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An Kxplanatıon of the Ktymology of the Name \Ammon
ın Genesıs 19, ase ON Evıdence irom abataean
Aramaic and the Safaltıc érabian Dialect
FElitzur Avraham ar-Asher (Harvard University)”

In (GjenesIis 19:36—38 encounter the STOFY of Lot and his [WO daughters A

etymology for the of the [WO reglonal natıons: Ammon and Moab Moab).'
According to thıs STOFY, these orıginated wıth the of the [WO DOyS who
WEITIC products of InCesStuous relationship between Lot and hIis [WO daughters. The
hnarrator ells us that theır mothers named them oab and Ben-‘ammı. However,
explanatıons for theır namıng arec missıng in the 1DI1Ca STOTY.
Ancıent interpreters,“ d el d modern ONCS, have attempted draw connection
between the daughters’ ee and the they DaVC theır SONS The MNaIinec oabh
Was probably regarde 4S folk etymology in IC the element 'ab Was understood
d ‘father’ and, therefore, the first element Was interpreted d varıation of the
preposition m/min ‘trom The combinatıon Was consequently regarde ‘Irom
father,’ sıgnıfyıng that the mother wanted indicate that che had conceived wıth her
() W father

should be noted that SOTNC scholars have suggested that thıs ‘interpretation’ IS
stronger than ıt fırst aADDCAIS. If the first element of the NaIinec Was taken the
preposıtıon ‘m/min,’ 1C CXPICSSCS °the or1g1ın,’ WOU have expected that the
NaIiInc WOUuU have been Me *- due the epi al the beginning of the word.
However, f thıs 1S the Casc, the Nainec Mo -9b Can be explained a4s varıant of the

wısh thank Prof. Hanı Hayayne and Prof. MC Macdonald for the ıinformatıon they
shared ıth regardıng the Safaıtıc dialect, and CADICSS gratitude Prof. John
Huehnergard for all hıs advices and suggest10ns regardıng thıs
For discussion OU! the aCKgroun! of thıs etymology, SCC Weısman 1992
See for example Breshit Rabba, (Theodor-Albec! edıtion), 51 37—38 The exegetical
mıdrash, quoted by the alnlc of E1vo, Can be understood only ıf AdSSsSume that he took
Moab ‘from tfather’ and Ben-‘ammı1ı °the SON of whoever Was ıth me It that
he interpreted the word "ammMI the preposition am 1C| has the meanıng of "wıth),
suffixed ıth DOSseESsSSIVeE PFrONOUN. Regardıng the preposıtiıon ıtself, in Hebrew it 1S IM
ell In MOStT of the Aramaıiıc lalects OWever in Syri1ac the preposıition 1S am and in
estern Aramaıiıc fınd ıt Samarıtan Aramaic (see Tal 2000, 642) ıt 15 Iso
Samarıtan Hebrew (see Ben-Hayyım 1977, 71 1) when ıt 15 NOLT ollowe: Dy pDOSSsessIve
DrFrONOUN. It might be the dSCcC that Eivo’s interpretation eflects hıs OWIl 0Ca dıalect hıs
famılıarıty ıth er Aramaiıc lalects If he neglected the vowels, ıt 1S possible that hIs
explanatıon 15 ase: merely the fact that the preposition IM and the word '"amMMI share the
SaIllc CONsonants
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Name e -l because of the phonological phenomenon of e-0 interchange. Thıs
interchange has been noticed especlally in as 1SOgloss of the southern
dialects of Palestine In eneral and of oabh in particular, SINCEe thıs phenomenon
happens mostly wıth Moabite names.*
In the Case of Ben-‘ammi* such simple explanatiıon 1S not app ı1le the first
element hen Cal eıther INCcAan sSon of” 0)4 °‘member of’ in its form, it 15 hard

understand the meanıng of the second part ammı 1C 15 probably combiınatıon
of 18t sıngular pronominal possessive suffix.”
The COMMON meanıng of the word am 1S .  people In 1DI1Ca Hebrew However
there 1S clear connection between the STOTY of Lot and hıs daughters wıth “  people
In order to fınd such connection it Was noted that in Semitic languages In eneral
the meanıng of the word am has do wıth SOINC sSo  z of kinship> and probably it
Was used O designate ‘famıly relation’ In general
Furthermore, evidence for thıs meanıng Can be (010181 ın Hebrew itself.® For example,
ın the context of the priestly regulatıon concerning contact wıth the dead the word
am apDpCAars (Lev 74 L and 15) and iNCcan SOTTIC sort of famıly relatiıon. In
addıtiıon, the paralle between the [WO eXpress1ons wayye 2SED amm JywW 0,  WwWas
gathere hIis people (Gen 25 passım) and NE ESPU '’el “botoyw “were gathere:

theır fathers” (Ju Z 10), IC arec both used CADICS yıng, upports thıs
meanıng in Hebrew Accordingly, the personal Namme Ben- '"aMMI ın the Lot StOrY Was

understood as indicatıon that the boy Was the SON of hıs mother’s relative./
Despite thıs attempt make of the Name Ben- ‘amml, it that the
connection between thıs Namme and the narratıve Context of namıng 15 still weak,
especılally In comparıson wıth hıs cousıin/brother’s Name Therefore, wısh explore
whether other meanings of the word am in Semuitic languages Can help solve the
rıddie behind thıs name.®

The first ONC suggest thıs phonological explanatıon Was Nestle 1896, SA DD longer
discussıon thıs phonologıcal interchange ıth [NOTC evidence and phonetic explanatıon
Can be found In orag 958 Recently 1tzur 996 has provıde SUOTINC 1CW evidence
support the argument that thıs phenomenon WAas indeed elated the Moabiıte dialect
It should be note: that the aIinc Ben- "AMMI 1S OUunNn! personal alllıc Ugarıt well, SCC

Gordon 1965, 205 eX] 308 lIıne 14), 457
In Arabic thıs 1S the regular word for paternal uncle has een suggested that Can fınd
thıs meanıng in the Balaam ext irom Deır well, See Hoftijzer and Van der KO01]
1976, 190 NSee Iso Hackett 1984, 133
See Bustenaıl 1972, 25 following Liwer 1972, 236
hıs 1S the COINITHNON interpretation N:} modern Commentators See Luke 1975, 806,
Davıdson 1979, 79, Westermann 1985, 314, Mathews 2005, 245 inter Jıa.
An attempt g1ve interpretation thıs amne which 1S INOTC elated the STOTYy Was made
Dy Nestle 1896, AT RDE He has suggested, based his book (Nestle 1876, SCC above
2)9 that SInNCe the word am has the meanıng of 'paternal uncle', ıt m1g Iso INCcCanN 'Tathe
ccording thıs suggestlon, both indıicated the fact that the ather of the boys Was

Iso the father of their mothers
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The meaniıng of the word am ın Hebrew and ıts cognate In the Semuitic languages has
occupied Man Y scholars in the past ONEC and half centuries.? uch attention has
been g1iven the varıety of meanıngs that thıs word has in the dıfferent languages
and Man Y hypotheses have been suggested concerning ıts or1gin and ıts development.
mong possıble meanıngs ONE Can fınd that thıs word denotes also “grandfather” OT

SOMEC SO  . of SIOTr. The tWO maın languages ın 1C thıs meanıng appCAars ATC the
Nabataean Aramaıiıc 1alect and the orth-Arabıan Safaıtıc jalect L;ater:; In the Ir
part of thıs ıll discuss the evidence for thıs meanıng of the word am
Surprisingly, almost!9 ONC has mentioned thıs meanıng of the word am In the
context of the GenesIis StOFrY Accordıingly, ıt Can be suggested that the Narmnc

Ben- ammı indıcates the fact that the DOYy born WAas the grandson of his OW) father In
1g of thıs suggestion, ıt becomes clear that the [WO sisters named theır SONS ın such

WaYy because they WeEIC products of incest: ON emphasized the fact that the father
of the chıl Was her father, and the other that Lot WAas the grandfather of hıs newborn
SOn Thus, the pOSSESSIVE suffix WAas taken d ıf the DOoy hıimself his or1g1n.

Gunke]l has suggested regardıng the background and the orıgın of thıs SLOTY that the
about Lot and his aughter the or1ıgın of the natıons oab and Ammon WAas

ase‘ Moabite-Ammoanıte myth, IC later WAas adapted the A

part of the raham s story.!! Thıs suggestion WAas ollowe and developed by Man Yy
other scholars and al the Samne tiıme rejected by others.!? One of the eritic1isms agamlnst
thıs eOrYy Was that there AlCcC lIınguistic elements in thıs SLOTY that Can support the
claım of Moabıte-Ammonite background.'®
Wıthout takıng an Yy posıtıon ın the debate whether such background ex1ists OT not, ıt
should be noted that accordıng OUTrT suggestion there 15 Iınguistic evidence that Can

support the suggestion that thıs StOTY has ıts or1gın in the Fastern sıde of the Jordan
rver.

Was already noted that the e-0 interchange 1C helped explain the et10logy of
the Namec oah appene: especılally IN Moabiıte’s In egards of the
interpretation of Ben- ‘ammi d “the SOM of INY grandfather”, NC should remember
that the meanıng of the word am as grandfather Was OUuUnNn! ın Nabataean Aramaıiıc
and the Safaıtıc Arabıan dıalect, both from Ocatıon close Ammon and oab

10
For thıs topıc SCC 00d 1983, Au  N
Clermont-Ganneau 898 (see below 16) mentioned thıs “Jegendary story  a when he fırst
suggested that the word am INlcan ‘“grandfather.” It that hıs ıdea Was based the
fact that [WO ıth the elements am and ab In the Same StOTY, but it that he
faıled notice that thıs 1S actually crucı1al pomt In interpreting the “Jegendary sto!  7 ıtself.
See Gunkel 1910, 207218

12 See Weısman 1992,
13 See Weısman 1992, 45*
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In the rest of thıs 111 discuss the evidence that the word am(m has the
meanıng of ‘“grandfather” in Semitic.

Fırst, WOU ıke pomt SOINC indırect evidence. In the aforementioned paralle
between the eXpress10ns WUAVVeE DSED ‚ amm Iyw and NE ESPDU botoyw the
substitution 15 actually between am and '’ab.!* By the Sarmne token, there 1S paralle
between the personal wıth the element am and those wıth the element ab
For example, ‘ammiel and 'abiel.}> Thıs parallel, however, only suggests that the
word am probably CXPTICSSCS SOMNC SO of kınshıp
Besıides thıs indırect evidence. ıt that ın SOINC Semitic languages the word aJm
marks the kinshıp of SOINC SOTT of close ‘“grandfather”
‘“ogreatgrandfather”. Clermont-Ganneau!® recognized the simılarıty between [WO
Nabataean Aramaic inscr1ıptions (CIS Z 182, 354) In 1C the meanıng of the word
am 1S ‘“greatgrandfather”. Thıs 1S indıcatıon for the uUuse of am “"great
grandfather,” however ıt should be noted that In Nan y languages the designatıons for
kınshıp ATC sometimes the Samne AaSs they are in the Samne direction (for example the
word 'ab iıtself in 1DI1Ca Hebrew usually “father” but also ‘““ograndfather””!/
and anı y other ancestor).
Not far from the Nabatean arca, the word am has MAanYy CCUrTreNCEeSs ın the orth-
Arabıan 1alect of Safaiıtıc. For Man Yy there Was good example from 1C

determıine the PeXAC meanıng of thıs word. The only WdYy discern ıts meanıng
WAas by mappıng the other kınshıp designations, and rulıng Out what it Was noLT. Sınce
am often aDPCAIS In lıst wıth and. clearly, they arec nNnOTt the SamMc, whatever 1S,
am 1S not
On the OTMIC hand, in a]] the colloquıal Arabıc dialects and in all] the other ancıent
outhern and Northern abıan dialects the word am indicates aternal uncle and,
therefore., it WOU be expected that thıs Was the meanıng also ın the Safaıtıc
language. On the other hand the word 1S not COTNINON in those dialects and in other
Semitic Languages in IC ıt has the meanıng of °uncle’. Littmann Was the fırst
uggest that am ‘“grandfather”. He eileve that he COUu fınd evidence for

14 00d 1983, 90—92, discussed the meanıng of the expression WUVVeE ED 'l amm yWw, and
ıts ultural ontext. In thıs discussion he mentioned the optıon ofıng am in thıs OontextTt
“ancestor.” But he concluded: “Although thıs idea annot be dısproved, it has support
irom Priestly use of 'ammım and fact support irom Hebrew UusSsc general.” It should be
noted that irom thıs parallel the meanıng of am lıke 'ab should be SOTNC SO  a of ancestor. hıs
meanıng In Ugarıtıic well, SCC Del Imo Lete (2004). 163, and SCC ere for
references forer hlıterature

ES See Nestle 1876, 18/-188, ater oth 97’7 h1s study of Kınshıp terminology
regardıng personal has supported Nestle’s suggestion ıth evıdence. See Iso
ermont-Ganneau 1898, For INOTE evıdence regardıng the lement am Semuitic
personal SCC Huffmon 1965, 196, Gröndahl 1967, 109 and Benz 1972, 3779

16 Clermont-Ganneau 1898, 372216 hıs suggestion Wäas supported later by another
inscr1ption. See 1ılı 1958, DF

1/ NSee for example, enesIis 320
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the uUusc of as “patemal uncle.” As result am stands for another close degree of
kınshıp, and most lıkely eing ‘“orandfather.””!$
Ryckmans took the opposiıte VIEW. He elileve: that had the pecıal meanıng in
thıs 1alect of “maternal grandfather,’ and that am had In thıs 1alect the egular
rabıc/Arabıan meanıng of “”paternal uncle.” He has {[WO arguments support hIis
oOpInıon:

First, he g1ves 1st of examples of the ord in which he believes the meanıng
of “"grandfather” LNOTE compatible.!?
In 0)41° Safaıtıc inscriıption there are four individuals which the author of the
inscription describes the mMl Takıng mf the feminine form of m’ thıs
inscription 1S only understandable ıf it "paternal aunt” and NOT
“grandmother” SINCEe ONE Can have four aunts but Canno have INOTE than
grandmothers (assumıng that the Samme ord 1S used for both sides).<0

SI from thıs evidence, Ryckmans st1il] had dea]l wıth Littmann’’s u  n that
refers “uncle”. He does iın NnOot compellıng WaY

Regardıng the fırst of eviıidence, Ryckmans has [WO sefts of inscr1ptions from
16 he concluded that “grandfather’”. The fıiırst dICc inscr1ptions
describing OINCONEC mourning for hIs father and his Ryckmans belleves that ıt 1S
INOTEC reasonable that ıt WOU have been hıs orandfather. The second AIc inscr1ptions
In IC fınd genealogy of three generatıons and then the author mentions hıs

Ryckmans concludes that ıt refers the ast NaImnec mentioned before In the Samne
ıne (the grandfather). As Prof. Macdonald has 1ghtly omnted out IM  s these dIC
NnOT strong arguments, SINCEe ONC Can INOUTTI for hıs father and hıs aternal uncle, Just
d S he WOUu for his father and his ograndfather. Regardıng the genealogica
Inser1ptions, he saı1d that sımply because the author takes hıs genealogy o the Ir
generatıon and then mentions hıis dd, does not necessarıly INcan that he 1S referring
back hıs ograndfather.
Concerning the inseription wıth the four deseribed as amlt, there AIc [WO
Counterarguments. Fırst, o0d has correctly noted how cautious ON should be In
drawing conclusions about meanıng of the masculıne ase the meanıng of
the feminine form In Syriac, for example, the word 'ammto IS used for “paternal
aunt” ıle dodo 1S used for “"paternal uncle” 21 In addıtion, regardıng Ryck-
mans interpretation ıt should be noted that althoug! ONC cCannot have four grand-
mothers, ON definitely have four indıvıduals d andmothers and great-grand-
mothers.22
Since thıs debate INOTC inscriptions of Safaıtıc WeTC publiıshed and Wınnett and
Hardıng have shown that in ON of them the meanıng of am 15 clearly ..  grandfather  55
and “"great-grandfather”:

18 Lıttmann 1904, 119, 160
Ryckmans 1951, 384388

20 Ryckmans 953
00d 1983, 33—34

Z See for example, In the example the following paragraph.
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lrm’1 bn zn’] bn °Im bn Iır]m’] bn d’ bn wwjd Ar c  amh °‘Im wirm’1 mh fgsf w’Sy‘h

“by Jaram’ ıl SOM of zann’ ıl SOI of ‘ulaım SOIl of Jaram’ıl SOM of Dı"b SOM of aun He
found the inscription of his grandfather °‘ulaım and of Jaram’ ıl his great-grandfather and
Was sad, he and hıs cCompani1ons73

Thıs inscriıption along wıth the simiılar UsScC of the 1NOUN am in another language,
Nabataean Aramaıc, in the Samne arca, combiıined wıth the fact that the UsSsCcC of
INCAanN “grandfather” 1S not Ooun ın anı y other Semiuitic languages support Littman’s
suggestion that the word am iın thıs jalect should be interpreted ds ‘grandfather.’
Moreover, ıt 1S nNOt problem that the Safaıtıc 1alect ıffers ın ıts exicon from other
Arabıan dialects, makıng it closer orth-Wes Semitic. Thıs 1S only ONC feature
IM others 1C the Safaıtıc jalect shares wıth orth-Wes Semitic.*

Havıng establıshe by direct and indirect evıdence, the uUusSsc of am in the of
“orandfather, ” it 15 plausıble suggest that thıs partıcular meanıng of thıs ex1ical
tem stands in the background of the 1DI1Ca et10102y of the Narmne Ammon. In thiıs
WAäY, the 1DI1Ca narrator uUuscs StOTY of insect between father and his daughters
explaın the of theır SONS and, In turn, establishes the relatiıonshıp between
Ammon, oab and the Israelıtes.
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Abstract

In (GenesIis 19:36—38 encounter the SLOrY of 1L:Ot and hıs [WO daughters
etymology for the of the [WO regional nat1ons: Ammon and oab According
to thıs SLOTY, these orıginated wıth the of the [WO boys who WeTC

products of InCesStuous relatiıonshiıp between Lot and hıs [WO daughters. The
narrator us that theır mothers named them oab and Ben-‘ammı. However,
explanatiıons for theır namıng dIC missıng in the 1C8: StOry ıle the Name oab
COU have been regarde as folk etymology 1C ‘trom father,’
sıgnıfyıng that the mother wanted Sa y that che had concelived wıth her OW father,
In the Casc of Ben-‘ammı such sımple explanatıon 15 notD:
The meanıng of the word am in Hebrew and its cognate in the Semitic languages has
occupled Man Y scholars in the past ONC and half centurIies. Among possible
meanıngs OMNNC Canl fınd that thıs word denotes In Nabataean and Safaiıtic also
“grandfather” OT SOTTIC So  r of Surprisingly, OMNC has mentioned thıs
meanıng of the word am in the context of the (Genes1is STOTY. Accordingly, ıt Can be
suggested that the Name Ben-‘amm1ı indicates the fact that the boy born WAas the
grandson of hıs O W father In 1g of thıs suggestion, ıt becomes clear that the
sisters named theır SONS In such WaYy AdUusc they WeIiIC products of incest: ONC

emphasızed the fact that the father of the WAas her father, and the other that Lot
Was the grandfiather of hıs newborn SO  - Thus, the pOssessive suffix WAas taken f
the boy himself hıs or1g1n. ıll be suggested that, aSse.: Iıngulstic
evidence. the CONSCYUCNCECS of thıs interpretation Can also pomt foreıgn or1gin of
thıs myt!|
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