
Description of the Overarching Goal of the Conference “The Beginnings of Law. 
Cross-Cultural Approaches to Legal History in Pre-Roman Times”: 
In the field of legal history, the ancient Near East and, along with it, ancient Israel occupy 
unique and often isolated conceptual niches. Given the primacy of Greece and especially 
Rome as the assumed progenitors of the Western cultural and legal tradition, the legal cul-
tures of Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Israel usually play ancillary roles in the history of law. 
They are notable curiosities of extreme antiquity, but they do not quite fit the historical 
meta-narratives constructed by and for the Western world.  

Beginning from recent insights in various fields of research, the ancient Mediterranean 
– in particular, the eastern Mediterranean – should be understood as one continuous cul-
tural sphere with fluid rather than rigid boundaries. The conference aims to explore how 
and why the ancient Near East should be included in every serious discussion about the 
history of law and especially discussions about ancient law – not least because ANE legal 
traditions had a major impact on Western legal tradition through biblical texts and ecclesi-
astical agency.  

The heuristic value in including these cultures in broader analyses of legal history is that 
they challenge entrenched assumptions about the nature of law. Through a variety of com-
parative and contrastive approaches, the results of this conference will invite scholars to 
rethink epistemologies derived from Greek or Roman traditions and help to develop new 
perspectives not only on ancient law, but also on the perception of the phenomenon of 
law itself. 

This conference will help demonstrate that law is a complex phenomenon with many 
overlaps, exchanges, and interactions with neighboring social spheres like ethics, religion, 
and politics – to name just a few. The discussions will enhance our understanding of the 
role that law plays in influencing societies and social discourses. Bringing together scholars 
from all relevant fields of research, this undertaking will broaden and deepen the 
knowledge about ancient law, and enable Western scholars to engage with legal cultures 
that are conceptually autonomous from Western legal conceptions to overcome the blind 
spots in each area of expertise. 
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SUNDAY, AUGUST 17, 2025 
Panel 1: Introduction and Opening Lecture// 
Chair: Konrad Schmid 
18:00–18:30 Konrad Schmid (University of Zurich): 
 Introduction and General Remarks 

18:30–19:30 18:30–19:30 Fernanda Pirie (University of Oxford): 
  Global Legal History and the Significance of the Ancient Near East 

Aperitif 
 
MONDAY, AUGUST 18, 2025 
Panel 2: The Beginnings of Law: Mesopotamia // 
Chair: Peter Altmann 
9:00–10:00 Sophie Démare-Lafont (Paris-Panthéon-Assas University, France) 
 Rome and Babylon: An Impossible Legal Dialogue? 
Coffee Break 
10:30–12:00 Kristin Kleber (University of Münster, Germany) 
 Anna Kirchhefer-Lauber (University of Münster, Germany) 
 Ancient Near Eastern Law in Legal History - Bridging the Gaps 
Lunch (12:00)  
13:30–14:30 Cornelia Wunsch (University of Leipzig, Germany) 
 Title 
14:30–15:30 Dylan Johnson (Cardiff University, United Kingdom) 
 Lawgiving in Mesopotamia: Differentiated Thought in “Pre-Axial” Societies 
Coffee Break 
 
Panel 3, The Beginnings of Law: Ancient Israel und Judah // 
Chair: Dylan Johnson 
16:00–17:00 Bernard M. Levinson (University of Minnesota, USA) 

 A Case Study of Legal Transmission and Attribution to Divine Revelation 
17:00–18:00 Reinhard Achenbach (University of Münster, Germany) 

Law in the Pentateuch and Legal Authority in Yehud during 
the Achaemenid Period 

Dinner (19:00) 
 
TUESDAY, AUGUST 19, 2025 
Panel 3, The Beginnings of Law: Ancient Israel und Judah 
9:00–10:00 Peter Altmann (Fuller Seminary, USA) 
  What Does It Mean for Torah to Be Law in the Hellenistic Period? 
 
 

Panel 4, Legal Concepts in Biblical Narratives and Implications for the Legal 
Practice in Ancient Israel und Judah (SNF Ambizione) // 
Chair: Lida Panov 
10:00–11:00 Pamela Barmash (Washington University St. Louis, USA) 
  Hullaballoo Over Jeremiah: Trial or Shouting Match 
Coffee Break 
11:30–12:30 Jan Dietrich (University of Bonn, Germany) 
  Autonomy and Responsibility in ancient Mediterranean Cultures of Law 
Lunch (12:30) 
14:00–15:00 Bruce Wells (University of Texas at Austin, USA) 
 Legal Conundrums in the Narratives of Genesis 
Coffee Break 
15:30–16:30 Lida Panov (University of Zürich) 
  Wage Agreements and Purchase Contracts in Biblical Legal Narratives 
17:30–19:00 Excursion on the History of the Reformation in Zürich 
Dinner (19:00) 
 
WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 20, 2025 
Panel 5: The Beginnings of Law: Ancient Egypt // 
Chair: Anna Angelini 
9:30–10:30 Joachim Friedrich Quack (University of Heidelberg, Germany) 
  Roman-Period Egyptian Hieratic Fragments as Evidence 

of Pre-Roman Norms and Regulations 
Coffee Break 
11:00–12:00 Sandra Lippert (CNRS, France) 
  Egyptian Jurisprudence in the Late and Hellenistic Periods (7th to 1st c. BCE) 

– How Legal Theory Was Taught and Applied 
Lunch (12:00) 
 
Panel 6: The Beginnings of Law: Ancient Greece and Rome // 
Chair: Dylan Johnson 
13:30–14:30 José Luis Alonso (University of Zürich) 
  Title 
14:30–15:30 Aglaia McClintock (University of Sannio Benevento, Italy) 
  At the Origins of the Concept of Ius 
Coffee Break 
16:00–17:00 Anna Angelini (University of Siena, Italy) 
  Law and Oracles in Ancient Greece 
17:00–17:15 Konrad Schmid (University of Zurich) 
  Final Remarks 


