groups can employ when negotiating their 
original and “host” social identities.21

The first strategy, separation, characterizes individuals who emphasize 
their original identity while diminishing or rejecting the host identity. In the 
current context, this would mean identifying as a Jew and rejecting any as-
pect of the Hellenistic society, not only in terms of religion but also in terms 
of food, language, art, relationships, and practices. An extreme example of 
such a choice can be the Dead Sea Sect, whose members separated themselves 
from Jerusalem, the Temple, and the Jewish society, and went to the desert.22 
Interestingly, other than uprisings, which are crises between host and minor-
ity groups, it is very difficult to point out examples of such an acculturation 
strategy in the Diaspora.

The second and opposite acculturation strategy, assimilation, characterizes 
those who wish to adopt their host identity instead of their original social 
identity. In our context, these are individuals who adopt a Hellenistic iden-
tity and adapt to it, while relinquishing, even rejecting, their original Jew-
ish identity. Two famous characters who adopted this way are Tiberius Julius 
Alexander, Philo’s nephew, who became the highest ranking officer in Titus’ 
army during the siege of Jerusalem (70 CE), and Dositheos son of Drimylos, 
the eponymous priest of Alexander in the twenty-fifth year of Ptolemy III.23

Both the separation and the assimilation strategies consist of choosing a 
sole social identity. A third acculturation strategy, in contrast, comprises both 
social identities. The integration strategy characterizes individuals who wish 
to hold both the original and the host identities, adopting the new one while 
also holding on to the original one. For Jews in the Hellenistic world this 
would have meant viewing themselves as being true members of the Greek 
society, while fully maintaining their Jewish identity.24 We suggest that the 
author of the Letter of Aristeas is a strong advocate for this latter strategy. 
First and foremost, it is a story about translating the Torah into Greek in order 
to have it in the great library of the Ptolemies in Alexandria. The Torah is of 
extreme importance; translating it into Greek and adding it to the collection 
of the Hellenistic library would threaten neither its holiness or its authority. 
Second, the seventy-two Jewish elders participate in Greek symposia where, 
in their responses to the king’s questions, they each mention God (182–294).25 

21 J. W. Berry, “Immigration, Acculturation, and Adaptation,” Applied Psychology: An Inter-
national Review 46 (1997): 5–68; J. W. Berry, “A Psychology of Immigration,” Journal of 
Social Issues 57 (2001): 615–31.

22 On this feature of the Dead Sea Sect, see e. g., 4Q397 (= 4QMMTd) 14–21, ll. 7–8.
23 On Dositheos son of Drimylos see 3 Macc. 1:3 and CPJ 127, 597 (forthcoming); on Tiberius 

Julius Alexander see E. G. Turner, “Tiberivs Ivlivs Alexander,” JRS 44 (1954): 54–64; CPJ 
418 (vol. II, pp. 188–97).

24 A fourth strategy, marginalization, refers to individuals who reject both their original and 
host identity. It is therefore irrelevant to the Letter of Aristeas.

25 See e. g. S. Honigman, The Septuagint and Homeric Scholarship in Alexandria: A Study in 
the Narrative of the Letter of Aristeas (London & New York: Routledge, 2003), 20.
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Again, the Jewish and Hellenistic identities are integrated, adopting the Greek 
debating style while highlighting the importance of the Jewish God. Third, 
Eleazar the high priest uses a Greek allegorical method to explain some of the 
Jewish laws (128–70). At the same time, however, our author cannot imagine 
violating even one marginal dietary law at the symposia (181–85). The author 
thus shows himself to strongly identify with both the Jewish and Hellenistic 
parts of his identity.

In order to deepen our understanding of the bi-cultural identity of the 
author of the Letter of Aristeas, we next consider the level of its complexity. 
The construct of “social identity complexity,” proposed by Sonia Roccas and 
Marylyn Brewer26 refers to the way in which individuals represent the mul-
tiple groups they belong to as part of their social identity. Simple representa-
tions of the social-self assume much overlap between the different identities, 
whereby membership in several groups converge, effectively forming a single 
in-group.

In our context, a simple identity pattern or solution (see Figure 1) could be 
to view the Hellenistic identity as the dominant one.27 In this identity solution, 
the person identifies with all members of the Greek society, Jews and non-Jews 
alike. The Jewish identity is therefore important, but only to the extent that it 
is subjected to the dominant Greek identity. Another simple solution is to view 
the Jewish identity as the dominant one, thus identifying with all Jews, those 
who are part of the Greek society and those who are not. In this solution, be-
ing a member of the Greek society is an important part of one’s identity, but it 
is subjected to the Jews in the Greek society only.

A third simple solution, labeled intersection, is to identify only with Jews 
who are part of the Greek society. This is the most exclusive – and hence the 
simplest – identity pattern. Individuals who adopt this identity pattern view 
themselves as Hellenistic Jews or Jewish Greeks in the narrow sense of the 
construct. The non-Jewish parts of the Greek society, as well as the non-Helle-
nistic Jews, are not viewed as an important part of their social identity. As we 
go on to show, none of these simple solutions fit the identity bespoken in the 
Letter of Aristeas.

Figure 1: Simple Identity Solutions

Dominant Greek Identity

26 S. Roccas and M. B. Brewer, “Social Identity Complexity,” Personality and Social Psychology 
Review 6 (2002): 88–106.

27 For the definition of “dominant” see Roccas and Brewer, “Social Identity Complexity.”
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Dominant Jewish Identity

Intersection: Identifying only with those who are both Greek and Jewish

Complex representations of the social-self reflect viewing the different groups 
to which one belongs as either not or only minimally overlapping, thus form-
ing inclusive and heterogeneous identity patterns. When there is little overlap 
between a person’s multiple in-groups (i. e., the groups in which he is a mem-
ber), the same person could be simultaneously an in-group member in one di-
mension of categorization and an out-group member in a different dimension. 
A complex identity in the Jewish-Hellenistic world would be one that fully 
maintains both the Jewish and the Hellenistic identities. This would mean 
that a person (e. g., a Greek) would be regarded as an in-group member in 
one dimension of the social identity (i. e., the political/citizenship identity) but 
out-group member in another context (i. e. the religious, or ethnic identity).

Roccas and Brewer identified two complex identities (see figure 2).28 The 
first, labeled compartmentalization, is a complex identity in which a person 
alternates his/her identity across contexts. For a Jewish Hellenistic identity 
compartmentalization would mean highlighting both identities in different 
contexts. The Jewish identity would be dominant in some contexts, most 
prominently the religious context. In the Letter of Aristeas, this is illustrated 
by the observance of religious practices. For example, the ritual practices of 
the high priest at the Temple (96–99) or the translators’ adherence to the cus-
tom of washing hands in the morning (305–6) reflect solely their Jewish iden-
tity and are unaffected by any Hellenistic identity. In contrast, the Hellenistic 
identity would be the dominant one in other contexts, such as a symposium.

The compartmentalization identity pattern allows individuals like the au-
thor of the Letter of Aristeas to enjoy the status and prestige of both identities, 
thus satisfying their self-enhancement needs. It further provides them with 
relatively clear guidelines about how to act in each context, thus contributing 
to the reduction of uncertainty. However, compartmentalization is not always 
easy to practice. In the aforementioned examples, how should the custom of 

28 Roccas and Brewer, “Social Identity Complexity.”
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washing one’s hands be explained when conducted in a public place? What 
should the person eat when participating in a symposium? Fully alternating 
between identities may prove difficult.

The final identity solution identified by Roccas and Brewer is labeled merg-
er. This is the most complex identity pattern, according to which a person fully 
identifies with both groups at all times. In the context of the Letter of Aristeas, 
a merger identity refers to fully identifying as a member of the Jewish ethnos 
and as a member of the Greek society across all contexts. The author would 
thus highlight his Jewish identity and identify with all other Jews – not only 
in religious-related contexts, but in any context. At the same time, he could 
highlight his identity as a member of the Greek society and identify with all 
Greeks, Jews and non-Jews alike.

Figure 2: Complex Identity Solutions

Compartmentalization:  
Identifying as Greek or as Jewish – according to context

Merger:  
Fully identifying as both Greek and Jewish

Roccas and Brewer’s identity model provides a framework with which to an-
alyze the identity portrayed in the Letter of Aristeas. This model is helpful 
in analyzing and revisiting the positions of the researchers presented at the 
beginning of this article. First, both Tcherikover and Barclay described an 
effectively simple identity, in which one identity is dominant over the other. 
Tcherikover perceived the author of the Letter of Aristeas as holding, first and 
foremost, an ascendant Greek identity. Barclay, in contrast, asserted the domi-
nance of the Jewish identity. Both, however, described the prioritizing of one 
identity over the other.

The model reflected in Honigman’s view is also one of a simple identity pattern, 
even simpler than Tcherikover’s and Barclay’s dominant identity. Its supporting 
logic, however, is more sophisticated. In viewing Jews as “the best of all Greeks,” 
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she proposes an intersection solution, according to which the author of the Letter 
of Aristeas identifies with those who are both Jews and Greek. The ultimate Greek 
identity is that of the Jews: in other words, Judaism itself is a Greek conception 
– and a most rarefied conception at that. Greek identity may embrace those who 
are not Jewish, but they are inferior, and hence the identity of the work’s author 
need not extend to them. Likewise, Jews outside of the Alexandrian elite may not 
be a part of this identity; the author’s Judaism – namely, that of the Alexandrian 
Jewish elite – exists firmly within the Greek world. The sophisticated logic of 
this theory effectively dispels the tension between Greeks and Jews: the tension 
inheres only with other, non-Greeks, or with inferior Greek conceptions.

Wright too proposes an intersection model towards understanding the 
identity in the Letter of Aristeas. Jews can feel part of the elite educated Al-
exandrian society, similar to distinguished individuals such as Aristeas, An-
dreas, Demetrius and even the king himself. Their Jewish identity does not 
stand in the way of their being Greeks. They can feel themselves to be Alexan-
drian Jews and be accepted as such. According to Wright, Jews are not supe-
rior to other Greeks; rather they are an integral part of the Greek Alexandrian 
society, sharing the idea of monotheism as well as moral values.29

Along with Honigman and Wright, Moore too employs the intersection 
model. He, however, suggests an additional component of Jewish identity for 
those who are not Greek, namely, a local Judean identity. Thus, while the au-
thor of the Letter of Aristeas is somewhat attached to Judea, his identity is 
primarily that of the Alexandrian elite Jews.

These views on the identity expressed in the Letter of Aristeas, albeit dif-
ferent in many respects, thus share the perception of a simple, homogeneous 
identity. We, however, suggest that the Letter of Aristeas presents and advo-
cates a complex identity that encompasses both Jewish and Greek identities. 
Our view is consistent with Collins, who suggests that the work reflects a “bi-
focal,” integrated identity. In terms of the framework we apply here, the exact 
nuance of Collins’ view is somewhat ambiguous. We assert that the integrated 
identity advocated in the Letter of Aristeas is a merger identity, one that fully 
combines Jewish and Greek identities. In the following we discuss several ex-
amples to support this claim.

The Letter of Aristeas – A Merger Identity

The Symposium

A symposium is a Greek institution. Suffice to mention Plato’s and Xenophon’s 
“Symposium” to illustrate it. The unqualified participation of the seventy-two 
elders in the seven symposia (184–295) corroborates their inclusion in Greek 

29 Wright, Letter of Aristeas, 67–70, 264.

Downloaded from Brill.com01/26/2022 02:29:50PM
via free access



Journal of Ancient Judaism, 9. Jg., 325–343, ISSN: 1869-3296 (print), 2196-7954 (online) 
© 2018 [2019] Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen

Social Identity in the Letter of Aristeas 337

society. The symposia follow the Hellenistic tradition, and the elders play their 
part smoothly. The subject of the discussions – “on kingship” (peri basileias) – 
has a long heritage in Hellenistic thought.30 The description of the symposia 
shows not only that the elders’ participation is welcomed, and they too have 
the inclination to take part, but also that they have the knowledge needed to 
do so. In that sense, they are truly integrated into the Greek society.

At the same time, however, the food is served in full compliance with the 
Jewish dietary laws (181–84), demonstrating the elders’ categorical affiliation 
with their Jewish identity. Moreover, in a departure from the symposium’s stan-
dard ritual feature, it is Elissaios, the eldest of the Jewish priests – and not the 
king’s pagan priests – who recites the prayer (184–85). God’s epithet Pantokrator, 
which is used by Elissaios (185), is also of a Jewish character; it is a frequent epi-
thet of the Jewish God in the LXX, and rare in the Hellenistic world.31 Jewish law 
is strictly upheld alongside the Jews’ active participation in the king’s symposia. 
This kind of participation is fully accepted by the Greeks.32

We reason that this description is consistent with the merger identity pat-
tern, because both the Hellenistic and the Jewish identities are highlighted in 
the same context: one can be fully Greek and fully Jewish simultaneously. The 
reference to God in each of the Jewish elders’ answers adds a Jewish compo-
nent to the event, while the king and his philosophers’ enthusiasm with the 
Jewish elders reflects the Greekness of these Jews (e. g. 200–1). The participa-
tion of the Jewish sages in the symposia thus expresses their complex, merger 
identity as both Jewish and Greek.

The Table

The table was among the gifts that the king sought to bestow upon the Tem-
ple. The king endeavored to ascertain its measurements from the priests, who 
maintained that he could fashion it as large as he desired. The king, how-
ever, insisted on building the table according to the Torah’s specifications for 
the table in the tabernacle: “two cubits in length… and a cubit and a half in 
height” (57; cf. Exod 25:22 [23]). The king thus realizes the importance, even 
regarding technical details, of being unwaveringly faithful to what is written 
in the Torah. Despite potential Jewish priestly authorization to do otherwise, 
the king insists on following the original written law (51–57). Again, the au-

30 Murray, “Aristeas and Ptolemaic Kingship”; Wright, Letter of Aristeas, 327–35, 424–29.
31 M. Hadas, Aristeas to Philocrates (Letter of Aristeas) (New York: Jewish Publication So-

ciety, 1951), 172; J. W. Van Henten, “ΠΑΝΤΟΚΡΑΤΩΡ ΘΕΟΣ in 2 Maccabees,” in Yhwh – 
Kyrios – Antitheism or the Power of God: Festscrift für Rochus Zuurmond anlässlich seiner 
Emeritierung am 26. Januar 1996 (eds. K. A. Deurloo and B. J. Diebner; Dielheimer Blätter 
zur Archäologie und Textuberlieferung von Antike und Spätantike 14; Amsterdam-Heidel-
berg: DBAT, 1996), 117–26.

32 “And at that time they turned to enjoying the things that had been prepared… among 
whom were also the royal servants and those honored by the king” (Let. Aris. 186).
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thor maintains the importance of the Jewish identity and the ability of Jews to 
maintain its integrity and thrive in the Hellenistic world.

At the same time, lavish Greek ornamentation embellished the table, re-
flecting the affinity to the Greek world (58–72). The description of the orna-
mentation “might be reproducing the appearance of a Greek column head or a 
building cornice,” and reminds the reader of the Ionic architectural pattern.33 
While in the Torah the decoration of the Showbread Table’s is poor and takes 
up only two verses (Exod 25:24–25), the description in the Letter of Aristeas is 
long and rich. Emphasizing the importance of adherence to Jewish law does 
not therefore hinder the authors’ familiarity with and preference for Greek 
art. In a sphere not governed by Torah laws or restrictions, adopting Greek 
culture is welcomed.34 Even the Temple vessels35 bespeak simultaneous attach-
ment to both Greek and Jewish worlds. Here too, one can be simultaneously 
fully Jewish and fully Greek, thus maintaining a merger identity.

The Name of the Divinity

Aristeas famously asserts that the Jewish God and the Greek god are the same 
entity but with different designations (16). The work’s Jewish author has the 
Greeks proclaim Zeus as identified with the God of Israel, a claim that defuses 
a significant flashpoint between the two cultures. If monotheism is acceptable 
in Greek eyes, then Jewish and Greek identities are not diametrically opposed 
and a person can meld the two and subscribe to both. Thus, again, a merger 
identity pattern is possible.

Men of Virtue

The personalities and characteristics of the translators reflect the image of the 
ideal identity of a Jew. The author highly praises the translators (e. g. 295–97); 
they are highly regarded by the high priest Eleazar (46, 123–26) as well as by the 
king himself (318–21). They are described as “educated men” (321), “worthy of 
admiration” from everybody and “especially from the philosophers” (295–96), 
“excellent men” (121), and “noble and good elders” (46). What are the sources 
and the roots of these people’s identity? Are they Greeks? Are they Jews? While 
describing their characters the author of the Letter of Aristeas noted that “they 
had not only acquired skill in the literature of the Jews, but also not inciden-
tally they had given heed to preparation in Greek literature” (121). And the king 
praised the answers of the elders after the first symposium and noted that these 

33 Moore, Jewish Ethnic Identity, 185–87.
34 “Wherever things were not written down [in the Torah], he [= the king] ordered them to 

be made according to beauty; wherever things were written down, he ordered that their 
measurements be followed” (Let. Aris. 56).

35 By “vessels” we include also the “drinking bowls” (73–76) and the “golden broad bowls” 
(79).
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men are not only extraordinary and excel in their virtue but also “all of them 
made God the starting point of their reasoning” (200).36 According to these 
paragraphs, the elders are both Jewish and Greeks. They know the Torah and 
mention God; at the same time, they know Greek literature and philosophy 
like, or even better than, Greek philosophers. This fits the merger identity pat-
tern, since these features are not identical: knowledge of Jewish literature dif-
fers from familiarity with Greek literature; philosophy differs from mentioning 
God, although the latter leads to better conduct and discourse. The elders were 
sent to Egypt to create a Greek version of the Torah, but Eleazar allowed them 
to participate in this project “for the common improvement of all the citizens” 
(126), which is “keeping the laws” (127). These elders are therefore exemplary 
men who have both a Jewish and a Greek identity.

Alexandria versus Judaea

The translators’ participation in the symposia informs us that they are at ease 
at the king’s court, namely in the Hellenistic world and culture. This elucidates 
the concern of Eleazar the high priest that they might be left in Egypt and 
not return to Judea (46, 123–27). Ultimately, the king authorizes their return, 
inviting them, at the same time, to visit repeatedly (321–318). Moreover, he 
assures them that when they do return they will be treated as friends (filoi) 
of the king (318). Tessa Rajak has indicated historical and literary parallels 
to this anxiety over the Ptolemaic kings’ appropriation of cultural assets and 
elites.37 This anxiety concerning the Jewish sages as expressed by the Letter 
of Aristeas, reveals the author’s desire to portray the Jewish sages as Greek 
philosophers who befit the king’s court – scholars for whom the Greek com-
ponent is an integral part of their identity. That the king did not “nationalize” 
the Jewish sages but rather permitted their repatriation, shows that again, the 
king identifies the uniqueness and independence of the Jewish identity, and 
though viewing the Jewish sages as part of his court and cultural milieu he 
confirms Judea, i. e. the Jewish world, as their natural home. Thus, two geo-
graphical loci are posited: the Judean locus and the Alexandrian locus. The 
translators appertain to both loci – both cultural worlds: Jewish and Greek.38 
Judea is the geographical element of their Jewish identity that is analogous to 
the geographical element of their Greek identity, both of which are constitu-
ents of the identity of the author of the Letter of Aristeas.

36 Cf. Let. Aris. 235: “For in their conduct and discourse these men [= the translators] were far 
in advance of the philosophers, for they made their starting point from God.”

37 T. Rajak, Translation and Survival: The Greek Bible of the Ancient Jewish Diaspora (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), 55–63.

38 For a different view on the importance of Judea and Jerusalem in the Letter of Aristeas see 
Moore, Jewish Ethnic Identity, 231–35; 241–42; 249–51.
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The King and the high priest

Among the very few characters featured in the Letter of Aristeas are two con-
spicuous leaders: the Ptolemaic king – head of the Greek state, and Eleazar the 
high priest – head of the Jewish people. These leaders are portrayed as coun-
terparts and as equivalents.39 The king dispatches a letter to the high priest as 
to a dignitary of corresponding importance (35) and the latter does the same 
(41). The vessels that the king donates to the Temple were produced “in a man-
ner worthy both of the king who was sending them and of the high priest who 
presided over the place” (81). This description implies equivalence between 
sender and recipient. Their envoys are similarly equivalent: the king’s envoys, 
Aristeas and Andreas – are “noble and good” (43: kaloi kai agathoi), as are the 
elders that Eleazar sent to the king to translate the Torah (46). The description 
of the two leaders as analogous and equivalent conveys their autonomy40 and 
boundedness. Indeed, the high priest might be able to explicate the Pentateuch 
in Greek style and the king might appreciate, respect and even be in awe of 
the Jewish Torah and its laws, yet the two remain distinct: the Ptolemaic king 
is a Greek leader and the high priest a Jewish one. The Jewish leader presides 
over the Temple and its rites and the Greek leader conducts the symposia. 
Although each can participate, to some extent, in the other’s activities – the 
king contributes to the Temple and the high priest’s envoys participate in the 
symposia – the two concepts do not intermingle nor do they intersect: Hel-
lenism is Hellenism and not Judaism, and Judaism is Judaism and not a form 
of Hellenism – not even “the best of the all Greeks.” The identity of a person 
or a community may be comprised of multiple, co-occurring identities; these 
identities, however, are distinct, not overlapping.

What Does Merger Mean?

The opinion that Aristeas advocates a merger identity, in which a person fully 
identifies with both groups – Jews and Greeks – at all times, needs clarifica-
tion. To identify fully as a member of the Jewish ethnos and as a member 
of the Greek society across contexts, without any concession, seems utopian. 
In practice, this dual identity requires some modification of the conceptions 
and behavioral codes that have prevailed in Jewish society. This necessitates 
a dynamic process of identifying and distinguishing the essential and central 
constituents of identity – that are deemed indispensable – and those that are 
viewed as marginal or peripheral to the identity – and can thus be modified.

39 See, e. g., L. Doering, Ancient Jewish Letters and the Beginnings of Christian Epistolography 
(WUNT 298; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2012), 225–26; Wright, Letter of Aristeas, 159, 167.

40 Although one can find in Eleazar’s letter indications of his subordination to the king; see 
Doering, Ancient Jewish Letters, 226.
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For example, the very act of translating the Pentateuch into Greek repre-
sents innovation and change. However, in the author’s view, since the trans-
lation was entirely faithful to the original text (310) and was done by autho-
rized figures (cf. 312–16), this change is not an essential one and therefore 
nothing “Jewish” militates against its preparation. Thus, whereas the content 
of the holy text is an essential part of the Jewish identity, the language in 
which it is written is viewed as insignificant. For another example, com-
mensality with the king and participation in the symposium are not a given. 
The Letter of Aristeas itself stresses the importance of Jews’ dining apart 
from other nations (e. g. 142). A contemporary work relates that although 
both the king and the Jews held a feast to celebrate the Jews’ deliverance, 
these feasts were separate: the king and the Jews did not celebrate together 
(3 Macc. 6:30–33). Moreover, the Letter of Aristeas famously alludes to the 
Joseph story.41 Indeed, the Joseph story relates the comprehensive separa-
tion between Jews and Egyptians at mealtime “for the Egyptians could not 
dine with the Hebrews since that would be abhorrent to the Egyptians” (Gen 
43:32). This notwithstanding, the translators joined the symposia and dined 
with the king in apparent renouncement of their laws. Aristeas defends this, 
however, by clarifying that all pagan manifestations were removed from the 
symposium (184) and that the repast was prepared according to Jewish di-
etary laws (181–82). This exemplifies adaptation of a norm in a way that still 
allows for full identification with the Jewish identity. The concessions are 
deemed non-essential and can therefore be sanctioned. The Jews take part 
in the symposia and eat with the king “on their own terms.”42 These terms 
diverge, however, from the opening position that preceded the encounter 
with Hellenism.

At the same time, the Greeks are also required to adapt. In this example, the 
Greeks have to eat with the translators according to Jewish law (184). More-
over, the “sacred heralds and those who sacrificed and the others, for whom it 
was customary to offer prayers” are excluded from the symposia (184), since 
they are idolatrous and it is not fitting to violate Jewish law at symposia in 
which Jews participate. This point demonstrates that even those who might 
be regarded as the most select and illustrious Greeks – those who generally 
officiate at the king’s symposia – are differentiated from the Jews. Contrary to 
Honigman’s assertion, “good” Greeks and Jews are not interchangeable, and 
unlike Wright, not every elite-society Greek “pose[s] no threat”43 to Jewish 
identity.44

41 E.g., Let. Aris. 187; see: D. Gera, Judaea and Mediterranean Politics 219 to 161 B. C. E. (Jew-
ish Studies 8; Leiden: Brill, 1998), 59.

42 Rajak, Translation and Survival, 63
43 Cf. Wright, Letter of Aristeas, 264.
44 Eleazar the high priest elucidates that “and yet we are for this reason distinct from all 

people. For most of the rest of humankind defile themselves when they have associa-
tions… not only they procure males, but also they defile mothers and even still daugh-
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Nevertheless, as with the Jews, Aristeas attempts to create the impression 
that no significant concessions are required of them since it is the habit of the 
king’s court to accommodate its guests by adopting their customs. Thus, the 
text is prepared to accept changes and innovations that facilitate integrating 
into the Greek society – as long as nothing that is essentially Jewish is sacri-
ficed. This process gives birth to the merger identity.

Audience

Is the definition of the identity advocated by Aristeas as a merger helpful in 
identifying the author’s audience?

The audience of the Letter of Aristeas has been abundantly addressed. Fol-
lowing Tcherikover, the prevailing opinion views the audience of Jewish-
Hellenistic literature in general and of the Letter of Aristeas in particular as 
Jewish.45 Defining the identity of Aristeas as a merger seemingly reinforces 
this hypothesis. The Letter of Aristeas is blatantly troubled by Jewish self-
segregation that sets Jews apart from their surroundings: his assertion that 
self-segregation through “iron walls” can go hand in hand with being Greek 
contends with allegations of Jewish separatism and alienation from their 
host state in a complex and sophisticated manner. Possibly we can pinpoint 
the audience in the following manner: Jews, who had encountered and been 
challenged by Greek culture, and who, still attached to their original iden-
tity, sought a theoretical justification for this cultural combination. In this 
sense, the work’s complex identity aims at a highly specialized audience: 
Targeting intersected individuals, the Letter of Aristeas offers the merger 
identity as a solution.

ters” (151–52). The author obfuscates the distinction between Jews and Greeks and relates 
to “all people” and to “most of the rest of humankind,” when it is actually clear that this 
also includes the Greek world, not only Stoics and Cynics (cf., e. g., Honigman, “Jews as 
the Best of All Greeks,” 221–22). The author mentions “mothers” and “daughters” but 
not “sisters”: as many scholars have noted (see Wright, Letter of Aristeas, 290) this was 
an especially sensitive point since the Ptolemaic kings wed their sisters. This being the 
case, here too identifying Jews as Greeks is inconceivable. It is also worth noting that 
the author attributes the statement “whom all, even we, also worship…using different 
names…Zeus and Dis” (16) to the Greeks alone. This statement is not uttered by the 
Jews and not attributed to them. Nowhere in Aristeas does a Jew state that Zeus is the 
God of Israel. The author attributes this statement exclusively to the Greeks; although 
proclaiming Greek understanding and identification with the Jewish religion, it does not 
bespeak Jewish recognition of this sort of declaration as a declaration of “Jewish” faith 
(in a similar way Aristobolus [fr. 3 ap. Eus. PE 13.12.6–7] refrains from using the name 
Zeus for the God of Israel).

45 V. Tcherikover, “Jewish Apologetic Literature Reconsidered,” Eos 3 (1956): 169–93; Wright, 
Letter of Aristeas, 62–74.
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Conclusion

In sum, we maintain that the author of the Letter of Aristeas upheld a merger 
identity, one that encompasses a fully Jewish identity and a fully Greek one. 
The “iron walls” indeed distinguish between Jews and Greeks, because Jewish 
identity is distinct from Greek identity. The author of the Letter of Aristeas 
claims, however, that it is possible to be both Jewish and Greek. This merger 
identity is not free from tension, but it is the only way that allows this author 
to live as a Jew in Hellenistic Egypt.
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