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An Explanation of the Etymology of the Name Ammon
in Genesis 19, Based on Evidence from Nabataean
Aramaic and the Safaitic Arabian Dialect

Elitzur Avraham Bar-Asher (Harvard University)*

In Genesis 19:36-38 we encounter the story of Lot and his two daughters as an
etymology for the names of the two regional nations: Ammon and Moab (Moab).!
According to this story, these names originated with the names of the two boys who
were products of an incestuous relationship between Lot and his two daughters. The
narrator tells us that their mothers named them Moab and Ben-‘ammi. However,
explanations for their naming are missing in the Biblical story.

Ancient interpreters,? as well as modern ones, have attempted to draw a connection
between the daughters’ deeds and the names they gave to their sons. The name Moab
was probably regarded as a folk etymology in which the element ‘ab was understood
as ‘father’ and, therefore, the first element was interpreted as a variation of the
preposition m/min ‘from.” The combination was consequently regarded as ‘from a
father,” signifying that the mother wanted to indicate that she had conceived with her
own father.

It should be noted that some scholars have suggested that this ‘interpretation’ is
stronger than it first appears. If the first element of the name was taken as the
preposition ‘m/min,” which expresses ‘the origin,” we would have expected that the
name would have been Me’-0b due to the Aleph at the beginning of the word.
However, if this is the case, the name Mo -ob can be explained as a variant of the

I wish to thank Prof. Hani Hayajneh and Prof. M.C.A. Macdonald for the information they
shared with me regarding the Safaitic dialect, and to express my gratitude to Prof. John
Huehnergard for all his advices and suggestions regarding this paper.

For a discussion about the background of this etymology, see Weisman 1992.

2 See for example Breshit Rabba, (Theodor-Albeck edition), 51: 37-38. The exegetical
midrash, quoted by the name of R. Eivo, can be understood only if we assume that he took
Moab as ‘from a father’ and Ben-‘ammi as ‘the son of whoever was with me’. It means that
he interpreted the word ‘ammi as the preposition ‘am which has the meaning of ‘with’,
suffixed with a possessive pronoun. Regarding the preposition itself, in Hebrew it is ‘im as
well as in most of the Aramaic dialects. However in Syriac the preposition is ‘am and in
Western Aramaic we find it in Samaritan Aramaic (see Tal 2000, p. 642) as it is also in
Samaritan Hebrew (see Ben-Hayyim 1977, p. 211) when it is not followed by a possessive
pronoun. It might be the case that R. Eivo’s interpretation reflects his own local dialect or his
familiarity with other Aramaic dialects. If he neglected the vowels, it is possible that his
explanation is based merely on the fact that the preposition ‘im and the word ‘ammi share the
same consonants.
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name Me-ob because of the phonological phenomenon of &-0 interchange. This
interchange has been noticed especially in names as an isogloss of the southern
dialects of Palestine in general and of Moab in particular, since this phenomenon
happens mostly with Moabite names.?

In the case of Ben-‘ammi* such a simple explanation is not apparent. While the first
element ben can either mean ‘son of” or ‘member of” in its construct form, it is hard
to understand the meaning of the second part ‘ammi which is probably a combination
of ‘a noun+ 1% singular pronominal possessive suffix.’

The common meaning of the word ‘am is ‘people’ in Biblical Hebrew. However
there is no clear connection between the story of Lot and his daughters with ‘people’.
In order to find such a connection it was noted that in Semitic languages in general
the meaning of the word ‘am has to do with some sort of kinship®> and probably it
was used to designate ‘family relation’ in general.

Furthermore, evidence for this meaning can be found in Hebrew itself.® For example,
in the context of the priestly regulation concerning contact with the dead the word
‘am appears (Lev 21: 1, 4 and 15) and seems to mean some sort of family relation. In
addition, the parallel between the two expressions wayye 'asep & ‘ammoyw “was
gathered to his people” (Gen 25, 8 passim) and ne’espu el “botoyw “were gathered
to their fathers” (Ju 2, 10), which are both used to express dying, supports this
meaning in Hebrew. Accordingly, the personal name Ben- ‘ammi in the Lot story was
understood as an indication that the boy was the son of his mother’s relative.’
Despite this attempt to make sense of the name Ben-‘ammi, it seerns that the
connection between this name and the narrative context of naming is still weak,
especially in comparison with his cousin/brother’s name. Therefore, | wish to explore
whether other meanings of the word ‘am in Semitic languages can help to solve the
riddle behind this name.8

3 The first one to suggest this phonological explanation was Nestle 1896, p. 322-325. A longer
discussion on this phonological interchange with more evidence and a phonetic explanation
can be found in Morag 1958. Recently Elitzur 1996 has provided some new evidence to
support the argument that this phenomenon was indeed related to the Moabite dialect.

4 It should be noted that the name Ben- ‘ammi is found as a personal name in Ugarit as well, see
Gordon 1965, p. 205 (text 308 line 14), 457.

5 In Arabic this is the regular word for paternal uncle. It has been suggested that we can find
this meaning in the Balaam Text from Deir ‘alla as well, See Hoftijzer and Van der Kooij
1976, p. 190. See also Hackett 1984, p. 133.

See Bustenai 1972, p. 255, following Liwer 1972, p. 236.
This is the common interpretation among modern commentators. See Luke 1975, p. 86,
Davidson 1979, p. 79, Westermann 1985, p. 314, Mathews 2005, p. 245 inter alia.

8 An attempt to give an interpretation to this name which is more related to the story was made
by Nestle 1896, p. 322-323. He has suggested, based on his book (Nestle 1876, see above n.
2), that since the word ‘am has the meaning of 'paternal uncle', it might also mean 'father’.
According to this suggestion, both names indicated the fact that the father of the boys was
also the father of their mothers.
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The meaning of the word ‘am in Hebrew and its cognate in the Semitic languages has
occupied many scholars in the past one and a half centuries.® Much attention has
been given to the variety of meanings that this word has in the different languages
and many hypotheses have been suggested concerning its origin and its development.
Among possible meanings one can find that this word denotes also “grandfather” or
some sort of ancestor. The two main languages in which this meaning appears are the
Nabataean Aramaic dialect and the North-Arabian Safaitic dialect. Later, in the third
part of this paper I will discuss the evidence for this meaning of the word ‘am.

Surprisingly, almost!? no one has mentioned this meaning of the word ‘am in the
context of the Genesis story. Accordingly, it can be suggested that the name
Ben-‘ammi indicates the fact that the boy born was the grandson of his own father. In
light of this suggestion, it becomes clear that the two sisters named their sons in such
a way because they were products of incest: one emphasized the fact that the father
of the child was her father, and the other that Lot was the grandfather of his newborn
son. Thus, the possessive suffix was taken as if the boy himself tells his origin.

%

Gunkel has suggested regarding the background and the origin of this story that the
story about Lot and his daughter as the origin of the nations Moab and Ammon was
based on a Moabite-Ammoanite myth, which later on was adapted to the Bible as
part of the Abraham’s story.!! This suggestion was followed and developed by many
other scholars and at the same time rejected by others.!? One of the criticisms against
this theory was that there are no linguistic elements in this story that can support the
claim of Moabite-Ammonite background.!3

Without taking any position in the debate whether such background exists or not, it
should be noted that according to our suggestion there is linguistic evidence that can
support the suggestion that this story has its origin in the Eastern side of the Jordan
river.

It was already noted that the &-6 interchange which helped to explain the etiology of
the name Moab happened especially among Moabite’s names. In regards of the
interpretation of Ben-‘ammi as “the son of my grandfather”, one should remember
that the meaning of the word ‘am as grandfather was found in Nabatacan Aramaic
and the Safaitic Arabian dialect, both from a location close to Ammon and Moab.

*

For a survey on this topic see Good 1983, pp. 3—12.

Clermont-Ganneau 1898 (see below n. 16) mentioned this “legendary story” when he first
suggested that the word ‘am can mean “grandfather.” It seems that his idea was based on the
fact that two names with the elements ‘am and ab occur in the same story, but it seems that he
failed to notice that this is actually a crucial point in interpreting the “legendary story” itself.
11" See Gunkel 1910, p. 217-218.

12 See Weisman 1992, n. 14.

13" See Weisman 1992, p. 45*.

10
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In the rest of this paper I will discuss the evidence that the word ‘am(m) has the
meaning of “grandfather” in Semitic.

First, I would like to point to some indirect evidence. In the aforementioned parallel
between the two expressions wayye 'asep ‘el ‘ammoyw and ne'sspu el “botoyw the
substitution is actually between ‘am and ’'ab.'* By the same token, there is a parallel
between the personal names with the element ‘am and those with the element ‘ab.
For example, ‘ammiel and ’abiel.’> This parallel, however, only suggests that the
word ‘am probably expresses some sort of kinship.

Besides this indirect evidence, it seems that in some Semitic languages the word ‘am
marks the kinship of some sort of close ancestor — “grandfather” or
“greatgrandfather”. Clermont-Ganneau!® recognized the similarity between two
Nabataean Aramaic inscriptions (CIS 2, 182, 354) in which the meaning of the word
‘am is “greatgrandfather”. This is an indication for the use of ‘am as a “great
grandfather,” however it should be noted that in many languages the designations for
kinship are sometimes the same as they are in the same direction (for example the
word ‘ab itself in Biblical Hebrew usually means “father” but also “grandfather”!”
and any other ancestor).

Not far from the Nabatean area, the word ‘am has many occurrences in the North-
Arabian dialect of Safaitic. For many years there was no good example from which
to determine the exact meaning of this word. The only way to discern its meaning
was by mapping the other kinship designations, and ruling out what it was not. Since
‘am often appears in a list with dd and, clearly, they are not the same, whatever dd is,
‘am is not.

On the one hand, in all the colloquial Arabic dialects and in all the other ancient
Southern and Northern Arabian dialects the word ‘am indicates paternal uncle and,
therefore, it would be expected that this was the meaning also in the Safaitic
language. On the other hand the word dd is not common in those dialects and in other
Semitic Languages in which it has the meaning of ‘uncle’. Littmann was the first to
suggest that ‘am means “grandfather”. He believed that he could find evidence for

14 Good 1983, p. 90-92, discussed the meaning of the expression wayye asgp ’&l ‘ammoyw, and
its cultural context. In this discussion he mentioned the option of taking ‘am in this context as
“ancestor.” But he concluded: “Although this idea cannot be disproved, it has no support
from Priestly use of ‘ammim and in fact no support from Hebrew use in general.” It should be
noted that from this parallel the meaning of ‘am like ’ab should be some sort of ancestor. This
meaning occurs in Ugaritic as well, see Del Olmo Lete (2004), p. 163, and see there for a
references for further literature.

15" See Nestle 1876, p. 187—188, n. 1. Later Noth 1927 in his study of kinship terminology
regarding personal names has supported Nestle’s suggestion with strong evidence. See also
Clermont-Ganneau 1898, p. 37. For more evidence regarding the element ‘am in Semitic
personal names see Huffmon 1965, p. 196, Grondahl 1967, p. 109 and Benz 1972, p. 379.

16 Clermont-Ganneau 1898, p. 372-376. This suggestion was supported later by another
inscription. See Milik 1958, p. 227-228.

17" See for example, Genesis 32, 10.
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the use of dd as a “patemal uncle.” As a result ‘am stands for another close degree of
kinship, and most likely being “grandfather.”!8

Ryckmans took the opposite view. He believed that dd had the special meaning in
this dialect of “maternal grandfather,” and that ‘am had in this dialect the regular
Arabic/Arabian meaning of “paternal uncle.” He has two arguments to support his
opinion:

1. First, he gives a list of examples of the word dd in which he believes the meaning
of “grandfather” is more compatible.!?

2. In one Safaitic inscription there are four individuals which the author of the
inscription describes as the ‘mt. Taking ‘mt¢ as the feminine form of ‘m, this
inscription is only understandable if it means “paternal aunt” and not
“grandmother” since one can have four aunts but cannot have more than two
grandmothers (assuming that the same word is used for both sides).20

Aside from this evidence, Ryckmans still had to deal with Littmann’s argument that
dd refers to an “uncle”. He does so in a not so compelling way.

Regarding the first group of evidence, Ryckmans has two sets of inscriptions from
which he concluded that dd means “grandfather”. The first are inscriptions
describing someone mourning for his father and his dd. Ryckmans believes that it is
more reasonable that it would have been his grandfather. The second are inscriptions
in which we find a genealogy of three generations and then the author mentions his
dd. Ryckmans concludes that it refers to the last name mentioned before in the same
line (the grandfather). As Prof. Macdonald has rightly pointed out to me, these are
not strong arguments, since one can mourn for his father and his paternal uncle, just
as he would for his father and his grandfather. Regarding the genealogical
inscriptions, he said that simply because the author takes his genealogy to the third
generation and then mentions his dd, does not necessarily mean that he is referring
back to his grandfather.

Concerning the inscription with the four women described as ‘amt, there are two
counterarguments. First, Good has correctly noted how cautious one should be in
drawing conclusions about meaning of the masculine based on the meaning of
the feminine form. In Syriac, for example, the word ‘ammto is used for “paternal
aunt” while dodo is used for “paternal uncle”.?! In addition, regarding Ryck-
mans’ interpretation it should be noted that although one cannot have four grand-
mothers, one can definitely have four individuals as grandmothers and great-grand-
mothers.22

Since this debate more inscriptions of Safaitic were published and Winnett and
Harding have shown that in one of them the meaning of ‘am is clearly “grandfather”
and “great-grandfather”:

18 Littmann 1904, p- 119, 160.

19 Ryckmans 1951, p. 384-388.

20 Ryckmans 1953.

21 Good 1983, p. 33-34.

22 See for example, in the example in the following paragraph.
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ljrm’l bn zn’l bn ‘Im bn [jrJm’] bn d’b bn kn wwjd ‘tr ‘amh ‘Im wjrm’l ‘mh fqsf w’Sy‘h

“by Jaram’il son of zann’il son of ‘ulaim son of Jaram’il son of Di’b son of Kaun. He
found the inscription of his grandfather ‘ulaim and of Jaram’il his great-grandfather and
was sad, he and his companions™23

This inscription along with the similar use of the noun ‘am in another language,
Nabataean Aramaic, in the same area, combined with the fact that the use of dd to
mean “grandfather” is not found in any other Semitic languages support Littman’s
suggestion that the word ‘am in this dialect should be interpreted as ‘grandfather.’
Moreover, it is not a problem that the Safaitic dialect differs in its lexicon from other
Arabian dialects, making it closer to North-West Semitic. This is only one feature
among others which the Safaitic dialect shares with North-West Semitic.24

Having established, by direct and indirect evidence, the use of ‘am in the sense of
“grandfather,” it is plausible to suggest that this particular meaning of this lexical
item stands in the background of the biblical etiology of the name Ammon. In this
way, the biblical narrator uses a story of insect between a father and his daughters to
explain the names of their sons and, in turn, establishes the relationship between
Ammon, Moab and the Israelites.
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Abstract

In Genesis 19:36-38 we encounter the story of Lot and his two daughters as an
etymology for the names of the two regional nations: Ammon and Moab. According
to this story, these names originated with the names of the two boys who were
products of an incestuous relationship between Lot and his two daughters. The
narrator tells us that their mothers named them Moab and Ben-‘ammi. However,
explanations for their naming are missing in the Biblical story. While the name Moab
could have been regarded as a folk etymology which means ‘from a father,’
signifying that the mother wanted to say that she had conceived with her own father,
in the case of Ben-‘ammi such a simple explanation is not apparent.

The meaning of the word ‘am in Hebrew and its cognate in the Semitic languages has
occupied many scholars in the past one and a half centuries. Among possible
meanings one can find that this word denotes in Nabataean and Safaitic also
“grandfather” or some sort of ancestor. Surprisingly, no one has mentioned this
meaning of the word ‘am in the context of the Genesis story. Accordingly, it can be
suggested that the name Ben-‘ammi indicates the fact that the boy born was the
grandson of his own father. In light of this suggestion, it becomes clear that the two
sisters named their sons in such a way bacause they were products of incest: one
emphasized the fact that the father of the child was her father, and the other that Lot
was the grandfather of his newborn son. Thus, the possessive suffix was taken as if
the boy himself tells his origin. It will be suggested that, based on linguistic
evidence, the consequences of this interpretation can also point to a foreign origin of
this myth.
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Prepositional Ambiguity and the Semantics of
Bamah Usage: A Response to J. A. Emerton

W. Boyd Barrick (Billings, USA)

The past quarter-century has seen a modest surge of interest in the so-called “high-
places” (hereinafter “bamoth’) mentioned in the Hebrew Bible and in the commemo-
rative inscription of the Moabite king Mesha (KAI 181). When I began my disserta-
tion research on the topic in 1971, the only substantial treatment was W.F. Albright’s
idiosyncratic but influential study of “The High Place in Ancient Palestine” (1957).!
The scene is very different today, with monographs by P.H. Vaughan (1974)? and M.
Gleis (1997),3 important treatments by E.C. LaRocca-Pitts (2001)* and B.A. Nakhai
(1994, 1999, 2001),> and a number of major encyclopedia articles and focused arti-
cles (some by me).® No new consensus has emerged, however, and J.A. Emerton’s

I W.F. Albright, “The High Place in Ancient Palestine,” VTSup 4 (1957) 242-58; cf. my cri-
tique in “The Funerary Character of ‘High Places’ in Ancient Palestine: A Reassessment,” VT
25 (1975) 565-95. For the prevailing consensus at that time see, e.g., R. de Vaux, Ancient
Israel: Its Life and Institutions (trans. by J. McHugh; New York: McGraw-Hill, 1961) 284-8;
G.H. Davies, “High Place, Sanctuary,” IDB (1962) 2.602—4; 1. Engnell, “Ho6jd, Héjder,” SBU
(1962) 1.1015; M. Noth, The Old Testament World (trans. by V.I. Gruhn; Philadelphia: For-
tress, 1966) 177-8; H. Ringgren, Israelite Religion (trans. by D.E. Green; Philadelphia: For-
tress, 1966) 157-8.

2 P.H. Vaughan, The Meaning of “bama” in the Old Testament (SOTSM 3; Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University, 1974). Cf. the critiques by P.W. Skehan, in CBQ 37 (1975) 607-09, T.L.
Fenton, in BSOAS 39 (1976) 432-34, and M.D. Fowler, “The Israelite bamd: A Question of
Interpretation,” ZAW 94 (1982) 208-9.

3 M. Gleis, Die Bamah (BZAW 251; Berlin/New York: de Gruyter, 1997); cf. my critique in
JBL 118 (1999) 532-34.

4 E.C. LaRocca-Pitts, “Of Wood and Stone”: The Significance of Israelite Cultic Items in the
Bible and its Early Interpreters (HSM 61; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2001) ch. 5 (especially
pp. 127-30).

5 B.A. Nakhai, “What’s a Bamah? How Sacred Space Functioned in Ancient Israel,” BARev
20/3 (1994) 19-29, 77-8; cf. now idem, “Israelite Religion beyond the Temple,” World of the
Bible 1 (1999) 38-43, and idem, Archaeology and the Religions of Canaan and Israel (ASOR
Books 7; Boston: ASOR, 2001) ch. 6. Nakhai, like Vaughan, draws heavily on data known
from the archaeological record. Cf. the brief treatment by her dissertation mentor, W.G.
Dever, “The Silence of the Text: An Archaeological Commentary on 2 Kings 23,” Scripture
and Other Artifacts: Essays on the Bible and Archaeology in Honor of Philip J. King (ed. by
M.D. Coogan et al.; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1994) 148. A less optimistic ap-
praisal of the intersection of archaeological and biblical data is presented in the excellent
study by L. S. Fried, “The High Places (Bamdt) and the Reforms of Hezekiah and Josiah: An
Archaeological Investigation,” J4OS 122 (2002) 437-465.

6 W.B. Barrick, “What Do We Really Know about ‘High Places’?” SEA 45 (1980) 507, and
“High Place,” ABD (1992) 3.196-200. Other significant surveys include K.D. Schunck, in
TDOT (revised, 1977) 2.139-45; J.T. Whitney, “‘Bamoth’ in the Old Testament,” TynBul 30

11
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review of “The Biblical High Place in the Light of Recent Study” (1997) concludes
pessimistically:?

The Old Testament tells us much about bamd, but a precise definition eludes us. We do not
know whether the word could be used of any local sanctuary, or whether there was some-
thing that differentiated bamot from other sanctuaries.

Very popular today is the view (as old as Jerome)? that a “bamah” (sensus stricto)
was a man-made “high place,” i.e., an altar-like cultic platform of some sort (cf.
Mod. Heb. bamad, “‘stage, platform; forum™).> Emerton reviews this hypothesis, but is
in the end noncommittal.!0 [ have argued that the biblical evidence, such as it is, does
not easily support this idea, and that the cultic platforms known from the archaeo-
logical record of the Bronze and Iron Ages in the Levant (very influential for most
proponents of the “platform hypothesis™)!! probably have nothing to do with the bib-
lical “bamah.” Part of my argument has been based on the Verb + Preposition idioms
used to describe the use of a bamah. Emerton takes me to task for insisting that the
20 biblical occurrences of babbamd/babbamét must mean “in” the bamah/bamoth,
and that to interpret the phrase otherwise would be “completely contrary to attested
Hebrew usage™:12

This argument seems to me to be difficult to sustain. When sacrifices are offered on an altar,
it is possible to say either ‘al-hammizbéah (I Kings 12:23; 13:1; 2 Kings 16.12) or

(1979) 125-47; Fowler, “Israelite bamd: A Question of Interpretation,” 203—13; J.E. Catron,
“Temple and bamah: Some Considerations,” The Pitcher is Broken: Memorial Essays for
Gosta W. Ahistrom (ed. by S.W. Holloway and L.K. Handy; JSOTSup 190; Sheffield: Shef-
field Academic, 1995) 150-65; R.L. Omanson, “Translating Bamoth,” BT 46 (1995) 309-20.

7 J.A. Emerton, “The Biblical High Place in the Light of Recent Study,” PEQ 129 (1997) 116
32 (quotation from pp. 129-30). Dever rather cavalierly dismisses this quarter-century of
work as so much needless spilt ink, since “it was already clear that bamdt were simply raised
platforms or outdoor shrines ... ” (Silence of the Text,” 148).

8 Commentary on Jeremiah, at Jer. 32:35 (quoted by J.P. Brown, “The Sacrificial Cult and its
Critique in Greek and Hebrew [I1],” JSS 25 [1980] 2): “It should be noted, for the benefit of
those who are uncertain what the word bamdt means in the book of Samuel and Kings, that
‘altars’ [arae] and ‘high places’ [excelsa] in Hebrew are called bamaot.”

9 A. Zilkha, Modern Hebrew-English Dictionary (New Haven/London: Yale University, 1989)
24. The modern word reflects the semantic intermingling of Gr. béma, “podium, pulpit,” and
Hebr. bamd in Rabbinic Hebrew and cannot be automatically retrojected further into antig-
uity. Nonetheless E. Klein derives both the biblical sense “high place” and the modern sense
“stage, pulpit” “apparently from base BWM” (A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of
the Hebrew Language for Readers of English [New York/London: Macmillan/Collier Mac-
millan, 1987] 76). On V*BWM see n. 18 below. Against V*BWM is Mod. Hebr. bamma'’y,
“stage director” (a mid-20™-century coinage) which “is based on the supposition that the n.
bamd derives from base BMH " (ibid.).

10" Emerton, “Biblical High Place in the Light of Recent Study,” 123—4.

11" Vaughan’s argument rests almost entirely on the archaeological material.

12 bid,, 122, quoting my assertion in “What Do We Really Know about ‘High Places’?” 54.
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